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Politics & Emotions: An Overview

Marcos Engelken-Jorge

This book is a joint effort aimed at advancing our understanding on the role of
emotions in politics. Traditionally, politics in democratic societies has been
conceived of as a matter of power and competing interests. Emotion, for its part,
has been largely disregarded or conceived as a threat to a rational and well-
ordered society. In the last decades, however, this dominant hyperrationalist
liberal viewpoint has been challenged. A number of scholars have started to
consider the role of emotions in political behaviour, political mobilization, po-
litical judgement and decision-making, political communication, et cetera. Even
some normative political theorists have included emotions in their research
agenda and challenged, also from within the field of normative political theory,
the dominant hyperrationalist liberal perspective. In this regard, this book is not
path-breaking. It attempts simply to contribute to advance our understanding of
the complex and multidimensional role played by emotions in politics. Nowa-
days, emotions are not simply ignored, as they used to be, by political scientists
and political sociologists. However, after years of research, many of the conun-
drums revolving around the topic of politics and emotions remain unsolved. In
addition, research has contributed to raising new questions. This book aims at
clarifying some of them and posing new ones which should lead future research.

The book is divided into three sections. The first approaches the issue of
politics and emotions from a theoretical perspective, while the second focuses
on a series of methodological questions. The selection of essays composing
these two sections and that following is far from exhaustive — this would be an
impossible task. The essays have been selected to provide the reader with a
sense of the plurality of approaches available to politics and emotions, the cut-
ting-edge debates in this area of research and the possibilities, and also limita-
tions, associated to each theoretical and methodological approach. Due to their
nature, the essays that compose the first two sections of this volume do not rely
heavily, or do not rely at all, on the case-study selected for this book; namely,
the Obama phenomenon. In contrast, the essays that compose the third, and
longest, section discus this case-study more thoroughly. By focusing on a single
case, they do not only contribute to clarify the Obama phenomenon, which mer-
its attention in its own right, but they illustrate empirically how emotions, ap-
proached from different angles, can enrich political analysis. This combination
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8 Introduction

of a single empirical case and different theoretical and methodological ap-
proaches has an additional virtue on which we should insist. The varied perspec-
tives adopted by the authors of this book overlap to a certain extent, but they
also diverge, even conflict, in many aspects. Some authors prefer a more indi-
vidualistic methodology, while others opt for a contextual analysis of emotions.
Some scholars adopt a quantitative approach to politics and emotions, while
others favour a qualitative one or resort to ad hoc proxy indicators. The work of
some contributors shows the salutary effects of certain emotions on politics,
while other essays reveal the ambiguous and complex effects emotions can
have. These divergences, and to some extent also contradictions, not only high-
light the difficulties faced by political scientists and political sociologists as they
consider emotions, but they also illustrate — as mentioned before — the benefits
and limits of the different approaches adopted in this book.

In the introductory chapter, we first consider the somewhat exaggerated,
though absolutely not false claim that emotions have been marginalized in
Western intellectual tradition. This sets the context for our joint effort to the
study of politics and emotions. We then deliver some notes on the main contro-
versies that surround the concept of emotion, focusing in particular on those
more relevant to political scientists and sociologists. The third section gives a
brief review of the main areas of research in which the consideration of emo-
tions has been particularly productive. Succinct methodological notes are pro-
vided on how to approach the study of emotions. Finally, the fifth section gives
a summaring review of the main contents and structure of this book.

Have emotions been marginalized in Western Tradition?

Most accounts about the traditional marginalization of emotions or the naiveté
of the West about emotions are, at best, exaggerations. This is the thesis of Mi-
chael Neblo (2003), which he maintains convincingly. Not only does he argue
that some authors (for instance, Damasio 1994; Marcus et al. 2000) have un-
helpfully overstated the alleged marginalization of emotions in our Western
philosophical tradition, but contends, moreover, that the new research on emo-
tions is merely articulating insights already advanced by Western tradition. In
other words, modern political philosophers for example, used to start their ac-
counts with what they purported to be the human nature and, thus, with the
consideration of passion and emotion. This is the case of major scholars such as
Machiavelli, Hobbes, Spinoza or Tocqueville (cf. Arteta 2003: 50-51; Patapan
& Sikkenga 2008), whose works do not display this categorically and consist-
ently negative vision of emotions that some claim is typical of the West. How-
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ever, this does not imply that the relation of our intellectual tradition to emo-
tions has been unproblematic.

Liberalism, for instance, has marginalized emotion in two ways, as con-
tended by Cheryl Hall (2002: 732-726). In one way, classic liberalism has given
a place to emotions, though in order to argue for them being banned from the
political realm. Classic liberalism did not conceive human beings as rational
subjects oriented by self-interest, but rather as irrational beings moved by irra-
tional desires. Hence, public institutions — so goes the argument of classic liber-
alism — were supposed to hinder the arousal of passions, transforming them into
interests, which were thought of, in turn, as including the positive aspects of
both passion and reason.

In a second way, emotion has been marginalized by contemporary liberal-
ism by simply disregarding passion. Its conception of human beings as seeking
their own self-interest and reduction of reason to instrumentality, tend to ex-
clude practical questions, i.e. moral ones, from the horizon of consideration.
Thus, emotions have been simply relegated to the private realm. As Nancy
Rosenblum (cited in Hall 2002: 735) asserts: “Liberalism has difficulty assign-
ing a place to the family, for example, or patriotism, or the politics of personal
leadership — except to warn against it.” In other words, passion has been chiefly
conceived of by contemporary liberalism as a threat that promotes instability,
violence and injustice (Hall 2002: 736-738).

A similar vision is also maintained by David Ost (2004: 230-233), for in-
stance, though he draws the marginalization of emotion in the Western tradition
back to the reason/emotion dualism propagated during the Enlightenment and to
the association of emotion with superstition. This dualism, according to Ost,
also triggered the association of reason with the realm of power, in particular
with the institutionalized exercise of power, and emotion “with the underlings”
(Ost 2004: 231). Incidentally, this explains why emotions were considered until
the 1960s “a key — for some, the key — to understanding virtually all political
action that occurred outside familiar political institutions.” (Goodwin et al.
2001: 2) In fact, mass psychology thought of social movements and masses as
irrational phenomena triggered by exacerbated and irrational passions (for in-
stance, Le Bon 1895; Blumer 1939).

In the second half of the 20™ century, behaviourism contributed to the ex-
clusion of emotions from the allegedly legitimate field of inquiry of the social
sciences. Emotions were conceived of as insufficiently tangible and not sub-
jectable to quantification (Ost 2004: 233; Calhoun 2001: 46). In this regard, the
lack of methodological rigour with which some authors, especially within the
field of cultural studies, initially approached the analysis of emotion also con-
tributed to this widespread perception (Calhoun op. cit.).
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Notwithstanding what has been called marginalization of emotions in
Western tradition, social sciences like sociology have considered emotions and
their contribution to social and political analysis. Scholars such as Marx, Weber,
Durkheim, Simmel, Pareto and Cooley, have all paid attention to emotions.
However, as Jonathan Turner puts it, “early sociology was not devoid of a con-
cern for emotions, but perhaps with the exception of Cooley, these concerns
were secondary, implicit, and under-theorized.” (Turner 2009: 340) Neverthe-
less, over the last three decades, sociologists have tried to correct this drawback,
and nowadays dramaturgical and cultural theories of emotions, ritual theories,
symbolic interactionist theories, structural theories, exchange theories, et cetera,
are trying to make sense of emotions and their imbrications with social reality
(cf. Turner & Stets 2005: 23 ff.; Turner 2009).

Another interesting discipline to be considered is philosophical psychology
(Calhoun & Solomon 1984). Sensation theories, like the one developed by
Hume, have been interested in highlighting how people experience their emo-
tions. Psychological theories (e.g. William James) have focused on the psycho-
logical basis of emotional experience. Behavioural theories (Darwin, but also
Dewey or psychological behaviourists like Watson, Skinner or Ryle) have con-
centrated on observable emotional behaviour — arguing interestingly that if a
person can make mistakes about his/her emotions or be unaware of them, but an
external observer can identify them, then the behaviour must be the primary
thing of an emotion. Evaluative theories (Brentano, Scheler, Sartre or Solomon),
in turn, have maintained straightforwardly that emotions are chiefly evaluations,
that is, that they are epistemologically important mental phenomena and, al-
though they can sometimes lead us astray, they do not do so on principle. Fi-
nally, cognitive theories (e.g. Bedford) have been interested in how people name
and speak of emotions and the logical restrictions governing the use of terms
referring to them.

As we will see, all these theories highlight different aspects which we
should consider in the next section. For the moment, however, suffice it to con-
clude from this very broad and oversimplified account that the importance at-
tributed to emotions in the Western tradition, as well as the conceptions that the
major scholars have advanced of them, are less clear than what is commonly
assumed. Furthermore, the status attributed to emotions varies depending on the
discipline and the period of time considered. On the whole, it is true that emo-
tions have been somewhat disregarded, in particular in the field of political
science. This provides one good reason for bringing together this book. How-
ever, it also gives a grounding for the initial chapter, written by Ramoén Maiz
(this volume), which offers a nuanced and, as we see it, also very necessary
account of the roles played by emotions in the fields of political science and
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political theory, as well as adjacent disciplines (especially sociology and epis-
temology).

Controversies Revolving around the Concept of Emotion

We should turn now to the concept of emotion. More precisely, what exactly is
an emotion? How can we define it? We have already seen from the above broad
review of philosophical-psychological theories of emotion that behaviours,
feelings, evaluations or, more broadly speaking, cognitive components, as well
as linguistic rules and social conventions, may contribute to the definition of
emotions. Similarly, Turner and Stets (2005: 9-10) cite the following elements
as constitutive of emotions: “the biological activation of key body systems,”
“cultural definitions and constraints on what emotions should be experienced
and expressed,” “the application of linguistic labels (...) to internal sensations,”
“the overt expression of emotions through facial, voice, and paralinguistic
moves,” and “perceptions and appraisals of situational objects or events.” All
these elements, as both authors acknowledge, interact in complex ways, and
none of them can be said to have a privileged role in the definition of emotions.
Usually the definitions of emotions vary depending on which aspects a re-
searcher finds more relevant (Turner 2009: 341).

We think this is a legitimate way of approaching the definition of emo-
tions. As political scientists and sociologists, it is not emotions per se that we
need to define. Rather, what we are interested in is in reaching a definition of
emotion that is useful for political analysis. This means that we may be inter-
ested in more parsimonious concepts, which should be, however, complex
enough for rigorous analytical work, though not more complex than strictly
necessary. This is not to prejudge the potential interest of any of the aforemen-
tioned aspects claimed to be constitutive of emotions. Rather, we are suggesting
that, in this context, we should only consider those elements of emotions rele-
vant to political analysis.

For Aurelio Arteta (2003: 49), for example, it is sufficient to consider just
three aspects of emotions: their valence, that is to say, whether they are positive
or negative emotions; their cognitive components, and their motivational force.
Martha Nussbaum, in turn, advances a far more complex concept of emotion
than Arteta, but argues contrary to conventional wisdom that bodily processes
need not be considered in the definition of emotions, mainly because they do not
make any difference.

“We should certainly grant that all human experiences are embodied, and thus real-
ized in some kind of material process. In that sense human emotions are all bodily
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processes. But the question is, are there any bodily states or processes that are con-
stantly correlated with our experiences of emotion, in such a way that we will want
to put that particular bodily state into the definition of a given emotion-type?”
(Nussbaum 2001: 58)

Considering the plasticity of the human organism, Nussbaum answers this ques-
tion in a negative way (Nussbaum 2001: 58-59).

In line with the argument so far, this section will be devoted to the discus-
sion of several aspects of emotion that are relevant to political analysis. Since
they are also controversial and this is just an introduction chapter, we will re-
frain from advancing a fully-fledged definition of emotion. Instead, we will
simply introduce the main issues and arguments that structure the debate on
emotion and political analysis.

The first question to be considered is whether emotions can be differenti-
ated from other adjacent phenomena, such as moods or feelings. In this regard,
Chesire Calhoun and Robert Solomon (1984: 23) warn against considering emo-
tions as “a set of homogeneous phenomena.” There are, for instance, calm and
violent emotions, as well as episodic and more dispositional ones. However, for
many scholars it has been useful to distinguish emotions, albeit heterogeneous,
from other similar phenomena with which they tend to be (mistakenly?) con-
flated. For instance, emotions have been distinguished from moods. Both are
supposed to constitute “amorphous states,” but the former are directed to spe-
cific objects, while the latter are claimed to lack any specific referent (McDer-
mott 2004: 692). Appetite is another close notion. Appetite has been said to
refer to “*blind’ cravings or desires that operate largely at the most fundamental
bodily level” (Hall 2002: 729). Feelings, in turn, allude to “emotional states
about which a person is consciously aware” (Turner & Stets 2005: 286). Since
there are unconscious emotions, and they can be useful for political analysis,
emotions need to be differentiated from feelings.

However, as Nussbaum (2001: 129 ff.) acknowledges after distinguishing
between “bodily appetites,” “emotions,” and “moods,” it can be very difficult to
differentiate between these phenomena, especially between certain emotions and
moods. “One may feel generally fearful, and that will be an emotion with a
vague object, if its content is that some (vague) danger is viewed as impending.
It will be a mood to the extent that even that type of highly general or vague
object is absent.” Nevertheless, she contends that this should not be seen as a
problem, “for what would be a problem in an account of emotion would be an
excessive rigidity or definitional dogmatism.” (Nussbaum 2001: 133)

Surely, such an argument can be regarded as a mere excuse for a defi-
ciency in Nussbaum’s account of emotions. However, her claim is not without
merit. The usefulness of such a theoretical account that refrains from making
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“boundaries seem unrealistically sharp or rigid” (/bid.) can be seen, for exam-
ple, in Connolly’s analysis of the “evangelical-capitalist resonance machine”
(Connolly 2005). His main argument is that the alliance in the United States
between “cowboy capitalism” and “evangelical Christianity” rests upon shared
spiritual dispositions that create a common ethos, which is in turn amplified by
the media politics of resonance. “Ethos™ and “spiritual dispositions” are some of
his key analytical concepts, into which emotions, moods, desires, judgements
and so on are conflated. In one passage of his essay, for instance, he argues that
the ethos of the evangelical-capitalist political movement in the US is energized
by a sort of “existential resentment” (Connolly 2005: 878). This is a resentment
that can whirl “in a larger complex, producing a hurricane out of heretofore
loosely associated elements” (/bid.), which comprise emotions, desires, drives,
beliefs, feelings, patterns of perception, et cetera. This is just but one example of
the usefulness of keeping the conceptual boundaries between emotions and
other close phenomena porous and fluid. Similarly, Verhulst and Lizotte (this
volume) advise us not to overemphasize the differences between moods and
emotions, since both emotions and moods may have the same implications for
certain politically-relevant phenomena.

Some scholars go beyond this point. The “Lacanian-left”, for example, is a
label that refers to authors such as Slavoj Zizek (1989), Jason Glynos (2001),
Glyn Daly (1999; 2009) or Yannis Stavrakakis (1999; 2005). They do not speak
of “emotion” but of “enjoyment”, defined as a sort of “existential electricity”
(Daly 1999: 227). Similarly, Patricia Clough (2008) prefers not to speak of
“emotion” but “affect.” Both the Lacanians and Clough are referring to a kind of
pre-symbolic emotional or affective energy, focusing not so much on stable,
more or less discernible, emotional states but on concealed, malleable and shift-
ing aspects of subjectivity. By violating the conceptual boundaries between
emotions, moods, feelings and so on, and focusing on aspects that purportedly
underlie them (thus highlighting implicitly their common origin and somehow
their porosity), these authors have managed to explain compellingly the motiva-
tional components of political change and the resistance that it usually encoun-
ters (e.g. Glynos & Howarth 2007) — though not without analytical drawbacks
(cf. Engelken-Jorge 2011).

In short, what conceptual framework should be privileged over the rest in
the analysis of politics is not a settled question. While some authors prefer to
keep (allegedly) different emotional phenomena apart and to draw clear-cut
distinctions between them, others favour alternative and less rigid conceptual
frameworks. Both conceptual strategies can be said to have advantages but also
deficiencies. The perils are, on the one hand, excessive conceptual rigidity and,
on the other, lack of analytical rigour.
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A second controversy which merits consideration refers to how to classify
emotions. It is not clear at all how many emotions can be identified or which of
them are relevant to political analysis. One common way of tackling this issue is
to classify emotions according to a typology, which offers a door for introducing
emotions into discourse in a parsimonious fashion. The most common of these
typologies, which can be traced back to classic authors, for example Hobbes (cf.
chapter 6 of the Leviathan) or Spinoza (cf. 2009: 134-5), is the grouping of
emotions into positive and negative valences, on the assumption that these
“positive” and “negative” emotions are related to a fundamental approach-
avoidance behavioural system in the human being (Turner & Stets 2005: 11).

Recently, however, it has been argued that political analysis has to move
beyond this conceptualization (cf. Huddy et al. 2007). In this regard, political
psychologists have shown that two different negative emotions can trigger dis-
similar effects. Anger tends to promote action and to underestimate the risks
associated to a particular situation, while anxiety fails to trigger action and tends
to promote the overestimation of risks (cf. Huddy et al. 2007). Consequently,
scholars have argued for other theories to substitute the prevalent valence-based
approach; for instance, appraisal theories or what Huddy et al. call the “func-
tional neuroscience perspective” that either posits a model of emotion-specific
influences or a more differentiated set of emotional and behavioural responses
than the valence-based approach (Huddy et al. 2007; Lerner & Keltner 2000;
Lazarus 2001). Nevertheless, research focusing on discrete emotions is not
without problems either, as argued by Verhulst and Lizotte (this volume).

Another way of dealing with the complexity of emotions and the plurality
of effects that emotions can trigger is to identify and focus on political emo-
tions, i.e. typically political emotions. For some authors, anger is the central
political emotion, in line with Schmitt’s (1932) definition of the political. Ost
(2004), for example, makes a case for this thesis. Though implicitly, this argu-
ment can also be found in the work of other authors such as Laclau & Mouffe
(1985; see also Laclau 2005; Mouffe 2005 and the critique of Laclau &
Mouffe’s position in Barnett 2004). Other scholars, in contrast, extend the list of
emotions or passions that can be considered typically political and include,
among others, the following: libido dominandi, fear, greed, envy, resentment,
compassion and indignation (cf. Arteta 2003: 53-62).

In short, it is still controversial what is the best strategy for integrating
emotions into political analysis. Traditionally, emotions have been grouped into
positive and negative valences, though the deficiencies of such a typology have
been shown recently. Other scholars, however, prefer to adopt a more fine-
grained approach, and either focus on specific emotions or on more differenti-



Politics & Emotions: An Overview 15

ated sets of emotions. Still others concentrate solely on one or a few emotions
that can be said to be typically political.

There is a third aspect that we should consider; namely, to what extent are
emotions and their political effects related to personality traits and/or to a spe-
cific situation. To begin with, it seems obvious that the identification of any
emotion requires the consideration of its context. This is an old and, to a great
extent, uncontroversial idea (cf., for instance, Spinoza 2009). If we move be-
yond this idea, namely that the context is relevant for the identification of an
emotion, it seems obvious that some personality traits can make people more or
less prone to experience certain emotions. This is the case, for instance, ad-
vanced by Civettini (this volume). He speaks of “high and low hope individu-
als” and claims that hope is both a “dispositional trait” and an “emotional state.”
Indeed he does not disregard certain contextual factors, but argues that focusing
on the individuals might help understand why some individuals are politically
more active than others. Yet for other scholars it is “unhelpful to associate emo-
tions primarily with the individual rather than with the social and cultural.”
(Goodwin et al. 2001: 11) Gould (this volume) makes a case for this thesis. In
her chapter, devoted also to the analysis of the political effects of hope, she
shows how important the context and the discourse triggering this emotion can
be. The same emotion, namely hope, has had very different consequences with
Bill Clinton and with Barack Obama, and she traces back these differences to
both the context of hope and the political discourse that promoted the feeling.

In summary, it remains controversial to what extent individual traits or
contextual aspects are relevant to an understanding of the political effects of
emotions, i.e. whether we should pay the same attention to both aspects or, on
the contrary, if it would be more fruitful to concentrate more on one aspect than
on another. Possibly, the answer to this question will depend on the political
phenomenon under research. In any case, research programmes such as the one
proposed by Civettini (this volume), or lucid analyses, such as the one by Gould
(this volume), should contribute to solving this puzzle.

Finally, a fourth question merits discussion; namely, the cultural variation
of emotions. Nussbaum (2001: 152-157), for instance, speaks of “intersocietal
differences in the emotional life”, which is due to the following factors: the
physical conditions (to the extent that they influence certain cultural patterns),
the metaphysical, religious and cosmological beliefs held by a social group,
certain social practices (of child rearing, for example), language and the way
emotions are labelled and distinguished from each other, and certain social
norms that determine what is valuable in a society and how people (or just men,
or just women) should behave. These factors are said to influence the behav-
ioural manifestations associated to emotions, the objects that are deemed appro-
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priate for a particular emotion, as well as the emotional taxonomies and the
judgements about the worth of a particular emotion, which, in turn, affect the
experience itself of this emotion (cf. Nussbaum 2001: 157-165).

Calhoun (2001), in contrast, goes a bit further. Acknowledging this inter-
societal variation of emotions, but also recognizing that there are always intra-
societal variations, i.e. that the way emotions are displayed in a society varies
over time and that there are also differences among individuals, he speaks of
“emotional habitus.” That is to say, the inculcation in individuals of “a sense of
how to act, how to play the game [“of relating emotions to each other, and of
relating emotions to cognition and perception”], that is never altogether con-
scious or purely reducible to rules.” (Calhoun 2001: 53)

To tackle this issue, namely, the inter- and intra-societal variation of emo-
tions or, in short, their cultural variation, some scholars have distinguished be-
tween primary and secondary or higher-order emotions. Happiness, fear, anger
or sadness are primary emotions, while secondary or higher-order emotions are
usually conceived of as combinations of these primary emotions or as emotions
that are less natural and more socially constructed. Yet both the distinction be-
tween primary and secondary emotions and the number and categories of emo-
tions that belong to each group are still unsettled questions (cf. Turner & Stets
2005: 10-13; Turner 2009: 342; Goodwin et al. 2001: 13).

Altogether, the challenges faced by political scientists and political soci-
ologists, in order to integrate emotion into political analysis, are nothing short of
formidable. There is still no clear definition of what an emotion is; neither do
we know what the most useful conceptual framework is to integrate emotion
into political analysis — not to mention other conundrums pertaining to the role
played by contextual, cultural and individual elements in emotions and their
political effects.

Areas of Research

The consideration of emotions has been particularly fruitful for certain areas of
research within the disciplines of political science and political sociology. Emo-
tion has advanced our understanding of cognitive processes and the mechanisms
that influence political judgement, as well as decision making. It has helped
understand certain aspects of political participation and political behaviour.
Furthermore, it has provided some insights into the nature of the social bond and
of social cohesion. Besides, some scholars have resorted to emotions in order to
explain certain dynamics of the public space and to advance some insights into
how best to cope with some of the challenges appearing in the public space.
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Debates on political socialization have also pointed out the importance of the
education of emotions — an issue, on the other hand, closely related to debates
on restorative justice. Studies on political communication and rhetoric have also
relied on the analysis of emotions. Last but not least, normative political theory
has also benefited from the consideration of emotions. Though very briefly, let
us consider these areas of research in turn.

Emotion has been studied at different phases of the decision-making pro-
cess. Research has analysed emotion during and after decision-making, antici-
pated emotions and memories of past emotions (McDermott 2004 reviews the
most relevant literature). However, better known examples of research at the
intersection of emotion, cognition and decision making are the work of Marcus
et al. and research on the influence of emotion on information processing. Ac-
cording to Marcus et al. (1993; 2000), both anxiety and enthusiasm greatly
determine political judgement. While anxiety triggers political learning and
stimulates attention toward new information, enthusiasm fosters political en-
gagement and influences candidate preferences. Besides, emotion might, though
not necessarily (Turner 2009: 342), generate self-re-productive cognitive pro-
cesses (cf. Endert 20006). In this regard, the literature known as “motivated rea-
soning” documents the variety of ways in which people who are strongly com-
mitted to a given view interpret evidence to support their view. People fail to
consider evidence that disconfirms their view, or reject its validity, and accept
evidence as valid if it confirms their view (cf. Mendelberg 2002: 168). Further-
more, an emotional state or a mood can affect the reasoning style; for instance,
by generating recurring ideas and images in a subject’s mind or by causing her
or him to consider a great number of diverse aspects but to consider them super-
ficially (Damasio 1994: 146 ff.). Moreover, it can influence the evaluation of
possible outcomes resulting from a course of action; for example, by overesti-
mating the odds of positive outcomes when in a positive mood or the probabili-
ties of negative results when in a negative mood (McDermott 2004: 696). In
summary, it is out of doubt that affective states influence directly and indirectly
political judgment, as well as the depth of information processing (Verhulst &
Lizotte this volume).

That emotion can motivate and guide social and political behaviour is also
a well-known thesis (Arteta 2003: 49; Hall 2002: 739-41; Turner & Stets 2005:
290). However, it would be even more interesting to be able to specify the
mechanisms that rule this motivational force. The compilation by Goodwin et
al. (2000) provides important insights into the effects of emotions on political
mobilization and collective political behaviour. As stated above, Marcus et al.
(1993; 2000) maintain that enthusiasm fosters active campaign involvement.
Civettini (this volume) advances an interesting distinction between “prospective
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emotion” and “current state emotion”, arguing that the former holds the key to
understanding action-oriented political behaviour. Gould (this volume), for her
part, shows that the effects of hope on political behaviour depend on context, as
well as on the discourse that triggered hope in the first place.

It has also been claimed that emotion holds the key to understanding the
nature of the social bond and for promoting social cohesion (Hall 2002: 739-41;
Markell 2000). For Ahmed, for example, collectives materialize “as an effect of
intensification of feelings,” which are, in turn, influenced by “histories that
stick,” i.e. by “associations that are already in place” (Ahmed 2004: 39).
Markell (2000), relying on Habermas’ notion of “constitutional patriotism”,
clarifies the structural ambivalence of the dynamics of affect that promote social
cohesion — in other words, the identification with a common entity. The chapter
of Escobar (this volume) provides important insights into a kind of social rela-
tionship that is somewhat cognitive in nature, but not reducible to logos. His
underlying thesis is that emotions propel certain dynamics of their own that help
to understand a symbolic, although not strictly linguistic, form of communica-
tion (hence, a kind of social bond).

Emotion has also played a role in identifying the dynamics of the public
space and in clarifying how best to cope with the challenges appearing in this
public space. Both Wettergren and Sandry (this volume) highlight the essential
ambivalence of emotion. For a political leader, attracting the support of parts of
the population also implies gaining the attention of many detractors. Similarly,
Mouffe (2002; 2005) insists on this essential ambivalence of emotional dynam-
ics. For her, the ambivalence of politics, which is due to the “passions” involved
in politics, implies from a normative viewpoint an agonistic conception of de-
mocracy and, thus, an acknowledgement of the conflictive nature of politics,
which cannot be managed by resorting to deliberation or to sheer market proce-
dures. Connolly (2005: 881-884) maintains that the adequate management of
public emotions, which appear in his account in the form of “existential disposi-
tions”, first require their explicit recognition and then the promotion of alterna-
tive “modes of spirituality” — not their exclusion to the private realm. Regarding
the former aspect, i.e. the recognition of the emotions that are already in place in
the public realm, Markell (2000) advances that the study of public emotions
should provide more realistic expectations about how we can, and to what ex-
tent, cope with certain challenges appearing in the public place. This is a ques-
tion, moreover, which has been explicitly addressed by some Lacanian political
theorists (Glynos 2001; Glynos & Howarth 2007; Stavrakakis 1999). Escobar
and Wettergren (this volume) also tackle this issue. Their analyses clarify cer-
tain symbolic strategies that deal with the complexity and ambiguity of some
public emotions, which are managed by the “versatility” or — in Laclauian terms
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(Laclau 1994; 2005b: 91 ff.) — “emptiness” of certain symbolic signifiers; in
particular, Obama himself.

Debates on political socialization have also benefited from the considera-
tion of emotion. Classical authors, such as Plato or Aristotle, already considered
the importance of the education of emotions. As Ben-Ze’ev puts it (1995: 198),
for Plato, for instance, “a sound education consists in training people to find
pleasure and pain in the right objects”. Contemporary authors working in the
neo-Aristotelian tradition (e.g. Nussbaum), but also other scholars outside this
tradition (e.g. Rorty), have considered the literary education of emotions as a
fundamental strategy for achieving virtuous citizens (cf. Stralenberger 2006;
Rorty 1989). The premise of this argument is usually that emotions carry a cog-
nitive component of their own, usually, though not always, of a special kind
(Nussbaum 2001: 67). “Emotions typically have a connection to imagination,
and to the concrete picturing of events in imagination, that differentiate them
from others, more abstract judgemental states.” (Nussbaum 2001: 65) That is to
say, emotions manage to generate more vivid and texture-rich judgements.

This idea of educating citizens is also somehow at the heart of debates on
restorative justice (see, for instance, the special issue dedicated by the European
Journal of Social Theory [2008, vol. 11, num. 3] to this topic). The main con-
cern underlying this area of research is how to build or re-establish “a sense of
shared humanity, a political community based on equality of respect, and shared
civic trust” after a violent conflict — a task that “requires victims, perpetrators
and beneficiaries to undergo an emotional catharsis and transformation that
cannot be achieved through conventional criminal and civil laws and practices.”
(Ure 2008: 285) Close to this area of research, Yanay’s work (2002) shows that
hatred can be turned into a positive mode of attachment once its ambivalence is
acknowledged.

The study of political communication has also benefited from considering
emotions. Informal logic, for example, distinguishes between an ‘“emotional
system [of argumentation]” and “the deliberate, intellectual system”, each being
preferable depending on the circumstances (Ben-Ze’ev 1995: 198). From a nor-
mative viewpoint, both emotional argument and deliberative, intellectual argu-
ment are to be conceived of similarly, according to Michael A. Gilbert (2004).
In other words, both are governed by certain rules, and it is the adequacy of a
statement, be it emotional or logical, to these rules that determines its accept-
ability — not the emotional or the logical nature of the statement per se. As Gil-
bert (2004: 261) puts it:

“There certainly are rules for emotional argument. They are similar to the rules for
logical argument, and include such factors as veracity, non-exaggeration, justifica-
tion of evidence, avoidance of bias, consideration of alternatives, and so on. Emo-
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tional intimidation, for example, is wrong not because it is emotional, but because in-
timidation in an argument is often wrong.”

The role played by emotions in political communication has usually been stud-
ied from a pragmatic perspective, assuming, thus, that “communication is the
observable practice of a relationship” (Penman quoted in Escobar this volume;
also see Sandry and Wettergren this volume). Among other things, such a per-
spective widens the usual scope of discourse analysis. Not only sheer linguistic
elements should be studied, but the consideration of emotions (and also com-
munication understood as a social relationship) demands including further as-
pects into analysis; for instance, the significance of the human body and of body
language and the meaning conveyed by the personal history of the speaker (cf.
Escobar this volume; Wettegren this volume), as well as the contribution of
other social actors to the creation, and communication, of a certain discourse (in
this regard, see the remarkable analysis of “Obama’s hypervisibility” by
Escobar this volume), the condensation of emotional and symbolic meaning in a
particular symbol or word (e.g. Obama himself — cf. the chapters by Escobar
this volume, and Wettergren this volume — or certain words, like the Welsh term
hiraeth, analysed by Sandry this volume).

Nevertheless, the abovementioned acceptance of emotion as a legitimate
form of communication and argument is not without problems. Indeed, Gilbert’s
words are compelling: “Emotional intimidation, for example, is wrong not be-
cause it is emotional, but because intimidation in an argument is often wrong”
(Gilbert 2004: 261). However, the chapter by Sandry (this volume) raises a
crucial question: How can emotion transfer itself to actual political decision-
making? Though emotions carry a cognitive component, it can be very often
vague and undefined. As Sandry formulates it, emotions can play a positive role
in political rhetoric, and they are surely unavoidable components of rhetoric, but
from a normative viewpoint, we shall remain well aware that emotional rhetoric
may be intended to just “buy our support”; that is, to manipulate the population
so that “it becomes easier to hand over responsibility for political decision mak-
ing to someone else” (in this regard, also see the chapter by Gould and her
analysis of the different effects of hope with Clinton and Obama). Normative
political theory has considered this and adjacent questions. As the chapter by
Maiz (this volume) points out, “hyperrationalist” normative theories do not only
lack motivational strength, but also have a normative deficit. The underlying
assumption behind this latter claim is that by reflecting on our strongest re-
sponses we may identify our higher goods and moral values. In other words,
emotions may convey normative insights that normative theories that disregard
emotions fail to consider or fail to explain appropriately (see the chapter by
Maiz this volume for a more detailed discussion on this issue). Alternatively,
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other scholars suggest that research on emotions from an evolutionary perspec-
tive may also contribute to clarify certain moral intuitions (Damasio 2003: 155-
173). In this regard, normative political theory, akin to the abovementioned
areas of research, has also benefited from not ignoring emotions.

Emotions and Research Methods

As we stated earlier, emotions have been conceived of, in particular by behav-
iourists, as insufficiently tangible and not subjectable to quantification, and thus
have been largely disregarded by mainstream social scientists. Moreover, as we
concluded from our brief survey of the central controversies revolving around
the concept of emotion, political scientists and political sociologists lack any
clear and agreed definition of emotion. Controversies abound on how to ap-
proach best the study of emotions and how to integrate them into political analy-
sis, as well as on the role played by contextual, cultural and individual aspects in
emotion. These deficiencies are by no means unimportant. However, it is safe to
claim that the study of emotion is not much more difficult than the identifica-
tion, measurement and analysis of other political and social phenomena. If we
think, for instance, of racism and xenophobia, both are also complex and to a
great extent elusive phenomena — possibly because both are also affect-laden
phenomena. The crucial point, however, is that both racism and xenophobia
have been successfully subjected to empirical enquiry. Indeed, there are many
questions which still remain unsettled, but our understanding of racism and
xenophobia has advanced greatly thanks to empirical research (cf. Wieviorka
1991). We deem that despite the abovementioned difficulties, the same holds
true for the analysis of emotions and politics.

A wealth of research methods are currently available for the analysis of
emotion and politics. Qualitative methods include, among others, in-depth inter-
views (Gould this volume; Engelken-Jorge 2010), focus groups (cf. Escobar this
volume; Moreno del Rio 2010), discourse and frame analysis, not only restricted
to sheer textual analysis, but also considering audiovisual data (Escobar this
issue; Moreno del Rio 2010), and participant observation (Polletta & Amenta
2001: 313; Gould this volume). Quantitative-oriented researches usually rely on
survey data. The most basic alternative is to gather data from self-reported feel-
ings (Huddy et al. 2007), though self-reported feelings can be sometimes mis-
leading (Verhulst & Lizotte this volume). Other scholars favour instead the use
of scales (Civettini this issue) or, when the emotions to be studied are particu-
larly elusive (e.g. those related to xenophobia), special, subtle items are used
(Cea D’ Ancona 2009). Other researchers, in contrast, resort to proxy indicators,
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such as voting statistics or the number of volunteers in a political campaign
(Gould this volume). Last but not least, some scholars propose to use more
sophisticated research strategies in experimental settings, from experimentally
inducing an emotion and observing its effects on later cognitive processing
(Verhulst & Lizotte this volume) to using resonance imaging machines to meas-
ure brain activity (Turner & Stets 2005: 314-315). As usual, each method has its
own limitations but also possibilities. Thus, a triangulation research strategy,
such as the one used by Escobar (this volume), or a systematic research agenda,
such as the one proposed by Civettini (this volume), are usually preferable to the
use of a single method.

The Book

The book has been divided into three sections. The first is a comprehensive
literature review by Maiz. The section provides a detailed description showing
how emotions have been largely excluded from contemporary political theory
and political science. The main argument of Maiz is that the reason/emotion
dualism is at the heart of this exclusion. A review is provided giving the most
important contributions from diverse disciplines (sociology, epistemology, neu-
roscience...) challenging this dualism. Following is a discussion of the new
theoretical approaches within the field of political philosophy that are leading
the path toward a new conceptualization of politics not influenced by the afore-
mentioned dualism.

The second section is devoted to methodological questions. In the first
chapter of this section, Verhulst examines the cognitive processing styles of
individuals during the time when they experience emotions, and links these to
how political science research typically measures and assesses emotions in the
mass public. The review of several different models of emotions that tackle the
cognitive processing styles of individuals leads him to identify the commonal-
ities of these models, as well as the questions that future research needs to ad-
dress. Civettini’s chapter, in turn, focuses on hope, which he shows to be a cru-
cial emotion for understanding political behaviour. The chapter clarifies the
notion of hope and advances a systematic research agenda for its study.

The third section tackles the issue of emotions and politics by focusing on
a case study; namely, the Obama phenomenon. In the first chapter of this sec-
tion, Escobar outlines the core elements of the political communication dynam-
ics by which Obama has achieved worldwide stardom. He analyses the use of
grassroots mobilization and media technologies, as well as the master narratives
of the Obama phenomenon that have managed to transcend the dispassionate
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politics mindset that had dominated the communication strategies of the Demo-
cratic Party for most of the past decades. In the second chapter, Sandry concen-
trates on several aspects of rhetoric. He draws on evidence taken from the
Obama phenomenon, among other empirical material, which help him to ad-
vance a very interesting critique of Obama’s ‘now’ agenda and use of rhetoric.
In her chapter, Wettergren concentrates on the concepts of resentment and cos-
mopolitanism in politics from an emotion-sociological perspective. Her discus-
sion draws on the Obama phenomenon as it appears from this perspective. Fi-
nally, Gould uses the Obama phenomenon to explore the renewed political de-
sire in the United States. Rather than revolving solely around Obama the man as
the bearer of change, Gould argues that the excitement, enthusiasm and hope
surrounding his campaign and election derived in large part from Obama’s in-
citement to a renewed relationship to the political. Obama spoke on behalf of
political desire, presenting the political realm as a site that should and could be
responsive to the citizenry’s desires and thus as a site worth engaging. Bracket-
ing the question of Obama’s intentions, Gould considers the effects, even if
unintended, of repeated injunctions to “believe” not just in his ability to bring
about real change, but in the citizens’ ability. In this context, the more general
question about variations in the sources, contours, and effects of political hope
is addressed.

Taken together, the essays contained in this volume reflect the plurality of
approaches available to politics and emotions. They introduce, and contribute to,
the cutting-edge debates in this area of research, highlight the commonalities of
these approaches, but also their contradictions, and reveal the potentialities and
limits of each theoretical and methodological perspective.
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The Political Mind and Its Other

Rethinking the Non-Place of Passions in Modern Political
Theory

Ramon Maiz

“There are only two solutions: one is the use of emotion, and ultimately of violence, and the other is
the use of reason, of impartiality, of reasonable compromise”
Karl Popper

“Nothing great was ever achieved without enthusiasm”
Ralph Waldo Emerson

There is a hidden tension underlying current debates on issues such as liberal-
ism, communitarianism, multiculturalism or nationalism in the field of political
theory.' This hidden tension is at least as problematic as the tensions expressed
by other, more explicit binary codes, such as community/individual, mon-
ism/pluralism or universalism/particularism. In this chapter, I will argue that the
Reason/Emotion dichotomy, a foundational dichotomy or more precisely a dual-
ism, originating in a partial and radical interpretation of Enlightenment thought,
lies as an undisputed assumption behind those other binary codes, hindering the
very possibility of arriving at new developments in the theory of democracy and
of politics itself. The Reason/Emotion dichotomy induces with the “blissful
clarity” of myth — using Barthes’ expression — an undisputed and omnipresent
hyper-rationality. In turn, this has very negative de-politicizing effects on a
large part of the arguments advanced by political theorists. In this respect it is
revealing that egalitarian liberalism is built on the notions of ra-
tional/reasonable and public reason/non-public reason. Furthermore, the crea-
tion of community networks is usually presented as a kind of escape from moral
subjectivism by appealing to a presumptive objective rationality of tradition.
Moreover, it is striking that demands for representation of individuals or social
groups are normally defended by resorting to an individual or group interest.
Also, deliberation is based on the ideas of ‘rational consensus’ and ‘force of the

1 Translated from the Spanish by Marcos Engelken-Jorge en Livérbula s.l., under the supervi-
sion of the author. This chapter is part of the project SEJ2007-67482: The Quality of Public
Deliberation in Contemporary Democracies.
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better argument’. Nationalism is regarded as morally justifiable only if it adopts
the reasonable form of ‘civic patriotism’ within the alleged cultural neutrality of
the State. Last but not least, it is also revealing that some feminist theories are
controversially constructed in opposition to the aforementioned aspects by ap-
pealing to the notion of ‘Eros’, with an aim to freeing the repressed political
dimension of affect. In my view, all these aspects show clearly the foundational
marginalization, if not the theoretical exclusion, of emotion, passion, and feel-
ing. Moreover, one crucial aspect of the problem in this chapter is the modern
conceptual displacement of the classical notion of ‘passion’, which includes
both affective and cognitive elements, by that of ‘emotion’ conceived as the
other of Reason (Dixon 2003; Oatley 2004). In the following pages, however, |
will be using these terms, i.e. emotion, passion and feeling, as synonyms, to
refer to the structurally-banned affective dimension of politics.

In close relation to the aforementioned uncritical and — as I argue here —
untenable dualism, reason and emotion are concepts that have built each other
reciprocally, I would say in a sort of bi-univocal correspondence, by means of a
long process of overdetermination which has produced a semantic matrix of
conceptual associations and oppositions. As a result, both concepts have eventu-
ally come to be thought as belonging to two mutually-exclusive and self-evident
horizons of meaning — to put it in the words of Kosellek. Only within this an-
tagonistic horizon of interpretation and reception (reason vs. emotion) do both
notions begin to make sense in theoretical discourse.

The list of classic readings that have helped modern authors define the no-
tion of liberty has been biased favouring a very specific and reductive notion of
reason which is clearly opposed to that of emotion. Other possible theoretical
resources, from Spinoza to Fergusson and Tocqueville via Hume, have been
misinterpreted or simply dismissed. In short, politics has been conceived of
theoretically as pertaining to the realm of the rational, i.e. as an achievement of
reason. Indeed, the State itself, when thought of as the monopoliser of political
power and legitimate violence, is justified by its unbeatable capacity to domesti-
cate passions: “Why has government been instituted at all? Because the passions
of men will not conform to the dictates of reason and justice, without con-
straint.” (Hamilton The Federalist Papers 15). The idea of reasoning person
who is isolated and loosed from any affective bond with fellow citizens; the
tenet that emotion distorts, clouds or disturbs reason, and that it should be kept
under control so as to achieve a rational reasonability, which constitutes the
basis of modern politics; the reduction of rationality to a form of calculus, free
from any contaminating affect, metaphor or interpretative frame (raciocinatio
est computatio) and its reduction to the principle of self-interest maximization;
the design of institutions as a combination of various mechanisms of aggrega-
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tion and intermediation of interests, of checks and balances and other sorts of
filters aimed at ‘cooling’ the passions, or at deactivating them to ‘calm passions’
which are ultimately reducible to the discourse of interests, so as to exclude
emotion from the public sphere, are a few of the diverse arguments variously
formulated and combined, and with different scope, by authors as varied as
Descartes, Weber, Kant, Stuart Mill, rational choice theorists, Rawls or Haber-
mas.

As pointed out by George Lakoff, from said perspective, coming to domi-
nate politics by the end of the 20™ century, you will be inclined to “think that all
you need to do is give people the facts and the figures, and they will reach the
right conclusion. You will think that all you need to do is point out where their
interests lie, and they will act politically to maximize them. (...) You will not
have any need to appeal to emotion — indeed, to do so would be wrong! You
will not have to speak of values; facts and figures will suffice.” (Lakoff 2008:
11)

However, the reason/passion dichotomy, whose subtle and nuanced contes-
tation by Aristotle and the Hellenistic thinking had sank into oblivion, has been
subjected for over 20 years to renewed critical scrutiny by authors working
within the disciplines of neuroscience, philosophy, psychology, sociology and
the epistemology of the social sciences, more radically than ever before, explor-
ing new paths and multiple ranges (Marcus et al. 2000; Neuman et al. 2007;
Castells 2009). However, this untenable and misleading dichotomy still governs
the dominant paradigms that inform empirical and normative research in the
fields of political science and political theory — precisely, those disciplines that
are supposed to deal with the bios politikos and the vita activa. Moreover, this
happens although political scientists and social psychologists are well aware of
the presence of emotional appeals in electoral campaigns, as well as of the rele-
vance of emotional factors (e.g. fear or enthusiasm) for understanding electoral
behaviour and the outcome of political campaigns (Brader 2006; Westen 2007)
— let alone other more extreme phenomena such as religious, ethnic or national-
ist violence.

The aim of this chapter is to provide arguments to criticize the above men-
tioned misleading dualism present in the fields of political theory (and political
science). This dualism is responsible for an unacceptable narrowing of the po-
litical. This is because the reason/passion dichotomy is a key premise of an
underlying theoretical logic in which: /) The foundational exclusion of emotion
leads to an unfeigned hyperrationality that, 2) leads to the overvaluation of con-
sensus and the correlative negation of deep conflict as an inescapable dimension
of politics. 3) Processes of collective identity construction and mobilization are
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neglected, hand in hand with rational individualism, and 4) a displacement is
promoted of politics by morality, law or economy.

Towards said aim, first, I will explain how the reason/emotion dichotomy
is semiotically structured, by using a complex semantic chain of significations
(1). Then, I will show that this dichotomy has a decisive influence on the chief
paradigms of contemporary political theory by overburdening the notion of
reason and excluding passion (2). Third, I will introduce some of the most im-
portant contributions appearing in diverse disciplines and that are relevant for
the questioning of several crucial aspects of the emotion/reason dualism in poli-
tics (3). Finally, I will discuss new theoretical approaches within political phi-
losophy that have clearly surpassed the old analytical frame and that are in the
origin of a non-dichotomic conceptual horizon that is crucial for the normative
thinking of democracy (4). It should be stated from the outset that my argumen-
tation does not intend to support a case for ‘more passion’ in politics. Rather, it
aims at providing the basis for a new way of articulating reason and emotion in
the vita activa. More precisely, the focus is on a new way rooted in contempo-
rary wisdom that transcends a reduction of the political to morality, law and the
analysis of public policies and public management.

The Semiotic Structure of the Reason / Passion Dichotomy

The dichotomy between reason and passion has been constructed by the gradual
superposition of various sets of binary codes, homologies and semantic antago-
nisms. These have generated an hegemonic narrative of political discourse that
clearly assigns a positive value on reason, while presenting different dimensions
of emotion as the negative antithesis of reason. This symbolic structure of asso-
ciations and oppositions underlies in the form of an ideal type beneath the no-
tion of political reason coined by the moderns. However, the notion has been
given several meanings depending on case and empirical development. A sum-
mary can be found in table 1, of the most common and persistent chains of
equivalences and oppositions upon which the reason/emotion dualism has been
based (according to the classic division between matter and spirit established by
Christian Wolff in Psychologia Rationalis 1734 §34). Based on this dualism,
emotion, feeling and passion have been excluded from the conceptual-cum-
semantic field giving rise to the conception of modern politics as the empire of
reason. The argument is very briefly provided below.

The opposition between reason and emotion was formulated by Descartes
as a radical division between spirit and matter, mind and body, res cogitans and
res extensa, i.e. between an indivisible and non-measurable thinking ‘thing’
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(res) and a mechanical and infinitely divisible non-thinking body. In this way,
an undisputed assumption was born that still perdures; namely, “the suggestion
that reasoning, and moral judgement, and the suffering that comes from physical
pain or emotional upheaval might exist separately from the body.” (Damasio
1994: 320) This point of departure is characterized by a normatively-biased
division between an upper sphere (that of the mind, the spirit...) and an inferior
sphere (related to body, to the sheer biological dimension, to “visceral factors”,
in the words of William James) — summing up, by a divide between “head” and
“heart” (Koziak 2000: 153). From said point of departure, an hyperrationalist
notion of cold reason has been postulated, in which thought (i.e. reason-ing)
opposes feeling by separating the cognitive from affective elements, i.e. by
separating self-controlled from automatized elements (Spezio and Adolphs
2007: 74).

In this way, the idea that a pure, objective, consensual, non-contradictory
and dispassionate form of knowledge is possible is substantiated. The idea is
conceived of as having the sole ownership of all the cognitive, evaluative and
motivational components of the human soul. From this viewpoint, passions are
depicted as the completely other of the brightness of reason. Indeed, they are
thought of as unpredictable and having an irrational, unconscious, innate (i.e.
not learnt), obscure, suspicious, conflictive and contradictory origin. Moreover,
their etymology shows that they have been conceived as opposed to the princi-
ple of the vita activa; namely, as characterized by passivity. They are regarded
as something that happens to us, which befalls us in an unforeseeable manner,
depriving us of self-control and enslaving us (for instance, we are ‘over-
whelmed’ or ‘roused’ by passion). Within this framework, emotions are thought
of as irrational forces that hinder action, i.e. that create heteronomy, and are
alien to our true selves, that is, to our conscious selves (cogifo ergo sum). Moral
and political actions are conceived of as the conscious and rational prosecution
of the goals set by a self-determined person (sapere aude). Hence, passion is
thought of as something threatening, external to our thinking selves; something
disturbing and blinding, clouding judgement and agitating the mind, making it
sectarian, partisan and unpredictable, overwhelming and alienating us. Thus,
passions are often metaphorically equated to natural disasters: passions are
stormy or torrential, eruptive... In short, they disturb the Apollonian and Satur-
nian harmony of reason, science, wisdom and moral and political righteous
judgement (James 1997: 13). From this perspective, emotions are seen as sub-
jective forces that hamper self-control and reasonability, bring us back into the
obscure world of prejudice, superstition and dependency. In short, emotions
make us return to, in the words of Kant, “self-imposed immaturity” (selbstver-
schuldeten Unmiindigkeit). In contrast, reason is equalled to science and objec-
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tive knowledge by authors of the Enlightenment, and thus, is thought of as
speaking a universal language, one associated to Light (Enlightenment, Siglo de
las Luces, Iluminismo, Lumiéres, Aufkldrung), in opposition to the subjective
partiality of passions, from the “dark night” of Romanticism (Reddy 2001: 211)
— if we were to understand this period of history, probably exaggerating some of
its features, as a total and traditionalistic rejection not only of modernity but also
of science and reason.

Since the work of Madison, Kant or Sieyés, the consequences of the pas-
sion/reason division for the creation of a free political order are clear: passions
trigger sectarianism, subjectivity; they hinder the achievement of impersonal
and objective agreements, of consensus, as well as the genuine negotiation of
the common interest and the common good. Thus, the intrusion of affects, as
well as of personal and expressive factors in the public realm is conceived not
only as something that perturbs the use of public reason but also as something
potentially authoritarian and despotic (Rosenblum 1987: 167). Civilization — or
even Culture, if it is imagined in a universalistic fashion, i.e. as heading toward
progress and truth — is supposed to dominate, channel and tame passions, for
emotion brings us back to our animal condition; in short, to nature. Therefore,
modern politics are conceived theoretically as an artificial realm, i.e. as the
realm of social contract allowing us to abandon the state of nature, in which
hope and fear are the dominant passions (homo homini lupus). Moreover, reason
facilitates entering the realm of institutional design, i.e. the design of sophisti-
cated mechanisms intended to calm political passions (for instance, the writing
of a Constitution, the separation of powers, bicameralism, the creation of a sys-
tem of checks and balances, et cetera) (Holmes 1995). In this regard, Sieyés,
who analysed politics as though they were an “ordinary machine”, designed
“machines” and “rouages”, and thus felt the imperious need for abandoning the
rhetoric of emotions, the “language of sentiment” and the “language of affect”,
in order to defend that politics are used in the “abstract” terms of science,
judgement and principles (Maiz 2007: 81). In summary, in the context of the
aforementioned dualism, emotion is thought of ultimately as the completely
other of political reason; that is to say, as a sort of atavism or primitive remain-
der, as a symbol of everything that has been left behind by civilization and pro-
gress, and that has no proper place in the enlightened realm of liberty created by
the moderns.

Now, this discourse of rationalist foundation of politics descends a step
further in its materialist secularization; is reformulated in instrumental terms,
losing in this way most of its normative and moral content, which would have
led to the provision of principles (Sprangens 1981). This discourse takes shape
as a less philosophical and more empirical concept. The concept of interest is
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discrete, can be operationalized and measured, and abandons excessively ab-
stract and inefficient notions related to the metaphysics of morals, moral phi-
losophy, or ethical and political principles. Even the notion of motives under-
stood as convictions is brushed away by the new concept (Walzer 2004: 123).
This is the key functionality of the concept of interest. It provides a common
language and a common measuring rod, it facilitates the use of rationality and
calculation, and it furnishes us with an idea of the Good facilitating communica-
tion in the public sphere of market society. Indeed, interest can be clearly ex-
pressed (‘interest will not lie’), and is furthermore undeniably individual (‘each
person is the best judge of his interests’). On the other hand, it allows to bridge
the gap to legitimate decision-making; to the generation of majorities by mecha-
nisms of preference aggregation (decision-making rules, parliaments, political
parties, and so forth). It should be noted that this process has three distinct com-
ponents: /) the substitution of principles (convictions, moral reasons), which
should provide the moral basis of institutions, by the notion of interest, which is
better attuned to negotiation (Hirschman 1977: 2). 2) The translation of some
types of passions to the language of interest (for instance, the pursuit of profit or
other calm passions, associated to le doux commerce). 3) The concomitant ex-
clusion of other more indomitable passions from the realm of politics (e.g. in-
dignation or compassion), and their confinement to private life. In short, the
notion of interest does not only imply the exclusion of passions from the politi-
cal sphere but also the debilitation of ethical and political principles, and their
substitution by a utilitarian feeble notion of the Good that is allegedly shared by
everybody and is the rationalist maximization of individual interest.

This reductionistic notion of reason underlies the image of the modern in-
dividual as a singular citizen furnished with interests and individual rights, in
opposition to collective or group identities and to amorphous masses driven by
irrational loyalties or the passionate identification — Einfiihlung, Empathy
(Morrell 2010) — of the self not only with another person but with the whole
group. Moreover, it is this notion of reason at the heart of modern citizenship
that has enabled us to imagine a type of nationalism, or better said civic patriot-
ism, that has structured the relations, i.e. rights and duties, between citizens and
the State; the only notion providing the foundations of a type of political Consti-
tution that is indeed conceived as a shelter against passion (precommitment).
This type of patriotism is therefore totally different to ‘ethnic nationalism’, or
even to nationalism tout court. In fact, from this perspective ‘nationalism’ is
held to be invariably influenced by an organic link between nature and passion
and creates a holistic totality in which individual reason disappears. Thus, it is a
patriotism that elevates liberalism above populism, which is related to collective
passions and to charismatic (thus, non-rational) leadership.
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In this way, politics is imagined as a rationalized realm of order, stability
and coherence, but also as the realm of work and legitimate power exercised by
the rational machinery of the State (interest aggregation, majority rule); that is, a
realm that is thought of as constituting the other side of the domination of scien-
tific reason over nature. Within this reason/passion dualism, passion is always
conceived of as the problem, while reason appears as the only possible solution.
Because passions are debilitating, generate dependencies, unpredictability, par-
tiality and subjectiveness, they ought to be confined to individual privacy and
excluded from citizenship, i.e. from the public sphere.

Table 1: The Reason/ Emotion Dichotomy

Reason Emotion | Reason Emotion
Mind Body | Science Art
Res cogitans Res extensa | Civilization Nature
Thought Feeling | Universal Particular
Cognitive Affective | Modern Primitive
Head Heart | Interests Passions
Objective Subjective | Calculus Impulse
Rational Trrational | Negotiable Unnegotiable
Calvinism Pietism | Individual Mass
Conscious Unconscious | Civility Nationalism
Literal Metaphoric | Liberalism Populism
Active Passive | Consensus Conflict
Control Automatism | Liberty Tyranny
Judgement Prejudice | Order Disorder
Autonomy Dependency | Coherence Incoherence
Lucidity Obfuscation | Stability Instability
Sanity Insanity | Work Sensuality
Constructive Destructive | Apollonian Dionysian
Impartiality Partisanship | Power Weakness
Justice Arbitrariness | Public Private
Enlightenment Romanticism

Last but not least, this privatization of passion is also placed in the feminine
realm, that is, the realm of passivity, irrationality, weakness and ultimately,
privacy. Reason is a primarily ‘masculine’ capacity to take action, to make deci-
sions, to master self-control, to exercise dominion and to govern the public
sphere achieved through personal and institutional harnessing and exclusion of
emotions (Hall 2005: 36). Thus, women have managed to open a space for
themselves in the public sphere by entering unambiguously into the signification
chain and behaviours fitting this hyperrationalist vision of politics, in other
words, by assuming all the features that are supposed to be related to reason — at
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the price, however, of being under suspicion of acting against ‘their nature’, in a
cold and manly fashion.

Hyperrationality and the Theoretical Exclusion of Emotion in Mainstream
Political Theory

In this section, I will tackle succinctly this foundational exclusion of emotion
and passion in four influential strands of modern political theory: utilitarianism,
Marxism, (post-)Kantian liberalism (Rawls) and communitarianism (Macln-
tyre). To do so, I will consider four figures that illustrate the ideal-typical argu-
ments advanced by these theories. However, it should be stated from the outset
that these ideal-typical arguments necessarily simplify both the complex argu-
ments advanced by each of the authors considered and, in particular, the com-
plexity and inner plurality of each of the aforementioned theories. Nevertheless,
they will help to demonstrate that an unthought space underlies those theories,
that is to say, a space that appears in the form of an undisputed assumption, i.e.
a theoretical non-place that is the non-place of passion and affect.

Let us consider first utilitarianism (Figure 1). It advances a consequential-
ist argument; namely, it provides a criterion for assessing norms and actions that
rests upon the evaluation of the consequences derived from these actions and
norms, not upon their accordance to ethical and political principles. What mat-
ters is whether actions and norms lead to the greatest happiness for the greatest
number of people (Goodin 1995). Utilitarianism departs from an allegedly real-
istic image of the individual, i.e. it does not presume altruism or perfect infor-
mation in decision-making but a materialist type of ‘rationality’, that is, one that
is based upon the notion of interest, as well as on the idea that interests are
given and revealed. This secularized perspective assumes, then, a notion of the
Good that is not linked to moral, metaphysical or religious principles. In con-
trast, individual happiness is taken to be the mere utility maximization of indi-
vidual interests. At this point, a crucial problem arises; namely, how are we to
cross the gap that separates, on the one hand, the initial scenario of a group of
individuals, who are separated by their conflicting interests, from the expected
scenario of a well-ordered society, characterized by legitimate decision-making.
The answer provided by utilitarianism is clear: through mechanisms of aggrega-
tion that, with minimal processing, allow the grouping and the selection among
various sets of compatible and transitive scales of individual preference. The
common good is, thus, conceived as the maximization of the sum of individual
utilities. On the basis of this conception, principles of justice are inferred, which
are to govern the aggregation of individual preferences by public institutions.



38 Emotions & Contemporary Political Theory

By this mechanism, the pursuit of each person’s self-interest should lead to
collective happiness. At this point, two aspects of this basic utilitarian argument
should be highlighted: /) A classic notion of reason, characterized by having a
substantive ethical and political content (principles and convictions), is dis-
placed by another one that is more instrumental and that rests upon the notion of
interest. 2) The idea of the Good is theoretically purged of any content departing
from the principle of utility maximization. What is excluded, in particular, is the
consideration of civic virtues and the emotions that reinforce those virtues, be-
ing both virtues and emotions necessary motivational and normative compo-
nents of a well-functioning democracy.

Figure 1: Utilitarianism
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In Marxism’s classic paradigm (cf. figure 2 — major corrections by Gramsci,
Althusser or Marx himself are not included), the point of departure is a theory of
history built on a materialist philosophy (historical materialism) focusing on the
economic infrastructure of society; namely, on the relationships of production
(Cohen 1978). In this context, the productive forces, which are taken to be the
key explanatory factor, are conceived as related to the relations of production.
In other words, it is claimed that the relations of production have changed
through history — namely, are specific for each mode of production (Asiatic,
feudal, capitalist) —, managing in this way to increase the human capacity of
production. Moreover, they are held to group individuals into social classes.
The concept of social class, in turn, rests upon the notion of class interest,
which refers to collective shared interests. Finally, according to Marxism’s
classic argument, legal and ideological superstructures adapt to the relations of
production so as to promote the development of the productive forces. Assum-
ing these premises, Marxism argues /) that in the capitalist society, the proletar-
iat is the overwhelmingly majoritarian social class, owing to the process of
proletarianization of the middle classes, and 2) that the interests of the proletar-
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iat are increasingly universal, i.e. increasingly widespread, objective and trans-
parent. This is due to the growing exploitation and impoverishment of the great
majority, which owes to the inherent dynamics of capitalism, as well as to pro-
cesses of urban and industrial concentration. 3) This causes class consciousness,
which is thought of as the awareness of the objective interests shared by the
working class, to become more consistent and to prevail over other differences
of religion, nation, culture, etcetera. 4) Since class antagonism rests upon eco-
nomic determinations, it is held to inevitably lead to a radical change, which is
conceived of as a social revolution (leading to changes in the mode of produc-
tion), not as a mere political one (which would have an effect solely on the
superstructure). 5) Finally, the aspiration of achieving equality, i.e. of satisfying
the interests of the proletariat in a classless, free of injustice and exploitation-
free society, prevails over liberty (associated to superstructure rights). Liberty
thus becomes dispensable and the State adopts authoritarian forms such as the
dictatorship of the proletariat. In this manner, a scientific analysis of reality
(historical materialism), which eliminates the need for a merely normative,
philosophical, political or moral analysis, uncovers the hidden rationality that
lies behind commodity fetishism, as well as the tendencies and inner contradic-
tions of capitalism, highlighting the authentic interests of the workers.

Figure 2: Marxism
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In short, /) the censure of the “poverty” of moral and political philosophy,
linked to 2) the need for a social revolution, which pursues equality — not simply
political, i.e. formal, change — and 3) fulfils the objective class interests of the
proletariat. Thus, it can be argued that notions like scientific reason, universal-
ism, economic class interest and so on, which are essential to Marxism, emerge
within an objectivist and hyperrationalist account of social change. This ac-
count, moreover, disregards the complex group of mechanisms at work in a
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process of collective action, in two ways: /) it ignores the costs associated to
processes of collective decision-making and mobilization, i.e. the resources
invested, possible collateral effects, opportunity costs, et cetera, or 2) the un-
avoidable normative (i.e. convictions, principles: justice, equality, fraternity), as
well as motivational components (i.e. political virtues and emotions, which are
capable of activating convictions: solidarity, compassion, indignation and so
on). As the later Cohen believed: “a change in the social ethos, a change in the
sentiments and attitudes people sustain toward each other in the thick of daily
life, is necessary for producing equality” (Cohen 2000 145).

Let us turn now to the post-Kantian version of Liberalism exemplified in
the works of Rawls (cf. figure 3). Here, another, substantially different concep-
tion of reason is at play, different from the previous two. /) The ethical and
political impulse of the classic enlightened notion of reason is taken up again,
and 2) a nuanced splitting of the concept of reason is postulated, into rationality,
or the faculty of determining one’s own interests and conception of the Good,
and reasonability, i.e. the capacity to arrive at cooperative agreements in order
to form the basis of democratic institutions. On the one hand, the exercise of
moral autonomy, that is to say, of individual rationality, generates an in-
commensurable pluralism of comprehensive doctrines and conceptions of the
Good. On the other hand, by contrast, a neo-contractarian hypothesis argues that
reasonability (i.e. political autonomy) is capable of generating an overlapping
consensus shared by different conceptions of the Good that, in turn, found the
principles of justice that should govern public institutions. Two arguments ad-
vanced by Rawls are decisive at this point: /) The thesis that justice should
prevail over the Good, in contrast to what utilitarians argue, and 2) the idea that
conceptions of the Good should not belong to the realm of public reason but
that of non-public reason, that is, to the private sphere. From this follows that
“devotions and affections” (sic.), which are related to the “bonds of loyalty and
fidelity” that are characteristic of conceptions of the Good, should be excluded
from the principles of justice. In other words, passions and emotions that are
associated to conceptions of the Good, even “the convictions and passions of the
majority,” should remain excluded from the realm of politics (Rawls 1971: 373).
The only exception allowed to this foundational exclusion is “moral sensitivity.”
However, it should be noted that this exception has not been elaborated theoreti-
cally, although it contradicts the dominant rationalist paradigm of Rawls’ work.
By taking into account “moral sensitivity,” which affects conceptions of the
Good and conceptions of justice, “attitudes” — in fact, they are emotions, e.g.
“sympathetic identification,” “sense of justice” or “love of mankind” — are al-
lowed to enter into the public sphere, since they are taken to be both rational and
reasonable. But what else can be “moral sensitivity” but a passion, an expres-
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sion of ‘enthusiasm’ toward justice and cooperation or the desire for a well
ordered society? However, this hidden normative and motivational dimension of
emotion is not adequately tackled within the theoretical territory of public rea-
son expressed as the overlapping consensus on the principles of justice, nor
behind the veil of ignorance of the original position. In short, there is a signifi-
cant tension between the dominant rationalist (Kantian) paradigm and a subor-
dinated almost Humean perspective in the work of Rawls. Although the latter
standpoint is not theoretically articulated, it manages to re-introduce the un-
avoidable dimension of emotion and to place it at the very heart of the Apollon-
ian political constructivism, at work in the deduction of the principles of justice.

Figure 3: J. Rawls
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Finally, let us turn to another theory that could be expected to have a larger
focus than the previous ones on the rational-cum-affective dimension of politics;
namely, communitarianism, in its neo-Aristotelian version (Maclntyre 1981) (cf.
figure 4). Mirroring the Aristotelian distinction between potentiality and actual-
ity, communitarianism argues that the transition from a non-educated human
nature to its telos, i.e. its inherent purpose or end, is mediated by certain virtues.
According to the argument, they provide humans with the necessary moral dis-
positions to reach their felos. However, the genesis and development of these
virtues is not a matter that depends solely on the individual person but also on
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the polis, that is, the political community. Virtues will be unable to prosper in
the absence of a favourable context. Thus, virtues will only prosper if there are
public institutions promoting a shared conception of the good life, of the idea of
Good, giving the coordinates of the shared telos of a life worth living. In this
regard, it is the political community who provides the necessary moral resources
to cultivate these virtues, and it does so through customs and tradition (articu-
lated group of customs). For this reason, paideia, i.e. a system of instructions
that should teach pupils the civic obligations of their polis and of citizenship,
and phronesis, i.e. practical wisdom, are held to be the most basic activities for
the cultivation of virtues. Therefore, morality, conceived as a rational and intel-
ligible undertaking, is taken to be unable to exist outside a specific political
community.

Figure 4: Maclntyre
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Contrary to the subjectivist and individualistic conception of morality held by
the liberals (autonomy), communitarianism advances an objective conception of
morality (authenticity) that is based upon the notion of community and leads to
regain impersonal and rational ethical standards of justification. It should be
noted that this departs significantly from Aristotle’s, for who good politics de-
pended on the ability to develop emotional dispositions in essential link with
rational judgements about the good life. In this regard, what is lost in the ration-
alist and objectivist analysis of Maclntyre (1990), greatly influenced by neo-
Thomism in this respect, is the Aristotelian notion of thumos, or the emotive
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capacity (the Aristotelian equilibrium between indignation, fear, compassion
and affect) to acquire and practice the civic virtues in the polis, the psyche's
capacity for emotion that is then organized by virtues and the institutions. For
Aristotle, the justification of the emotional and practical dispositions is based on
the notion of eudaimonia, or capacity to flourish and cultivate the simultancous
exercise of emotional and rational capacities within an institutional context that
promotes both of them. However, this articulation of emotion and reason is
omitted from the argumentation of Maclntyre, who does not consider at all the
Aristotelian notion of civic passion, i.e. the complex amalgam of beliefs, values,
moral evaluations, physical sensations and communitarian narratives (Koziak
2000: 164). The omission of this dimension by Maclntyre has been to some
extent corrected by other authors such as Sandel (1982) or Walzer (2004), also
associated to communitarianism. These two authors have re-introduced the
affective dimension into this theory, though in a very unsystematic fashion, in
an attempt to correct the normative and motivational deficit of the rationalist
idea of the good life advanced by Maclntyre.

The Contemporary Critique of the Reason/Passion Dichotomy:
From Neuroscience to Philosophy and the Social Sciences

For over more than 20 years, research in neuroscience, psychology and other
fields such as philosophy, epistemology of the social sciences or sociology, has
been undermining the very basis of the traditional dichotomies between reason
and passion, and mind and body. It has been shown that, first, hyperrationalist
approaches, which have been usually uncritically assessed and overrated, are
plagued with inconsistencies and other drawbacks (Kahneman and Tversky
1979; 1992), as is the case, for instance, of neoclassical economy. Second, there
is evidence that reflection is not free-standing but conditioned by interpretative
frames (Lakoff 2008). Third, it has also been argued that it is the brain’s emo-
tional system what explains why the mind functions by connecting emotion and
cognition and by using interpretative frames (Trepel et al. 2005; Parrott 2001).
Moreover, there is growing evidence that emotion is involved in reasoning.
Indeed, it enhances rather than undermines reasoning, as was previously as-
sumed (Evans 2001; Evans and Cruse 2004). Furthermore, emotion is nowadays
considered capable of influencing decisively and in predictable ways political
judgement, decision-making and information processing (Marcus et al. 2000;
Cassino and Lodge 2007), as well as judgement and moral evaluation, as has
been shown by contemporary neuroethics (Baertschi 2009; Evers 2009). On top
of that, it has also been shown that human action is triggered by processes of
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decision-making in which both emotion/sentiment and reason concur (Damasio
2003: 149).

There are two different emotional circuits, which are ruled by different
neurotransmitters: The circuit of dopamine is associated to positive emotions
(happiness, satisfaction, enthusiasm), while the circuit of norepinephrine is
linked to negative emotions (fear, anxiety, anger). In this chapter, we shall focus
on two aspects of this rich, multidisciplinary literature: /) Emotion is the brain
function that motivates, directs and prioritizes human behaviour. 2) Emotion
and cognition interact in complex ways — the former one can either enhance or
undermine the capacity of deliberation (Neuman et al. 2007: 15). Moreover,
emotion provides subjects with the feeling that their goals and plans are some-
how related to the broader context in which they take place. This is a crucial
feeling, since in its absence decision-making would be deficient or even impos-
sible. Indeed, “flat emotion and feeling” is related to “decision-making defect,”
thus suggesting that “[t]he powers of reason and the experience of emotion
decline together” (Damasio 1994: 54).

More precisely, emotions perform two functions that are crucial for poli-
tics: /) They act as relevance detectors, i.e. they trigger the feed-back mecha-
nism that determines the significance that internal and external stimuli have for
the achievement of each person’s goals (Frijda 1986). Moreover, 2) emotions
function as re-orientation mechanisms that prepare mind and body to respond
adequately to new challenges and conditions (Damasio 1994; LeDoux 1996).

In summary, emotions are no longer considered an impediment to the ap-
propriate use of reason. On the contrary, they are regarded as one decisive pre-
condition for its correct use (although, similarly to arguments, emotions can be
appropriate or inappropriate). Furthermore, there is a great deal of research in
psychology in the widest sense that has demonstrated experimentally the indis-
soluble connection between emotion and reason, and between sentiment and
mood, and rationality (Zajonc 1980; Frank 1988; Mackie and Worth 1989; Cor-
nelius 1996; Parrott 2001; Greco and Stenner 2008; Sluds 2009; Rifkin 2010).

Ronald de Sousa, Robert Solomon, Dylan Evans, Robert Frank, Antonio
Damasio and J. LeDoux, and many others, have not only shown that the absence
of emotion engenders irrational decisions — contrary to conventional wisdom —
but also that it strongly hinders the capacity to take any decision at all. Accord-
ing to these authors, decision-making without its affective dimension would be
deprived of its crucial ‘saving time devices’. It would thus take too long and end
up being irrational. It is now finally established, against the inherited stereotype
of abstract reason, that reason is “embodied reason, reason shaped by our bodies
and brains and by the interaction with the real world, reason incorporating emo-
tion, structured by frames and metaphors and images and symbols, with con-
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scious thought shaped by the vast and invisible realm of neural circuitry not
accessible to consciousness.” (Lakoff 2008: 14)

In parallel to neuroscience and psychology, philosophy initiated a current
of substantive recovery of the theme of emotion both through new reinterpreta-
tions of classic works — Aristotle, Spinoza or Hume — or based on contemporary
research advances in neuroscience and psychology. In my view, two authors —
Solomon and De Sousa — are crucial to this new philosophical approach to pas-
sion; because of their significance to the field of political theory.

Robert Solomon, for instance, has advanced a complex argument that simi-
larly to Nietzsche or Sartre has placed passion at the centre of human life; in
particular, regarding the following two dimensions: /) Intentionality: “All emo-
tions are intentional, ultimately ‘about’ both ourselves and the world.” Emotions
are defined by the very objects with which they deal; hence different emotions
have different ontologies. This leads us to 2) evaluation: Value judgements
constitute the crucial components of emotions (good or bad, right or wrong, just
or unjust, gained or lost). Moreover, to the extent that emotions imply value
judgements, they require standardized criteria for judging and attributing re-
sponsibilities. This, in turn, brings us to 3) action: Contrary to the etymology of
emotion, which suggests that emotions are passive, i.e. they are something that
simply occurs accidentally, overwhelming us, emotions are actions, they imply
power, the capacity to do whatever we want and express in this way our emo-
tions. This is why Solomon (1993: 222) contends (maybe in a too categorical
and exaggerated manner) that “every emotion is a subjective strategy for the
maximization of personal dignity and self-esteem.”

Ronald de Sousa, in turn, develops a philosophical analysis of emotional
rationality in his well-known book The Rationality of Emotion. Briefly, he pro-
poses an ideal of an “adequate emotional response.” His notion of emotional
rationality implies a tragic image of life, which departs from the linear and
reductionist hyperrationality of certain enlightened authors. For de Sousa, the
complex intentionality of emotions, which combine object-directedness with
intentional and informative elements, provides the capacity for them to play a
crucial role in rationality. They play this role, at least partly, by supplementing
the formal rules that are usually taken to be crucial to the exercise of rationality.
The absence of an “adequate emotional response” does not only undermine the
rationality of decisions but hinder decision-making itself by deferring decisions.
According to de Sousa, emotion contributes to rationality by reducing the
amount of information to be considered, as well as by limiting possible interfer-
ences and the number of relevant options to be taken into account each time;
that is to say, emotion supplements reason by complementing the deficiencies of
the latter (de Sousa 1987: 195).
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Summarizing some of the most relevant arguments advanced in this varied
literature we can contend that:

1.  Emotions have a cognitive dimension. Thus, it is not sensible to distin-
guish between emotion and knowledge, for the former contributes to
the solution of problems that demand creativity, judgement and the
adoption of decisions that require processing large amounts of informa-
tion (Damasio 2003; LeDoux 1996).

2. Emotion and reason are both anchored to the body. Hence, it is not
sound to maintain the mind/body dichotomy (Damasio 1994 and 2003).

3. Reason relies upon procedural memory and declarative memory and
hence upon previous learning. In this regard, to the extent that emo-
tions play a role in learning processes, reason is also emotion-
dependent (Marcus 2002).

4. Reason relies on emotion to determine what is crucial and vital for us.
In this respect, emotion determines which problems should be solved
by reason and supplements it by limiting the number of possible alter-
natives. In other words, emotion combines an evaluative mental pro-
cess with a dispositional response to this cognitive-cum-evaluative
process (de Sousa 1987; Solomon 1993).

5. Reason depends on the emotional systems to trigger the actions that
cannot be carried out by reason itself. Consequently, emotions are nec-
essary to fill the gap between reason and conscious or unconscious ac-
tion (Frijda 1986; Ben-Ze’ev 2000).

6. In turn, emotions are influenced by judgements (i.e. values and be-
liefs), since the former emerge once an object or event has been ap-
praised in a particular situation. This constitutes a major difference be-
tween human and animal emotions (Nussbaum 2001; Elster 1999a).

7. Emotions have a cognitive dimension that is not only determined by
certain genetic factors but is also in part socially constructed. That is to
say, emotions are determined by cultural and socio-structural factors.
Moreover, emotions are transmitted by processes of emotional sociali-
zation (Evans 2001; Turner and Stets 2005 and 2007; Barbalet 2001;
Clarke et al. 20006).

In summary, emotion has four fundamental dimensions: cognitive (i.e. informa-
tion about certain specific circumstances), evaluative (i.e. personal relevance
attributed to this information), motivational (i.e. the disposition to act once this
information has been evaluated) and sensitive (i.e. an objectless mood) (Ben-
Ze’ev 2000).
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Considering everything that has been advanced in this section, it is not
surprising that various research programmes, usually influenced by social-
psychology and neuroscience, have emerged since late 1970s in the field of
sociology. In this regard, several books dealing with the role of emotion in so-
cial relations have been published since the 1980s (Flam 1998 and 2002; Turner
and Stets 2005 and 2007).

Based on their detailed diagnosis of post-modernity, Michel Maffesoli and
his research team at the Centre d’Etude sur [’Actuel et le Quotidien at the Uni-
versité Paris Sorbonne have been highlighting for some time the affective di-
mension of contemporary “emotional communities,” as well as the decisive
political role of emotional and sensible bonds, of the “emotional quotient,” of a
“sensitive reason” and of the “ethics of aesthetics,” etcetera, arguing against the
Cartesian hyperrationalist, contractarian and voluntaristic conception of politics
advanced by the moderns. All these issues — i.e. the growing political mobiliza-
tion of emotional energies and feelings of belonging, the mobilization of the
human being “longing for roots,” the topic of the affective pacte societal and so
on — have been ever-present in the work of Maffesoli from Le Temps des Tribus
(1988) to Iconologies (2008) via La Transfiguration du Politigue (1992) and
Eloge de la Raison Sensible (1996).

For many sociologists, emotions can be regarded as the ‘glue’ of social
bonds. They generate support for social and cultural structures and furthermore
sustain the viability of the social and symbolic systems themselves. However,
concurrently there will be occasions when emotion may estrange individuals
from their cultures and societies, leading to challenges to their own cultural and
social traditions. In this respect, emotions have been considered a vantage point
for micro-sociological analysis, since they are considered a crucial link between
the micro and the macro dimensions or, better said, between social systems and
actual social action. Hence emotion has attracted the attention of many scholars
working in different areas; just to mention a few, symbolic interactionism
(Goffmann, Burke), the theory of “Interaction Ritual Chains” (Randall Collins),
psychoanalytic symbolic interactionism (Turner), social exchange theory
(Homans, Blau), macrostructural approaches (Barbalet) or postmodernism
(Maffesoli) etc. (Turner and Stets 2005).

Recently, Castells has synthesized superbly the growing connection be-
tween neuroscience, psychology and sociology: “Feelings and the constitution
of the self emerge in close relation, but only when the self is formed are emo-
tions processed as feelings. By becoming known to the conscious self, feelings
are able to manage social behaviour, and ultimately influence decision-making
by linking feelings from the past and the present in order to anticipate the future
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by activating the neural networks that associate feelings and events.” (Castells
2009: 197)

Nevertheless, Jon Elster’s work is perhaps the most outstanding example
of all these attempts to incorporate emotion to social scientific analysis. In re-
cent years, Elster has elaborated a theory of explanation in social science, from
the starting point of rational choice theory. He advanced an original interpreta-
tion of Marx’s work, characterized by a methodological individualism at odds
with Cohen’s functionalist interpretation. His epistemological account has then
expanded gradually in scope, finally incorporating the mechanisms that mediate
between cause and effect, and proposing a theoretical account based on an inter-
active articulation of the following three dimensions: (/) rational choice, (2)
social norms and (3) emotions. In this way, Elster denies both “economic impe-
rialism” and “cultural-studies imperialism,” for these accounts try to explain
behaviour and decision-making by presenting them as results of rational choice
processes, revised and amplified according to models of biological adaptation,
or as social constructions that are infinitely malleable. Indeed, Elster has been
increasingly critical with the hyperrationalist reductionism of many models of
rational choice theory. In particular, he has censured the practice of attributing
‘objective interests’ to social actors, that is, allegedly ‘objective’ interests that
are defined depending on the context. Such an account is problematic, according
to Elster, because it fails to consider the role that other key factors (e.g. social
norms or emotions) may play in a specific situation (Elster 2007: 463). Notwith-
standing, he does acknowledge the importance of interests and material incen-
tives, as well as the usefulness of expanded rational choice models and game
theory, Elster contends that the interaction between emotion and interest is far
more complex than admitted by cost/benefit models, given that emotions con-
tribute to determine the preferences and rewards at stake.

Following Solomon in this respect, he suggests that emotions give sense to
our lives, and thus they are decisive, i.e. “the stuff of life.” In other words, emo-
tions constitute the most powerful bond capable of linking human beings to-
gether, we feel them intensely, and they can be highly pleasant or unpleasant.
Indeed, many manifestations of human behaviour would be unintelligible, if we
were not to take emotion into account (Elster 1999a: 486). In this regard, Elster
contends that emotions are capable of influencing action in three different ways:
1) They constitute sources of happiness and unhappiness, pleasure and displeas-
ure, as well as 2) impulses to action. 3) They manage to influence mental states
and, in particular, beliefs.

According to this author, emotions have an undeniable cognitive dimen-
sion (in the broad sense, i.e. including moral beliefs), which allows /) to differ-
entiate human from animal passions, since animals are unable to develop com-
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plex beliefs about their own emotions (there is no cognitive link between emo-
tion and action). Furthermore, 2) emotions vary depending on the cultural and
social environment, and in particular, depending on the dominant cognitive and
moral principles (Elster 1999b: 21).

Besides, in Elster’s view some emotions are essentially social, in the sense
that they are triggered by beliefs about other human beings, whilst others are
just contingently social. The influence of the former ones upon human behav-
iour depends to a great extent on the social norms internalized by social agents
(cf. figure 5). More precisely: “social norms in general operate through the emo-
tions of shame and contempt.” (Elster 1999a: 140)

Figure 5: Elster
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In the following, the main characteristics of emotion pointed out by Elster will
be listed — at least those features that are relevant for the purpose of this chapter
(Elster 1999a, 1999b and 2007). It should be noted that his thought in this re-
spect has been greatly influenced by Frijda (1986), and that many of the argu-
ments advanced by Elster overlap with those made by Ben-Ze’ev (2000).
Plainly:

1) Cognitive antecedents: Emotions depend upon beliefs that we hold
about ourselves and others. This is a feature that, in turn, is referred to
the cultural context, which is understood as a set of shared values, be-
liefs and concepts. In this regard, Elster highlights three crucial as-
pects: @) Emotions support social norms by, for instance, inducing
shame for not having accomplished a duty or scorning those who are
unreliable. Furthermore, he argues b) that each culture has its own
qualitative and quantitative repertoires of emotions, and finally, ¢) that
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emotions that are integrated within the axiological repertoire of a spe-
cific culture are subjected to diverse social norms.

2) Observable physiological effects (such as changes in heart rate, body
temperature, blood pressure, breathing pattern, or other, visible
changes on the skin) and physical expressions (e.g. the posture as-
sumed, the tone of voice, and other visible expressions such a shouting,
smiling or crying).

3) Action tendencies: Emotions are actions, “states of readiness to execute
a given kind of action” (Frijda 1986: 70), or better said, “modes of rela-
tional action readiness, either in the form of tendencies to establish,
maintain or disrupt a relationship with the environment or in the form
of mode of relational readiness as such” (Frijda 1986: 71). Further-
more, emotions do not only promote action in general, but more pre-
cisely, they promote the most immediate action possible.

4) Intentional objects: Emotions, unlike feelings, which are taken to be
just an element (among others) of emotions, are always intentional, i.e.
they are ‘about’ something: a person, an object or a situation.

5) The pleasure/pain valence which varies in intensity: Emotions can be
pleasurable or painful. Action tends to achieve pleasure and to act on
conditions generating displeasure.

Unlike disciplines such as neuroscience, psychology, sociology and epistemol-
ogy of the social sciences, in which the conception of emotion has been cut
loose from the classic reason/passion dichotomy for over 20 years, political
analysis remains alien to “emotional rationality” (McDermott 2004: 702) and
under the hegemony of hyperrationalist explicative models — notwithstanding
that the concept of reason initially deployed by these hyperrationalist models
has been revised and broadened (bounded rationality, framed rationality and so
forth). Nevertheless, there is a belief that is gaining increasing acceptance;
namely, that there might be certain emotional factors underlying the classic
explicative variables (i.e. utility maximization, political opportunity structure,
political culture, et cetera). Thus, this belief holds that these emotional factors
might play a relevant role in explaining political phenomena, too. If we limit our
considerations to the last decades, this belief can be traced back to Raymond
Williams (1977), who coined the notion of “structures of feeling” to refer to the
deeply rooted dispositions and sensibilities that, located beyond the realm of
ideas and principles, are at the very basis of different modes of life. This con-
cept, moreover, was taken up by researchers such as Hetherington (1998: 79) to
account for the expressive dimension of political processes of identity construc-
tion. More recently, other authors have demonstrated, for instance, that emo-
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tional and cognitive elements are intertwined in matters such as the fight against
terrorism or the Iraq war. Moreover, going beyond classic hyperrationalist stud-
ies, these analyses have proved that passions such as fear, anxiety or patriotic
enthusiasm play crucial roles in public opinion’s mobilization and manipulation,
and, moreover, that these roles vary according to the passions considered. In
general terms it is safe to say that the effects of passions are more complex than
what is suggested by the simple distinction between positive and negative emo-
tions (Huddy et al. 2007; Castells 2009).

The affective dimension of politics can be found in other phenomena such
as electoral behaviour, which has normally been explained by resorting to hy-
perrationalist and mainly spatial analytical models based on the principle of
utility maximization (rational voter), disregarding in this way other aspects such
as emotion or discursive frames, which underlie the behaviour of the electorate,
or are even required by the chain of thought prompted by the explicative hyper-
rationalist model itself (Nardulli and Kuklinsky 2007; Lupia and Menning 2007,
Elster 2007; Lakoff 2008). However, the electorate is confronted in every elec-
toral process with a plurality of alternatives, which are sorted out with the help
of mechanisms such as the felt sympathy toward a political leader or a political
party (apparently forgotten mechanisms, notwithstanding the work of Campbell
1960), which implies an “affective orientation.” More precisely, the electorate is
to a large extent an “emotional constituency.” In fact, “people vote for the can-
didate who elicits the right feelings, not the candidate who presents the best
arguments” (Westen 2007: 125). Research on affective intelligence has demon-
strated that voters are influenced by emotions such as enthusiasm or anxiety. In
this regard, it has been shown that enthusiasm lessens the amount of reflection
and encourages resorting to pre-established heuristic devices, such as political
identification, when deciding who to vote for (Marcus 2002; Cassino and Lodge
2007). Other studies have claimed that feelings of impotence or solitude, fos-
tered by the secret ballot, are responsible for political apathy, low levels of po-
litical participation and political cynicism (Barbalet 2001), while Marcus (2002:
104) has shown that anxiety affects the political judgement of the voters. It has
an influence on the quality of this judgement, on the effort to search for new
information and on the voters’ processing capacity of this new information. In
summary, /) “the political brain is an emotional brain” (Western 2007); accord-
ingly, 2) “the rational (...) voter is an emotional voter” (Brader 2006: 195); and
as a corollary, 3) “emotion is both central and legitimate in political persuasion”
(Lakoff 2008: 8).

The most relevant emotional systems play a visible role in many citizens’
and politicians’ activities, thus undermining the traditional image of cold, dis-
passionate reason, which has been normally thought of as independent, self-
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sufficient and opposed to emotion. Emotional systems gather information from
the environment, process it and produce sensations. This information, in turn,
influences procedural as well as declarative memory. It also has effects on hab-
its and learning processes, and precedes and prepares conscious activity. Fol-
lowing McDermott, an optimal — according to standard neuroscientific knowl-
edge — decision making model must consider the multiple roles played by emo-
tion: mobilization to action, calculation, future discounting, information gather-
ing and selection, memory, historical analogies, risk perception etc. (McDermott
2004).

The emotional dimension becomes more evident if we consider one un-
avoidable feature of politics; namely, the processes of collective mobilization,
as well as the conflicts for power among social groups. This implies both the
construction of the group itself as a shared, protagonist social identity (an ‘us’)
and the construction of a ‘them’, which acts as the antagonist. In turn, these two
crucial activities of political action imply and articulate in complex manners and
in one single movement the following elements: /) material elements (interest);
2) ethical and political elements (principles, convictions, ideals); and 3) emo-
tional elements (positive and negative affective bonds). Political action, be it
cooperative or conflictive, consensus-oriented or dissenting, requires that politi-
cal actors have the capacity to take heed to the intentions and goals of the actors
with whom they interact. Contrary to what a well-known expression suggests —
‘it’s nothing personal, just politics” — it has to be concluded that, strictly speak-
ing, ‘the personal is political’, i.e. that politics is a personal experience that is
guided by emotional perceptions. This is obvious in some extreme cases such as
ethnic conflicts. For instance, Petersen has developed an “emotion based ap-
proach” that highlights the role played by passions such as hate, fear or resent-
ment in these conflicts. According to this author, the former two emotions are
not as relevant as the latter one, but resentment is shown to be decisive, since it
connects structure to information; information to beliefs and emotions; and
beliefs and emotions to political action and the repertoires of action (Petersen
2002).

However, not only in processes of political mobilization do (negative) pas-
sions play an important role but also in those of de-mobilization. In this regard,
Helena Flam has analyzed systematically the crucial effects of fear on the pro-
tests that took place in the authoritarian regimes of East Germany and Poland
before 1989 (Flam 1998). Based on over 100 in-depth interviews, she contended
that fear was a crucial factor that brought those protests to a standstill and dete-
riorated the chances of overcoming the problems associated to collective action.
And Cass Sunstein has provided a sophisticated discussion of the ambivalent
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effects (action or inaction) of fear in risk-evaluation and decision-making proc-
esses in his systematic critique of the “precautionary principle” (Sunstein 2005).

It is not necessary though to look at antagonisms that are so emotion-laden.
Regarding other more common cases, it can be claimed that it is crucial to con-
nect a problem with an emotional reaction so as to achieve that citizens take
deep care of that particular problem and act co-ordinately — since the rational
understanding of a problem has been shown to be insufficient and in need of
being supplemented by emotion. In other words, without this emotional connec-
tion, sheer rational comprehension does not lead to action. In short, emotional
processes link together these three aspects: behaviour, memory and learning
processes, which are crucial in politics to maintain a habit, defend a regime,
change an attitude or an institutional pattern, or to challenge a political order.
For example, Gamson has suggested that framing a situation as unjust, during a
process of collective mobilization, cannot be seen as a sheer cognitive or intel-
lectual judgement about what is just or unjust, but has to be regarded as an ex-
pression of moral indignation — as a “hot cognition,” to put it in social-
psychological terms (Zajonc). From this follows that the more concrete both the
goals of collective action and the problem that this action tries to correct and the
more specific the antagonist (i.e. the social group held responsible for the prob-
lem under consideration), as well as the more colourful the terms used to de-
scribe this problem, the stronger the motivation of the participants and the more
vivid the emotions felt by social actors, which reinforce the sense of indignation
and thus enhance the probability and intensity of social mobilization (Gamson
1992: 32). In summary, passion plays a vital role in the political construction of
collective identities and therefore in the unavoidable agonistic dimension of
politics, which cannot be made to fit completely into a consensual and ‘rational
and reasonable’ model of politics without eliminating the very essence of de-
mocratic politics (Mouffe 2002).

Actually, strategic and instrumental aspects of politics are intrinsically
related to expressive elements, turning interests and principles inseparable from
the underlying emotions. This is especially evident if we consider the political
logic of collective action. Considering the inner dynamics of political parties,
groups and movements, it can be argued that they generate, through their politi-
cal action, collective identities that are capable of merging individuals into a
common project, as well as capable of fostering solidarity bonds and feelings of
belonging, which emerge not only from shared goals but also from shared
memories and the idea of a common future. The emotional ties of these collec-
tive identities are, moreover, strengthened by participating in collective action
and by the existence of an us/them opposition, i.e. a political antagonism. In this
context, the emotional dimension of revolutions and political protests constitutes
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a promising research strand, which can be regarded as supplementing traditional
structural models and those based on resource mobilization theory, as well as
culturalist approaches. This research strand will certainly highlight the role
played by emotions (fear, hope, indignation, resentment) in this type of political
processes, in which emotions may work as ‘mental frames’ or ‘action tenden-
cies’ (Jasper 1997; Goodwin et al. 2000; Reed 2004; Flam and King 2005).

All these shared emotions, ideas and projects tend to crystallize forming
networks of varying stability, which reproduce, in turn, the initial structures of
meanings, emotions, cognitive praxes, memories and symbols. In this regard, it
would be safe to use the expression ‘emotional scheme’ (analogously to
Sewell’s “cultural schemes”) to refer to the set of emotional meanings and
memories of shared sensations, as well as the repertoires of common or conflict-
ing actions occurred during the interactions between participants, opponents and
audiences.

Every process of identity construction requires a certain emotional trans-
ference that, though varying in intensity and duration, manages to promote the
feeling that one belongs to a cause, a movement or a party, i.e. to something that
transcends the individual, and thus that is charged with a certain amount of
collective emotional energy. In this regard, frame analysis, for instance, which
is still influenced by a limited notion of rationality, is marked by rationalism and
cognitivism (Goodwin et al. 2000: 6). Surprisingly, emotions play a very limited
role, or no role at all, in the constructivist explanation of collective action ad-
vanced by frame analysts, who were expected to more open and sensitive to the
emotional dimension of politics than authors resorting to structural or rational-
choice theory approaches. However, strictly speaking the normative-cum-cog-
nitive framing of ‘reality’ must be accompanied by its emotional framing (Flam
and King 2005: 24). In this respect, cognitive-linguists who analyse interpreta-
tive frames (Lakoff) are paying increasing attention to insights developed by
researchers on political emotions (Westen), since both fields of research are
complementary. Cognitive science and neuroscience have demonstrated that
frames, metaphors and narratives are imprinted in the brain’s neural circuitry;
that is to say, cultural models reside in our brains. It has also been shown that
narratives are neurally articulated, i.e. physically wired in our brains — at least
concerning their dramatic structure, the distribution of protagonist and antago-
nist roles, and their emotional structure, i.e. Damasio’s “somatic markers,”
which link the dramatic structure with the double circuit of positive and nega-
tive emotions. Here is where this new understanding of the brain is relevant to
the analysis of politics: established circuits of empathy and fear constitute the
very bases of fundamental moral and ideological differences (Lakoff 2008: 103;
Rifkin 2010).
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Political parties, political leaders and social movements promote continu-
ally contending political programmes and images of society but also counter-
emotions or even, on certain occasions, subversive counter emotions. We should
insist that emotions can be as functional or dysfunctional for action as reasons
and interests can be. For instance, emotions such as cynicism, fear or resignation
are demobilizing, while indignation, empathy or fraternity can be highly mobi-
lizing (Gamson 1992: 31).

Finally, the new “performative approach” should be also mentioned, that
is, the analyses of “contentious performances” (Klandermans 2009) and “ritual
performances” (Alexander 2006; Eyerman 2005). Klandermans, for example,
considers classic instrumental and ideological variables in order to explain the
motivation of individual agents who participate in demonstrations. But he also
considers another factor disregarded by Tilly (2003), group anger, which plays
also a crucial role, according to his argument. Eyerman claims that the narrative
structures of cognitive frames appear within a wider rhetorical and emotional
matrix from which they cannot be separated. In this way, according to his argu-
ment, a sense of continuity is provided, as well as connections to past references
and to the future, shared emotional experiences are amplified, and so too is the
collective significance of the event. Moral empathy, feelings of belonging, af-
fective ties and bonds of solidarity are also some of the fundamental elements of
the collective identities of social movements, social groups and political parties.
These considerations lead to the conclusion that a broadened notion of discourse
should be used in political analysis, i.e. one that refers to narratives consisting
not only of words but also of protest repertoires, gestures and symbolically
charged expressions (assemblies, demonstrations, celebrations, myths, flags,
statues, emblems and so on). In summary, “performance theory adds a new
dimension to the study of social movements in linking cognitive framing, narra-
tion and discourse with the practice of mobilization, and thus emotion” (Eyer-
man 2005: 49).

The Return of Passions to Political Theory

The aforementioned insights gained in the fields of neuroscience, social-
psychology, epistemology of the social sciences and sociology have greatly
influenced contemporary political theory. In this regard, they have forced it to
revise its rationalistic axioms and to take up an argument that can be traced back
to Aristotle’s Rhetoric, but that has been marginalized until recently by utilitari-
anism and rational choice theory.
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It should be noted from the outset that: /) the hyperrationalist approach to
politics is a modern phenomenon. It has rested upon the displacement of the
classical meaning of emotion by its modern meaning — i.e. the conception of
emotion as unintentional, “visceral” and non-cognitive (Dixon 2003: 250) —, and
upon a partial and restrictive interpretation of certain classic literature (Hobbes,
Descartes, Hume, Madison and so on). This interpretation has been promoted
mainly by utilitarianism and by the economic accounts of politics that prevailed
during the last third of the 20™ century. 2) This foundational exclusion of pas-
sion from political theory — in other words, the construction of politics as the
unpolluted realm of reason — is but a normative project that has not been fully
accomplished by any theoretical approach, neither a classic nor a contemporary
one, not to mention politics itself (incidentally, in this respect this normative
project is similar to many others, e.g. the exorbitant ambition to monopolize
power associated to the notion of sovereignty,). The many reformulations of this
normative project have always ended up showing inconsistencies, generating
normative and motivational deficiencies that have even been acknowledged by
the own authors of these reformulations. On occasion, authors have even re-
vised, explicitly or implicitly, the rationalist logic underlying their accounts. In
this regard, I shall remind the reader of Hobbes’ ambivalence not only toward
fear (a concept that binds tightly together reason and emotion) but also toward
ambition or desire for power, which can be, according to Hobbes, destructive or
constructive. Moreover, these feelings are held to be even indispensable to the
progression of knowledge and to happiness (James 1997). Even Kant, an au-
thoritative reference of this rationalistic tradition, changed his point of view
after his Third Critique — in particular, this change is evident in Kant’s Opus
Postumum —, giving passions greater consideration at the expense of moral ac-
tion and acknowledging their inevitable and productive character. In this way,
Kant paved the way for the subsequent romantic conception of emotion (Kahn
et al. 2006).

The Federalist Papers constitute another significant example. To be sure,
they are the locus classicus of an approach preoccupied with restraining pas-
sions. This goal does not only characterize the conception of politics advanced
by the Federalist Papers, but it also serves as the basis for justifying the concep-
tion of State developed in these manuscripts. Passions are supposed to be blind,
unruly and dangerous forces that overburden politics, promote sectarian atti-
tudes and hamper negotiation and compromise. Nonetheless, at the same time
emotions are constantly reintroduced in the discourse and presented as positive,
even necessary, elements of politics: They are thought of as a kind of “democ-
ratic energy” that fuels the entire system of checks and balances (Federalist
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Paper n° 45), as public-spiritedness (n° 10 and 51), as “veneration” of the le-
gitimate government (n° 49), et cetera.

The same holds true for many other classic texts of modern political the-
ory. One of them is De I'Influence des Passions sur le Bonheur des Individus et
des Nations by Germaine de Staél (1796), which is of great interest in this con-
text, though has been largely disregarded in the literature. Still in the tradition of
radical Enlightenment, a tradition that de Staél herself revised some years later,
in the advent of the German romanticism, passion is conceived of as “the impul-
sive force that drives men with independence of their will” and as “the greatest
difficulty of governments.” Furthermore, this conception is accompanied by the
chimeric and rationalistic hope of “imagining that political science might some-
day acquire geometric evidence” (Sta€l 1796: 61). However, though Madame de
Staél introduces the notion of interest as an explicit alternative to emotion, she
also acknowledges, though without further elaboration, that “there is something
grand in passion,” that “the love for study has all the characteristics of a pas-
sion,” and finally that “the veneration of the republic is, in its pure form, the
highest feeling that a man can conceive” (Staél 1796: 67).

Many examples can be given, though it is compulsory to focus, in particu-
lar, on an author who has played a crucial role in establishing the modern hyper-
rationalist canon of politics; namely, Max Weber. In his classic work The Prot-
estant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, more precisely in his discussion of
Pietism, Weber, who is influenced in this respect by Descartes and Kant, intro-
duces first the culture/nature dualism, which then gives rise to the (more radical)
reason/passion dichotomy. The German sociologist regards passions as irra-
tional forces, i.e. impulses that disturb reason and the self-control that is neces-
sary for modern life and modern forms of work. In his much famous critical
analysis of Pietism, he censures the “greater emphasis of Pietism on the emo-
tional side of religion,” as well as its “weakening of the inhibitions which pro-
tect the rational personality.” In this regard, Weber opposes Pietism to Calvin-
ism, whose greater rationality and aversion to the emotional side of religion, i.e.
“the anti-rational, emotional elements” (Weber 1920: 165), foster the worldly
asceticism that triggers, in turn, progress of the capitalist civilization. Nonethe-
less, as has been shown by classic (Mitzman 1971) and contemporary (Barbalet
2008) studies, there is a conspicuous move of Weber’s thought “away from the
initial unqualified celebration of ascetic rationalism.” His personal experiences
and maturity drew him to a different perspective on reason and passion, and
Weber finally acknowledged in his discussion of the notion of Beruf'the undeni-
able importance of emotion for social action. He finally assumed “that emotions
cannot be eliminated from human affairs and they also have a positive role in
clarifying intentions and ordering action” (Barbalet 2008: 69).
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Something very similar happens with contemporary political theorists. We
have seen already that Rawls ended up reintroducing a secondary paradigm in
his work, notwithstanding his arguments on reason and reasonableness, public
reason and non-public reason, though without being systematic or revising the
original rationalistic paradigm. This secondary paradigm articulates without
prior notice “thought and feeling” (Rawls 1971: 587), and it is expressed by
notions such as “moral sensitivity,” “sense of justice,” “moral feelings” et
cetera. The same holds true for Habermas and his reflections on the “ideal
speech situation” and “the public sphere.” In order to achieve a purer
proceduralism than Rawls, but also a more deliberative theory of democracy,
Habermas tries to purge all normative content from the procedures of
justification advanced by his theory. By doing so he attempts to maintain the
principles of justice free from any (ethical) idea of the Good, which would be
inevitably partial. This implies — as Habermas himself acknowledges — a
“motivational deficit,” which owes to the fact that moral rationality in
Habermas’ account tends to disregard, by differentiating too strictly between
morality and conceptions of the good life, the affective bonds and desires that
usually induce action. But then again, emotions reappear, though in an
unsystematic manner, in Habermas’ argumentation of the need for solidarity and
empathy in real-world deliberation. Although Habermas’ thought is potentiality
well-suited to integrate passion, since his theory of communicative action does
not rest upon semantics but on the pragmatics of speech-acts, said reintroduction
of emotion remains under-theorized in his work. A similar argument can be
advanced regarding the exaggerated emphasis that Habermas places on
consensus in his initial account. Accordingly, he disregards the role played by
passion in political confrontations between conflicting collective projects and
identities, which constitutes the very essence of the political (Mouffe 2000).
Habermas’ account in his book Between Facts and Norms, biased by a
Parsonian perspective, falls apart to some extent, because he fails to consider
that the capacity for moral judgement rests upon the indissoluble connection
between cognitive operations, on the one hand, and emotional dispositions and
attitudes, on the other. No affectively neutral normative justification can be
possible, if (the feeling of) self-affirmation on the part of the participants in a
deliberative process constitutes an essential component of normative
justifications. In this regard, it should be noted that according to Habermas a
deliberative process should consist of real deliberation between real citizens,
unlike Rawls’ account of the original position and the veil of ignorance. In
summary, social and political action, but also real deliberation, require of
passion and affects. In other words, “neither human agency nor practical reason
can be abstracted entirely from affective concerns. Any theory of justice that
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fails to account for this fact faces not only a motivational deficit but also a
normative one” (Krause 2008: 46).

Within the field of political theory two authors — Remo Bodei and Martha
Nussbaum — should be credited for initiating a systematic reintroduction of the
topic of political passions. In his insightful book Geometria delle Passioni,
Bodei advances a systematic critique of the reason/passion dichotomy. He sug-
gests that passions prepare, preserve, memorize and re-claborate the “reactive
meanings” that are immediately attributed to objects, persons and events that
human beings encounter in specific settings. Therefore, “to gain knowledge of
passions is nothing else but to analyse reason itself though against the grain,
illuminating reason with its own alleged shadow” (Bodei 1991: 12). Going be-
yond the myth of “the cancer of reason,” Bodei proceeds, by revising a vast
literature, from Aristotle to the Stoics, from Spinoza to the Jacobins, to show the
classic connections and ruptures between reason and passion. This leads to a
renewed appraisal of Spinoza (agreeing in this respect with Damasio 2003: 169)
— though also with Tocqueville (in accordance with Elster 2009) — since Spinoza
did not demand from individuals, for the first time in many centuries, self-
sacrifice and the sacrifice of their passions in the name of God or in the name of
the State. This is because Spinoza did not consider passions (love, hate, anger,
compassion, fear and hope) as vices but as intrinsic properties of the human
nature. To put it in his own terms, he conceived them as “imaginative knowl-
edge.” Indeed, Spinoza rejected any clear-cut distinctions between knowledge
and passion, between soul and body and altruism and self-interest. Within the
history of ethics, he is undoubtedly the thinker that has distanced himself most
from these dichotomies. For Bodei, Spinoza’s attempt to go beyond fear and
hope is especially interesting, for it gives rise to a whole new perspective, which
is different from that of realist thinkers (Hobbes), who accept the given order of
things, but also from that of utopian thinkers (Aquinas), who take the world just
as it should be. Spinoza did not accept either the notion of “calm passion,” i.e.
those types of passions initially introduced by Hobbes and then more fully
elaborated by Hume. Nevertheless, these authors established with his notion of
“calm passion” the indissoluble bond between moral appreciation, on the one
hand, and pride, shame, love or hate, on the other one (Martinez Marzoa 2009:
68). These emotions would later be postulated as those emotions (e.g. the pur-
suit of profit) most suited to be rationalized and transformed (through domina-
tion, channelling or weakening) into interests, which are objects of calculation
and negotiation (Hirschman 1977).

For her part, Martha Nussbaum has advanced certainly the most fully-
fledged and substantive philosophical account of passions, and has provided
many insights to political theory in particular. As early as 1994, in her book
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Therapy of Desire she embarked on a systematic effort to take up the theme of
passions studied by Aristotle, the Stoics and the Epicureans, whose philosophi-
cal accounts had been largely disregarded by contemporary ethics and political
theory. According to Nussbaum, Aristotle should be credited for arguing against
the conception of passions as blind animal forces. On the contrary, he depicted
passions as having definitely cognitive and perceptive qualities, which are asso-
ciated to certain types of beliefs. Precisely this image of emotions explains the
current popularity of a normative theory that considers passions as indispensable
elements of the good life, thus arguing for its education, as they constitute a
conditio sine qua non of virtuous action. Thus, a citizen having phronesis will
not only manage a concrete situation in accordance with reason, but also in an
emotionally adequate manner. Nussbaum points out certain key aspects of the
Aristotelian conception of passions that resonate with present philosophical,
psychological and neuroscientific insights on this topic: /) passions are inten-
tional forms of consciousness (i.e. they are ‘about’ something); 2) that are
closely linked to beliefs; 3) and can be characterized as rational or irrational,
true or false; in other words, they are not always correct, similarly to beliefs and
actions,. 4) Passions can be modified by changing the beliefs, and thus they can,
and should, be educated in accordance with an adequate conception of the Good
life. Nevertheless, for Nussbaum the Hellenistic thought developed by the Stoics
and the Epicureans is richer and analytically sounder than that of Aristotle; in
particular, regarding the way it conceives the relations between emotions and
beliefs, its image of the evaluative dimension of emotion and the connection that
it establishes between emotional life and (a tragic) Weltanschauung (Nussbaum
1994: 514).

In her book Upheavals of Thought, Nussbaum develops further this con-
ception of emotion as an integral part of ethical thinking and thus as a crucial
substantive component of moral philosophy. In this book, she highlights particu-
larly the cognitive and evaluative dimensions of emotions and their role in mak-
ing value judgements. In this regard, emotions can be useful or misleading for
the task of making ethical decisions, but they have to be considered — so the
argument goes — as one of the basic human capacities (in the sense attributed to
this expression by Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum herself). Hence, she
advances a concept of emotion that is based upon three interrelated dimensions:
(1) the cognitive evaluation of an object, (2) eudaimonia, i.e. personal develop-
ment and flourishing; (3) the assessment and appraisal of external objects that
are important for one’s goals and happiness. Moreover, Nussbaum addresses an
Aristotelian topic that remained underdeveloped in Therapy of Desire; namely,
the irreducible social dimension of emotions — also highlighted by other authors
(Gross 2006: 41) —, which she discusses together with their evaluative dimen-
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sion. This leads to a constructivist conception of emotions that regards them as
determined by specific norms, cultural elements, language and social structure.
Accordingly, she advances a crucial argument concerning the links between
passions, capacities and conceptions of the good life: “in an ethical and
socio/political creature, emotions themselves are ethical and socio/political, part
of an answer to the questions, ‘What is worth caring about?’ ‘How should I
live?”” (Nussbaum 2001: 149)

These and further reflections have definitely had an impact on the disci-
pline of political theory; in particular on current debates on deliberative democ-
racy, triggering an “affective turn” hand in hand with an “incremental inclusion
of empathy” (Morrell 2010: 84). These reflections by Nussbaum resonate with
concerns previously raised within that paradigm. More specifically, they have
contributed to temper partially the hyperrationalist and argumentative bias that
characterized the first theories of deliberation, which were too focused on con-
sensus. It should be recalled in this context that the model of deliberative de-
mocracy is claimed to be an improvement not only over representative but also
over participatory models of democracy, since both representative and participa-
tory models regard citizens’ preferences as given and thus as exogenous, i.c. as
pre-political. Preferences should be aggregated or expressed directly, according
to these models. In contrast, deliberative democracy opposes to this idea the
notion of endogenous preferences, that is to say, a conception of democracy in
which preferences are politically produced through uncoerced debates among
equal participants. However, though this image of democracy in which prefer-
ences can be endogenously transformed through public egalitarian discussion
remains attractive, it is evident that it is strongly influenced by a notion of rea-
son that, to a large extent, rests upon the reason/passion dichotomy that we have
already discussed here. Hence it can be argued that: (/) the neglect of the affec-
tive components of deliberation is nothing else but (2) the other side of dissen-
sus and conflict inherent to politics. This is the unavoidable consequence of a
rationalist image of deliberation that underlies expressions such as “the force of
the better argument” (Pellizioni 2001), “reasoned argument for the purpose of
resolving political conflict” (Knight and Johnson 1994: 285) or “epistemic con-
ception of democracy” (Cohen 1986; Gutmann and Thompson 1996) — not to
mention the overestimation of the chances of reaching a “rational consensus”
(Habermas 1996).

If we consider the work of J. Elster, Deliberative Democracy, to take just
an example, we will notice that the “pathologies” of deliberation mentioned in
this volume are always closely related to emotional biases (e.g. manipulation,
adaptation, distortions of preferences) (Elster 1998). In Fishkin’s book Democ-
racy and Deliberation, demagogy is always associated to unbounded emotions
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(“aroused publics,” “stirring up” and so on) that undermine the equanimity of a
deliberative process (Fishkin 1991). The same holds true for Cohen’s essay in
the compilation Deliberative Democracy by Bohman and Rehg (1997). The
notion of reason is continuously mentioned without considering the emotional
context in which reasons are given and accepted, or considering this emotional
context just marginally, without any theoretical elaboration.

To our aims, the problem lies in an image of deliberation too influenced by
scientific epistemology and its standards of objectivity (Lynch 2000: 47); or to
put it another way, in a conception of the political debate that is scarcely prag-
matic and informal and excessively logic-rationalist. Indeed, an increasing num-
ber of theorists of deliberative democracy, even some of the most decisive for
the development of this theory, are censuring, and arguing against, this hyperra-
tionalist image of deliberation. Bohman, for example, discussing Habermas’
approach criticizes the Kantian hyperrationality resulting from translating the
standards applied to scientific or philosophical knowledge to the political realm.
At an early stage of the theory’s development, he formulated a sophisticated
critique of Habermas’ account arguing for the need to pay more attention to the
perlocutionary speech acts (irony, metaphors, art...), with preference to those
illocutionary, in the emancipatory discourse, and thus for the necessity for re-
trieving the disregarded, or even proscribed dimension of rhetoric (Bohman
1988 and 1996). Gutmann and Thompson consider the affective modes of con-
sciousness as a crucial catalyst for deliberation — though this argument does not
alter the rationalist image of deliberation held by both authors, who nevertheless
reject the “dichotomy between reason and passion” (Gutmann and Thompson
1996: 50).

However, the claim that emotions cannot be the leading factor of delibera-
tion and, in contrast, that only those expressions that can be explicitly formu-
lated in a speech act should be taken into account, cannot lead to ignoring that
emotions, empathy for example, play a crucial role in deliberation. In other
words, empathy and other relational emotions must be considered the own soul
of democracy (Rifkin 2010: 165), they are necessary factors that foster commu-
nication, reciprocity and motivate citizens to participate; furthermore they fuel a
pluralistic and tolerant antagonism that constitutes the very basis of any debate
(Morrell 2010). Emotions like empathy constitute a key factor for the egalitarian
inclusion of certain social groups in a deliberative process, while other emo-
tions, disgust for example, exclude other groups from deliberation. In short,
positive and relational emotions and sentiments are required to “assist the epis-
temic value of the process of argumentation” (Nino 2003: 175).

The criticisms advanced by authors working outside the theory of delibera-
tive democracy are even more fundamental. Thus, for example, from the field of
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empirical research, Marcus highlights, considering the latest advances in the
fields of neuroscience and psychology, the untenability of an “application of
deliberative reason that necessarily excludes emotion” (Marcus 2002: 7). On the
contrary, emotions provide “an intermediate link between biology and norms,”
implying social morality is not a mere choice but a disposition that guarantees a
successful coordination between citizens. Emotions, hence, constitute the condi-
tion of possibility of any public ethic (Ovejero 2008: 266).

Within the field of political theory, Iris Marion Young in her formulation
of an inclusive democracy deconstructs the hyperrationalist notion of “impartial-
ity” (1990: 175). She argues for alternative forms of judgement, namely for
forms that incorporate emotions, and criticizes compellingly the notion of (a
“dispassionate and disembodied” form of) speech deployed by the early theory
of deliberation (Young 2000: 39). Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe have
been even more radical in their critique. According to them, collective identities
cannot be explained relying solely on the argumentative and symbolic nature of
reality. In contrast, emotions are crucial to account for them (Mouffe 2000 and
2002; Laclau 2005). From a psychoanalytic perspective, both these authors
establish a close link between two topics: (1) the key function of rhetoric in the
process of meaning-creation, which is conceived of as a permanent contamina-
tion of literality and grammar (i.e. the logical) by metaphor and synecdoche.
This, in turn, requires (2) the concurrence of emotions so as to make political
signification possible. In other words, what is required is the indissoluble articu-
lation of cognitive and emotional components. Hence, emotions should be con-
ceived not only as associated to expressive functions (expression of preferences
or identities) but as constitutive of the political itself. Stressing the relevance of
rhetoric as support for empathy, as Morrell has argued, is really key to a better
approach to “the interconnections among affect, cognition and reason and pro-
vides a better understanding of how a deliberative democracy will likely func-
tion than those theories that rely upon unrealistic, cognitive understandings of
rationality” (Morrell 2010: 149).

Recently, making use of the notion of “passionate utterance” and the
Emersonian model of adversative democracy formulated by Stanley Cavell
(Cavell 1990 and 2005), Aletta Norval has maintained that it is necessary to
relate language and passion (a classic topic of psychoanalysis) in order to re-
imagine deliberative democracy and integrate emotional expressions (Norval
2007). However, it is in the crucial books by Martha Nussbaum, Sharon Krause
(and Michael Morrel) that we find two path-breaking and promising attempts to
integrate systematically passion into the theory of deliberative democracy.

Developing further a research strand already discussed in this chapter,
Nussbaum presents in her book Hiding from Humanity, the only available sys-



64 Emotions & Contemporary Political Theory

tematic (and controversial) analysis of the functionality and adequacy of differ-
ent passions to deliberation. Summarizing, her argument brings together: (/) her
Aristotelian thesis that beliefs and emotions are closely linked, that emotions are
evaluative and can be evaluated, and (2) her capability approach: We all have
certain necessities and basic capabilities, though we are also handicapped in
different ways and to varying degrees, for we all lack to some extent certain
“functionings” that are essential to flourishing as human beings. Acknowledging
the evaluative function of emotions (in terms of the benefits and costs that fol-
low from a particular decision), as well as the need for assessing emotions
themselves, Nussbaum raises the following question: Which emotions are rele-
vant to political deliberation? In this regard, her subtle analysis leads her to the
conclusion that anger and compassion, for instance, are crucial for a deliberative
process, as well as fear, grieve, love and gratitude. On the other side, however,
shame and repugnancy should be in principle expelled from the public sphere,
since they tend to exclude certain individuals and social groups from public
discussion (Nussbaum 2004). In her recent manifest Not for profit Nussbaum
concretizes further her previous theory of moral and anti-moral emotions. From
her perspective of an “Education for Democracy,” disgust merits special critical
scrutiny due to 1) its nature not merely visceral, provided its “strong cognitive
component;” and 2) its capacity in involving self-repudiation and “the dis-
placement of self-repudiation onto another group” fuelling dangerous sterco-
types and exclusionary dichotomies pure/impure, we/they, friend/foe. Very
differently, compassion develops the necessary capacity for empathy, to see the
world from the viewpoint of other people and, in this way, for looking at an-
other person as and end and not merely as an instrumental means (Nussbaum
2010).

Finally, in her book Civil Passions, Sharon Krause provides an innovative
“new politics of passion” inspired upon the philosophical tradition of moral
sentiment (from Hume to Bernard Williams) and on the latest insights provided
by neuroscience and neuropsychology, aimed at providing a theoretic and sys-
tematic place for passions in public deliberation. Her main goal is to overcome
the normative and motivational deficit of the classic version of deliberative
theory which, by distinguishing too sharply between ‘reasons’ and ‘passions’,
fails to integrate the motivations of the participants into the process of delibera-
tion. To this aims, Krause argues for a new ideal of “impartiality” that is refor-
mulated as “a reflexive sensitivity to the sufferings and the joys of others,” un-
derstood as the feeling of respect for others as morally significant persons
(Krause 2008: 5). In summary, an “affective engaged impartiality” that is sup-
posed to go beyond the endemic motivational and normative deficit of delibera-
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tive theory without ignoring the task of providing judgement and deliberation
with standards of impartiality.

First, Krause reformulates the notion of public reason by defining it as a
heterogeneous group of “common concerns” or “shared horizons of concerns”
within which public discussions combine sensitivity, “care” and reflection.
Thus, a “politics of civil passion” manages not to fall back into the aforemen-
tioned motivational deficit, since it succeeds in linking moral sentiments and
impartiality to the affective sources that promote the participation of citizens in
public deliberation. It should be noted, however, that this links operates in two
ways: the contents of moral sentiments are fluid, socially constructed and thus
subject to revision, since passions themselves depend upon deliberation and the
outcomes of deliberation. Hence, the relation between moral sentiments and
democratic deliberation is decisive: By providing the political conditions of
equality, which in turn increase attentiveness to the sentiments of others, and by
allowing the integration of a wide range of sentiments in the public sphere,
deliberative democracy manages to broaden with unique efficacy public imagi-
nation and to educate the moral sentiments of the citizens. Second, Krause pro-
vides a coherent criterion for determining normatively which emotions are ad-
missible in the public sphere; namely, only those that can be accepted from a
moral point of view that is consistent with the principles of public reason
(Krause 2008: 163). Third, from this point of view, social norms are intrinsi-
cally, and not contingently, connected to the diverse human motives; practical
reason incorporates affective elements and the moral sentiment incarnates this
unalienable connection.

Thus, in the present state of the debate, moving beyond the classic rea-
son/passion dichotomy and its corollary (i.e. the exclusion of emotions from
political theory and political science) requires a growing interdisciplinarity and,
in particular, taking into account the insights gained by neuroscience, social-
psychology and the epistemology of the social sciences. Far from promoting a
pendulum-like movement between the two extremes of the binary code, that is,
far from arguing for ‘more passion’ in politics — as some catchphrases suggest,
e.g. ‘new politics of passion’, ‘central role of passions’ et cetera —, what is re-
quired is to re-think the articulation between emotional and cognitive elements
in politics. This is necessary in order to analyse the irreducible dimensions of
decision-making: social mobilization, public contestation and the conflicting
relations between collective identities. Acknowledging that emotions do play a
crucial role in politics does not undermine, however, the significance of strate-
gic interaction between political actors. Indeed, one of the most promising areas
of research in political science is to analyse the mutual relationships between
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strategic behaviour and emotions, for example by resorting to game theory (Lu-
pia and Menning 2007; Elster 2007).

Current and certainly solid research from multiple disciplines demonstrates
emotion is: (1) a necessary explicative variable of political reasoning — this
forces us to reconsider the boundaries of rationality, even of broadened and
bounded notions of rationality —, as well as (2) a valuable autonomous norma-
tive concept that accounts for an indispensable and crucial dimension of politics
— this requires nuanced theoretical critique of the diverse roles of different emo-
tions (fear, disgust, empathy, compassion etc.). In any case, however, we have
just begun to clarify how emotions intervene, together with reason, in public
deliberation, moral judgement, public mobilization and decision-making. More-
over, we have just begun to elucidate an even deeper conundrum; namely,
which are the mechanisms that determine preference formation.
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The Influence of Affective States on the
Depth of Information Processing

Brad Verhulst and Mary-Kate Lizotte

Politics are rife with emotions. During campaigns, candidates frequently use
advertisements to induce emotional responses. To evoke negative emotions
toward their opponent, candidates pair discordant music with their rivals’ policy
proposals. When the campaign advertisement transitions to their own policy
positions, the music expediently becomes harmonic and soothing. In the 2008
presidential election, the Grand Old Party (GOP) strategy appeared to revolve
around anxiety, be it from a threat of another terrorist attack or fears about the
impending recession.' By contrast, the Obama campaign focused on positive
emotions, epitomized by the Iconic “Hope” Poster. Given the omnipresence of
emotions in politics it is essential to ask how emotional states influence how
people think about politics and how these affective states alter the political deci-
sions that people make?

In this chapter we review the extant literature regarding the influence of
emotions on how carefully people think about information with a specific focus
on how emotionally induced styles of thinking relates to politics. The majority
of this literature is firmly rooted in social psychology and has yet to fully pene-
trate theoretical models of political cognition. One goal of this chapter is to
illustrate opportunities to incorporate these findings into our understanding of
political emotions. In doing so we examine several different models of affect,
moods and emotions on information processing, and examine the existing em-
pirical support for the relationship between affective states and how carefully
people think about information relevant to political attitudes and behaviors. To
illustrate how the psychological theories of emotions related to the central po-
litical questions that we are ultimately interested in, we refer to the 2008 presi-
dential election between Senators Barack Obama and John McCain.

1 None of the literature that we review throughout this chapter explicitly draws on the 2008
Presidential election between Senators Barack Obama and John McCain. As such, the direct
references to the 2008 Presidential election are based on generalizations that extend the find-
ings within the existing literature to the specific Obama-McCain context.
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Emotion and Affect

The terms emotion and affect have been used interchangeably in much of the
literature, especially within political psychology. Herein we use the term affect
as an all-inclusive umbrella term referring to both mood and emotional states.
This does not imply that mood and emotion are interchangeable constructs.
Rather, emotions are intense, targeted affective states while moods are diffuse,
untargeted states (Forgas 1995; Robinson and Clore 2002). Further, emotions
are associated with a definite object or event, and consequently, are experienced
viscerally. Moods, on the other hand, are not necessarily triggered by a specific
object or event, and as such are experienced as more diffuse and less intense
than emotional states (McDermott 2004). Moreover, because they are uncon-
nected to a specific precipitating event, mood typically has a longer duration. It
is important not to over emphasize these differences, however, as moods and
emotions do share several key features. Notably, both emotions and moods vary
in their pleasantness or even their more discrete dimensions. For example, peo-
ple can be anxious about a specific event, like an election, or they experience an
anxious mood. In most situations, the implications for information processing
are the same.

The theoretical conceptualization of the structure of affect has considerable
implications for the basic questions researchers ask and therefore, the data con-
cerning the influence of affective states on information processing. By assuming
affective states vary along a single positive or negative dimension, one misses
the nuanced influence of different discrete emotions of the same valence on
information processing. More insidiously, this theoretical framework does not
motivate researchers to collect data that would test a multidimensional theory of
emotions. Conversely, a focus on discrete emotions risks ignoring the similari-
ties between emotions of the same valence and emphasizing minor empirical
variations. We discuss findings from both lines of research and acknowledge
that by no means is this chapter an exhaustive review.

For the current chapter, the essential feature is that people experience both
emotions and moods as temporary affective states. While there are individual
differences in baseline levels of emotionality, our focus is on the effect of affec-
tive states on the way people think about information with the primary point
being that the affective state in particular motivates people to process informa-
tion in a distinct way (Izard 1971; Tomkins 1962, Frijda 1986; Lazarus 1991).
Specifically, affective states motivate people to think about information more or
less carefully and subsequently engage in various behaviors. The important
point is that the emotional state changes how people think about information.
People who are chronically anxious engage in the information processing strate-
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gies promoted by experiencing anxiety more often than people who are rarely
anxious. Importantly, when people who rarely experience anxiety feel anxious,
they will engage in the same information processing strategies when they feel
anxious as chronically anxious people do when they feel anxious.

These basic assumptions allow us to examine how political campaigns can
manipulate emotions in an attempt to alter the way voters think about the candi-
dates and what information they bring to bear on their vote choice. Specifically,
what emotions will be effective in changing how voters think that will maximize
the probability that the voter incorporate the message into their attitudes toward
the candidate?

Information Processing

Because our review of the literature revolves around the way emotional states
influence the way people behave, the way they think about or process informa-
tion plays an integral role in these behaviors. Therefore, a brief discussion of
information processing provides the necessary backdrop for understanding the
connection between affective states and behaviors.

The literature on information processing focuses on the effort or depth of
thinking that a person is motivated to engage in with the ultimate goal of illumi-
nating how differential depth of thinking influences subsequent behaviors, atti-
tudes and preferences. There are two prototypical modes of information process-
ing (Chaiken 1987; Petty and Caccioppo 1986): an in depth, systematic style of
information processing that requires high levels of cognitive effort and a low
effort, superficial style of information processing that relies on cognitive short
cuts. These prototypical styles of thinking fall under the heading of dual process
models of information processing (see Chaiken and Trope 1999 for an in depth
review of a variety of dual process models of information processing).

More specifically, Dual Process Models assume two conflicting motives
are constantly present when people think about any information. The first is the
accuracy motive. Other things equal, people would like to be accurate. The
second is the efficiency motive, whereby people are assumed to be cognitive
misers and think only as carefully as is necessary given the situation. When the
accuracy motivation trumps the cognitive efficiency motivation, individuals are
highly motivated to hold accurate preferences. This motivates them to think
about the information carefully and systematically, pay attention to the inherent
strengths of the arguments presented within the information and spend longer
processing the information. Conversely, when the efficiency motivation trumps
the accuracy motivation, people are not motivated to think carefully. Accord-
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ingly, people who lack the motivation to process information in a careful, sys-
tematic manner rely heavily on stereotypes, accessible informational cues such
as the credibility of the source of the information, and establish cognitive short
cuts or heuristic devices that simplify the information.

The influence of variations in how carefully people process information
has already been applied to politics (Lupia 1994; Lau and Redlawsk 2001).
Consistent with the findings from dual process theories in social psychology,
these studies demonstrate that when people are unable or unwilling to think
carefully about a decision, they latch onto informational shortcuts. Our assertion
is that different emotional states either accentuate or attenuate the motivation to
engage in systematic thinking or rely on these cognitive shortcuts within the
political domain. Candidates who can most effectively motivate voters to think
about the information that is most optimal to their campaign will likely receive
more votes on Election Day, and manipulating voter’s emotions offers one vehi-
cle for achieving that goal.

The Direct Influence of Positive and Negative Affective States on Behaviors
and Judgments

Affective states influence the judgments and decisions people make in two dis-
tinct ways. Affective states may directly alter an individual’s favorability toward
an object by making their evaluations more affectively congruent. Alternatively,
affective states can indirectly influence attitudes and decisions by altering how
people think about the information. In this section we focus on the direct influ-
ence of affective states on judgments and in the following sections we elaborate
on the indirect ways affective states influence judgments.

Early work investigating the role of affect on attitudes and decisions fo-
cused on the direct influence of affect on judgments. Specifically, research on
affective valence — positive or negative affect — demonstrates that affective
states influence decision making by biasing a person’s judgments consistent
with the positivity or negativity of the person’s affective state (Schwarz and
Clore 1983; Clore et al. 1994; Forgas 1995; Schwartz and Clore 1996). Positive
affective states make people generally more positive. This leads them to express
greater liking for people, more favorability to ideas, and increased satisfaction
with their lives (Clore et al. 1994; Forgas 1995; Schwartz and Clore 1996). This
direct influence of affect on behavior is epitomized by the Affect-As-
Information hypothesis and Affect Infusion model (Schwartz and Clore 1983;
Forgas 1995). In the Affect Infusion Model (AIM), affect acts as a heuristic or
cognitive short cut, influencing one’s response to unfamiliar stimuli (Forgas
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1995; Clore and Parrott 1991; Schwarz and Clore 1988). These subjective affec-
tive experiences are sources of information independent of the semantic infor-
mation people simultaneously process (Schwarz and Clore 2003). The impact of
the affective state is felt outside the boundaries of conscious awareness. As
such, emotions or moods directly influence evaluations without any explicit
knowledge of the reasons underlying one’s judgments. Affective states are par-
ticularly influential for judgments that require evaluations, like those routinely
made in politics. Because evaluations have an affective component — attitudes
can be understood as one’s affective evaluation of a target — contemporaneous
feelings are easily integrated into judgments (Schwarz and Clore 1996).

It is not a giant leap to extrapolate the direct effect of affect on decisions
onto more traditional concepts within political science. In particular, the direct
effect of an individual’s affective states on her attitudes towards political candi-
dates is completely compatible with the literature in psychology on the direct
effect of affect on other judgments people routinely make (McDermott 2004).
Accordingly, flag waving, up-beat, patriotic music, and positive imagery can
directly heighten positive evaluations of candidates and in turn increase the
likelihood an individual will vote for that candidate. As such, Obama’s message
of hope, a positive emotional state, may have simply made voters feel more
pleasant, and therefore more amenable to his ideas and even more positive to-
ward him. This latent positivity may have been, in part, offset by the negativity
of the Republican’s electoral strategy of fear about Obama’s policies.

Understanding the Direct Influence of Affect

The direct influence of affect on information processing is particularly pro-
nounced when people are unable to accurately attribute the cause of their affec-
tive state to its source. People are relatively poor at distinguishing affective
states, which are the direct result of interacting with a relevant object or event,
from incidental, unrelated affective states that are evoked by an irrelevant object
or event. Failing to discriminate between affective states that are either relevant
or irrelevant to the decision at hand leads people to unwittingly incorporate
incidental affect into their evaluations. Errors in accurately attributing the affec-
tive state to the actual cause can results in overly positive or negative attitudes
towards a secondary object. For example, happy people attribute their happiness
to the attitude object under evaluation — I feel happy because I like Obama — but
they are unaware that their happiness is completely unrelated to the judgment.
More realistically, their positive evaluation is caused by their affective state — I
like Obama because I am happy (Griffitt 1970; Zanna, Kiesler and Pilkonis
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1970). This judgmental bias is eliminated or reduced if the affective state is
attributed, accurately or otherwise, to another source. For example, on a rainy
day, if people are reminded of the weather, they attribute their negative de-
meanor to the rain rather than to the attitude object under judgment (Schwarz
and Clore 1983). If such attributions are not made, the affective state biases
subsequent evaluations (Schwarz and Clore 1983 and 2003). As a result, inci-
dental moods are more influential when they remain outside a person’s aware-
ness (Schwarz and Clore 1983). Increased cognitive engagement fails to attenu-
ate the influence of incidental affect on later evaluations. Instead, when a per-
son’s affective state remains outside his awareness, intense cognitive effort
exacerbates the effect of an individual’s affective state on his attitudes and
judgments (Fiedler 1991; Forgas 1995). When people think carefully about a
problem, subsequent judgments are more biased by an unnoticed affective state.
Consistent with the automatic incorporation of affective information into a per-
son’s evaluation, Verhulst, Lodge and Taber (2008) demonstrate that affective
subliminal primes, presented outside an individual’s awareness, alter individu-
als’ evaluations of candidates. Across two separate studies, participants primed
with positive words like sunshine and rainbow were more likely to evaluate the
candidate positively than participants primed with negative words like cancer
and cockroach. Because the primes were presented outside of the participants’
conscious awareness, participants were unable to intentionally alter their evalua-
tions of the candidates. Thus, the affective subliminal primes spontaneously
altered participants’ evaluations of the candidates.

Although in actual political campaigns, subliminal primes inspire political
outrage, as was observed with the RNC’s infamous “Rats” ad where the word
“rats” was presented immediately before the word “bureaucrats” (Weinberger
and Westin 2008). The use of implicit cues, while not necessarily subliminal, is
commonplace in politics. Such innocuous things such as celebrity endorsements
undoubtedly make voters more favorable toward a political candidate in part
because the endorser creates a sense of positivity in the voters that is subse-
quently transferred to the candidate. Barack Obama had a number of celebrity
endorsers as well as endorsements from highly respected political individuals
such as Colin Powell.

The Indirect Influence of Positive and Negative Affective States on Infor-
mation Processing

While the prior section provides evidence of the direct effect of affect on eval-
uations, other findings suggests that affective states also indirectly influence
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attitudes and judgments by conditioning how people think about information. In
the following sections, the evidence of this indirect influence is discussed within
the two main conceptualizations of the structure of affect, valence and discrete
emotions.

The Bipolar Conceptualization of Affect

The bipolar or valence conceptualization emphasizes a singular dimension of
positive versus negative affective states. At one end of the continuum are posi-
tive affective states and at the opposite end, negative affective states. Thus, by
definition, people only experience positive or negative affect at any given point
in time. This conceptualization of positive versus negative affect circumvents
the need to specify whether the affective state under consideration is a diffuse
mood state or a more specific emotional state, like happiness or sadness. The
important characteristic is whether the affective state is positive or negative.
This parsimonious understanding has produced considerable evidence for the
indirect influence of affect on information processing.

The majority of the evidence suggests people in negative affective states
process information more carefully relative to when they are in positive affec-
tive states (Bless et al. 1990). Alternatively, individuals experiencing positive
affective states are less likely to engage in systematic processing and instead
rely on cognitive shortcuts. In dual process terms, positive affective states
prompt people to process information heuristically while negative affective
states lead people to processes information systematically (Eagly and Chaiken
1993; Petty and Cacioppo 1986).

In line with expectations derived from dual process theories of attitudes,
the quality of the information is more influential for individuals in negative
affective states than people in positive affective states (Bless ef al. 1990; Armit-
age et al. 1999). Specifically, negative affective states motivate people to pro-
cess information carefully, meaning they spend longer thinking about the infor-
mation, spontancously produce more task-relevant thoughts, are more influ-
enced by the inherent strength of the arguments and therefore their subsequent
attitudes are more influenced by the persuasive appeals that contain stronger
arguments.

Alternatively, people in positive affective states are less motivated to pro-
cess information carefully resulting in less attention to the content of the mes-
sages, and as such, being equally influenced by both strong and weak arguments
(Armitage et al. 1999; Petty and Cacioppo 1981; Petty, Wells and Brock 1976).
Moreover, people in positive affective states rely more heavily on heuristic cues,
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such as the expertise, attractiveness or likeability of the source, the length
(rather than the quality) of the message, stereotypes or even more familiar prod-
ucts (regardless of quality: Bless et al. 1990). Importantly, these cues are much
less influential when people think carefully about message.

The effects implied by the psychological literature are found in the existing
political science literature. Specifically, voters confronted with information that
evokes negative affective reactions are more likely to search for additional in-
formation (Brader 2005; Marcus, Neumann and Mackuen 2000). Apparently,
the presence of negative information implies that there is a problem in the envi-
ronment that requires systematic thought and attention. By contrast, voters ex-
periencing positive affective states are less likely to engage in more in-depth
processing such as information searches and learning but rather rely on the
shortcut or heuristic of partisanship (Brader 2005; Marcus, Neumann and
Mackuen 2000).

Accordingly, when Obama inspired people to feel hopeful, he likely pro-
moted heuristic processing. Meanwhile when McCain made people anxious, he
likely motivated them to think more carefully about the relevant issues. Neither
strategy is globally preferable. Instead the effectiveness of the emotional state to
induce the optimal information processing strategy depends on a wide variety of
factors including the strength of the candidate’s position and the likelihood that
the new information will alter the individual’s attitudes.

Therefore, the positivity inherent in Obama’s message of hope may have
lead people away from carefully considering the specific details of his propos-
als. This may have been highly effective, as Obama was criticized for making
ambiguous campaign promises lacking any specific steps for actually turning
the promises into policy. As such, because people were caught in the hedonistic
glow of positive emotions, they may have failed to carefully scrutinize Obama’s
proposals. On the other hand, the negativity embedded in the RNC’s election
campaign may have undermined McCain’s success by motivating voters to
think more carefully about the issues. As the major electoral issue by November
was the economy, motivating people to think carefully about the economy likely
hurt McCain in the voting booth.

Understanding the Differential Influence of Positive and Negative Affect

Several potential explanations have been posited to explain why people process
information more carefully when they are in negative relative to positive moods.
First, according to the mood maintenance explanation, people in positive moods
want to stay in positive moods. Maintaining their mood, therefore, reduces the
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motivation to carefully examine information unless the individual believes that
the information they uncover will enhance or maintain their mood (Isen 1987).
As searching often uncovers counter-attitudinal arguments which would detri-
mentally change their mood, positive affective states reduce the accuracy moti-
vation. Conversely, because individuals in negative affective states are moti-
vated to improve their moods, they are willing to risk encountering additional
negative or counter-attitudinal information, and as such they are willing to pro-
cess information more carefully.

The major limitation of the mood maintenance explanation for differential
processing styles is that people can still process information carefully in positive
affective states, but it takes more time and effort (Petty et al. 2004; Mackie and
Worth 1989). Therefore, a second explanation for why people in positive affec-
tive states are less likely to process information carefully is that positive affec-
tive states erode available cognitive resources (Mackie and Worth 1989). Ac-
cordingly, the accuracy motivation must be stronger in order to surpass the
efficiency motivation. Thus, in direct contrast to the mood maintenance hy-
pothesis, people experiencing positive moods are still willing and able to pro-
cess information carefully. The specific reason why cognitive resources are
depleted in positive moods remains unclear.

The third explanation, the broaden-and-build hypothesis (Fredrickson 2001
and 2004), is consistent with both the cognitive depletion and the mood mainte-
nance explanation for differential effect of positive versus negative emotional
states. The broaden-and-build hypothesis posits positive moods or emotions
motivate people to think about more information, and more diverse information,
relative to negative affective states (Boucher and Osgood 1969; Bousfield 1944
and 1950; Isen 1984; Isen, Daubman and Gorgoglione 1987; Fredrickson 2001
and 2004). Because people access more information that is more variable in
content when they are in a positive mood state, positive moods have been shown
to greatly increase the creativity of the responses to a variety of problems
(Fredrickson 2001 and 2004). In negative mood states people are much more
task-oriented, leading to the dismissal of ideas not directly related to the imme-
diate situation.

The final theoretical explanation for the differential impact of affective
states on information processing can be gleaned from the Affective Intelligence
theory (Marcus and Mackuen 1993; Marcus, Neumann and Mackuen 2000),
which is the dominant theory of affect in the political psychology literature.
According to Affective Intelligence, affective states serve as a cue signaling a
need for increased attention and more in-depth processing or a reliance on exist-
ing predispositions like party identification (Gray 1986; Marcus and Mackuen
1993). Drawing on evolutionary explanations, Affective Intelligence argues that
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negative emotional states signal problems in an individual’s environment neces-
sitating careful attention and a disregard of habitual behavioral patterns or heu-
ristics. Accordingly, emotional states such as anxiety evoke the surveillance
system that carefully monitors the environment for threatening stimuli. On the
other hand, positive affective states suggest relative safety, and therefore reduce
the need to vigilantly monitor the environment. Accordingly, positive affective
states evoke the dispositional system and suggest that it is acceptable to rely on
habit, such as one’s partisan disposition. In general terms, the surveillance sys-
tem corresponds with careful, systematic processing while the disposition sys-
tem corresponds with heuristic processing.

It is easy to derive hypotheses from these potential explanations that have
direct implication for information processing in the political domain. As search-
ing for and learning new information is one of the key indicators of systematic
thinking, within politics people in negative affective states should be more will-
ing to search for additional political information, and as such should be rela-
tively better informed. This is confirmed by the fact that negative affective
states predict attention to the political campaign and searching for additional
information about the candidates as well as stimulate increased political in-
volvement and decreased reliance on existing political habits or heuristics (Mar-
cus and MacKuen 1993; Marcus et al. 2000; Brader 2005 and 2006). Alterna-
tively, positive moods correlate with an increased reliance on previously learned
information and habitual behaviors and increased confidence in one’s existing
beliefs (even though these beliefs are based on less accurate information). Im-
portantly, these hypotheses as well as the empirical evidence apply to every
explanation regarding why people process information more carefully in nega-
tive affective states. Therefore, the task of future research is to develop hypothe-
ses that would enable them to disentangle which explanation is most plausible
given additional empirical data. One way of doing this may be to focus on dis-
crete affective states.

The Discrete Emotion Conceptualization of Affective States

Recent evidence suggests that this relatively simplistic conceptualization of the
emotions as uni-dimensional overlooks the differential impact that emotions
within the same valence can have on information processing. Conceptualizing
emotions as discrete, though related affective states, allows specific emotions of
the same valence to influence judgments and information processing strategies
in different ways. Although the bipolar conceptualization of affect is parsimoni-
ous, recent work demonstrates that discrete emotions often differentially influ-
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ence subsequent information processing and behavior (Lerner and Keltner
2000).2

One prominent theory of discrete emotions in the current literature is the
Appraisal-Tendency approach (Lerner and Keltner 2000; Smith and Ellsworth
1985). According to the theory, the specific emotion people experience is a
function of their interpretation of their environment along several relevant di-
mensions. This interpretation or appraisal of the environment happens automati-
cally or pre-consciously: the individual is completely unaware that these ap-
praisals occur. The six primary dimensions the Appraisal Tendency Framework
theory delineates are pleasantness/unpleasantness, responsibility (self-respon-
sibility, other responsibility), certainty/uncertainty, attention/inattention, effort,
control (human control, situational control: Smith and Ellsworth 1985). For the
emotions discussed here, the most important dimensions are certainty and con-
trol. These are the primary dimensions that distinguish between anger, anxiety
and sadness. Angry individuals tend to perceive events as predictable and
caused by others while anxious individuals tend to perceive events as unpredict-
able and caused by the situation (Lerner and Keltner 2000).

Centrally, the discrete emotions paradigm has demonstrated that different
emotions of the same valence have different effects on the way people think
about information. This literature undermines the general conclusion that posi-
tive affective states result in heuristic information processing and negative af-
fective states result in systematic information processing. Instead this theory
emphasizes the importance of discriminating between which specific emotion
people experience when they are making judgments or stating their attitudes.

The majority of the work on discrete emotions has focused on the disparate
impact of different negative emotions such as sadness, anger, and fear. Various
studies demonstrate the differential influence of discrete negative emotions on
risk assessments and depth of processing. Specifically, fearful individuals are
more likely to make pessimistic risk assessments while those experiencing anger
are more likely to make optimistic risk assessments (Lerner and Keltner 2000
and 2001); anger promotes risk seeking choices while fear results in risk averse
choices (Lerner and Keltner 2001; Raghunathan and Pham 1999); and anger
results in more superficial information processing than sadness and fear
(Tiedens and Linton 2001). Within the political domain, in response to the Sep-
tember 11" terrorist attacks, fear increased perceptions of terrorism risk while
anger decreased perceptions (Lerner et al. 2003). Other researchers have also

2 Discrete emotions refer to specific and distinct emotions, such as joy, pride, anger, sadness,
fear, etc. It is important to note that these emotions are often correlated. Thus, people who re-
port being angry often also report elevated levels of anxiety and sadness, and reduced levels
of happiness.
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found differences in anger and anxiety with respect to September 11" and ter-
rorism (Huddy et al. 2005; Huddy, Feldman and Cassesse 2007; Lambert et al.
2010).

Furthermore, with respect to depth of processing, evidence to date finds
substantial differences between anxiety, anger, and sadness. Anxiety results in
greater depth of processing than anger (Lerner and Keltner 2000 and 2001),
higher levels of information search, learning and attention (Marcus and
MacKuen 1993; MacKuen et al. 2010; Marcus, Mackuen and Neuman 2000;
Brader 2005 and 2006) and more responsiveness to the quality of the arguments
in a persuasive message (Verhulst and Sohlberg 2009). Meanwhile, anger leads
to greater reliance on preformed cognitive shortcuts (Lerner and Keltner 2000;
MacKuen et al. 2010; Bodenhausen, Kramer and Shepard 1994; Lerner and
Tiedens 2006; Verhulst and Sohlberg 2009; Valentino ef al. 2009; Lerner and
Tiedens 2006). Compared with anxiety, anger motivates people to process in-
formation more peripherally (Raghunathan and Pham 1999). Accordingly, angry
people are less likely to search for additional information (Valentino et al. 2009;
MacKuen et al. 2010), more likely to rely on cognitive shortcuts and stereotypes
(Bodenhausen et al. 1994; Tiedens 2001b; Verhulst and Sohlberg 2009), and
more likely to rely on dispositional attributions and ignore situational con-
straints on behaviors (Keltner et al. 1993; Goldberg ef al. 1999).

The influence of sadness on information processing is more variable. In
several studies, sadness acts as a middle ground between the processing charac-
teristics typified by anger and anxiety. Sadness appears to have similar effects as
anxiety (Bodenhausen, Kramer and Shepard 1994), but to a lesser extent
(Raghunathan and Pham 1999). Compared with anger, sadness motivates people
to process information more carefully (Bodenhausen, Kramer and Shepard
1994). With respect to welfare spending preferences, sadness results in in-
creased amounts recommended for welfare spending and anger results in de-
creased amounts with this difference being the result of differences in depth of
processing (Small and Lerner 2008).

Another line of evidence that underscores the importance of examining the
specific emotion that people experience rather than the general affective valence
demonstrates persuasive appeals are more effective when their emotional con-
tent matches the emotional state of the recipient. For example, DeSteno et al.
(2004) find stronger persuasion effects when angry people read a persuasive
message that evokes feelings of anger, relative to when angry people read a sad
persuasive message. Thus, if the emotional overtones of a message match an
individual’s emotional state the message is more effective. They note, however,
that if individuals are aware their emotional state might bias their judgments
they correct for this and opposite effects are observed.
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Understanding the Differential Influence of Discrete Emotions of the Same
Valence

Appraisal theories provide a concise explanation for why differential effects
arise among emotions of the same valence. Two appraisal dimensions appear to
be central to this process. First, in accord with the approach avoidance dimen-
sion, emotions motivate a general approach or avoidance response. Second,
emotions, associated with specific levels of certainty or control, affect one’s
confidence levels in turn influencing depth of processing.

The extant literature finds anger encourages approach tendencies, similar
to the effect of positive affect discussed above, while anxiety and sadness en-
courages avoidance, consistent with the pattern of results observed for general
negative affective states (Lerner and Keltner 2000 and 2001). According to
appraisal theories, one of the primary dimensions that distinguish anger from
anxiety and sadness rests on differences in perceived control. Angry people
have high levels of agency and efficacy relative to anxious and sad people.
Thus, anger motivates people to engage in actual behaviors, without necessarily
thinking about the consequences of one’s actions. Contrastingly, sadness and
anxiety may be more likely to result in the avoidance of any tangible behaviors,
therefore giving time to ruminate about potential behavioral options. Consistent
with this expectation, angry individuals are more likely to engage in risky be-
haviors. Furthermore, this also accounts for why angry people engage in low
effort processing while anxious individuals seek out more information and pro-
cess information more carefully. Importantly, it is possible that sadness acts as a
de-motivational state, resulting in lethargy. Accordingly, although sad people
spend longer thinking about information, which is indicative of systematic proc-
essing, their subsequent judgments do not reflect this additional careful thought
(Verhulst and Sohlberg 2009).

These findings on the effects of different discrete emotions may help ex-
plain the controversy over the effects of negative campaign advertising. Some
research on negative political advertisements finds that they are demobilizing
(Ansolabehere et al. 1994), while other research fails to find this demobilizing
effect (Wattenburg and Brians 1999). Besides methodological differences (ag-
gregate data versus cross-sectional data versus experimental data), it is possible
that depending upon the negative emotions advertisements evoke a demobilizing
or mobilizing effect may result. Accordingly, it is possible that the demobilizing
effect is most prominent when the ads evoke anxiety or sadness, which promote
pensiveness and decrease outwardly observable behaviors, rather than anger,
which decreases systematic thinking and promotes action.
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The second dimension that discriminates between sadness, anxiety and an-
ger is the certainty inherent in the emotional state. Specifically, the low levels of
certainty associated with anxiety and sadness reduces an individual’s confidence
in her judgments while the high levels of certainty associated with anger corre-
spondingly increase judgmental certainty. As such, anxious and sad individuals
pay more attention to current information to increase their confidence and there-
fore engage in more careful thinking (Roseman 1984; Smith and Ellsworth
1985; Tiedens and Linton 2001). Alternatively, anger reduces the motivation to
expend time and effort searching for more information (Lerner and Tiedens
2006; Tiedens and Linton 2001; Bodenhausen, Sheppard and Kramer 1994;
Valentino et al. 2009; Isbell et al. 2002 and 2006). For example, if a political
issue makes someone anxious, his anxiety temporarily reduces his confidence.
This motivates him to seek more information about the issue to increase his
confidence and alleviate his anxiety. By contrast, angry individuals are confi-
dent and spend less time seeking out new information. A confident person is not
motivated to bolster his confidence by thinking carefully or searching for more
information. Instead, he simply makes a decision.

In the Obama-McCain election, the differential impact of discrete emotions
can be seen in the debate over the Iraq war. Specifically, both the Democrats
and the Republicans attempted to elicit anger over the war. The Obama cam-
paign emphasized the misguided focus on Iraq rather than the ‘more justified’
War on Terror in Afghanistan. Alternatively, the McCain campaign argued that
Obama’s strategy was to ‘cut and run’ in Iraq, a strategy that would only ‘em-
bolden’ the terrorists. In all likelihood, the anger created by both campaigns
prevented in-depth, systematic consideration of the issue and reified the habitual
partisan responses. Thus, in this case, anger gave each side superficial confi-
dence in their beliefs and reduced the motivation to consider the benefits of the
other camp’s suggestions.

Issues of Measurement

Given the pervasive impact of emotions on information processing, it is essen-
tial that political scientists incorporate emotional constructs into their theories of
political decision making (See McDermott 2004 for a similar conclusion). From
this perspective, the obstacle becomes determining the best way to measure
emotions. Several insights can be gleaned directly from the research in psychol-
ogy that has dealt with these measurement issues. Some issues, however, are
specific to research on political questions.
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Semantic recollections of emotional experiences are notoriously inaccurate
as well as self-reports of anticipatory emotions, known in the literature as affec-
tive forecasting. In other words, individuals are not able to accurately report
how they felt in the past or predict how they will react to future events (for an
extensive review see Loewenstein and Lerner 2003). People misestimate the
duration and intensity of their emotional reactions to future events (Gilbert et al.
1998; Wilson and Gilbert 2005). This has been shown with respect to future
food consumption (Gilbert et al. 2002), ending of a romantic relationship (Gil-
bert et al. 1998), and tenure decisions (Gilbert et al. 1998). This inability to
accurately anticipate emotional responses even applies to electoral results. Gil-
bert and colleagues (1998) find that electoral results did not have a measurable
influence on general happiness one month after the election. Specifically, indi-
viduals who voted for the losing candidate in a gubernatorial election were just
as happy one month after the election as they reported being on the election day.
Individuals forecasted that if the candidate they voted for lost they would be
substantially less happy than they were on Election Day. These estimates were
highly inaccurate and they were much happier than they expected even though
the candidate they voted for lost the election. Interestingly, these effects —
inaccurate forecasts of emotional reactions to electoral and all other events —
appear to be asymmetrical in that one is more likely to overestimate the intensity
and duration of negative events on future happiness than of positive events (Gil-
bert et al. 1998; Wilson and Gilbert 2005).

Furthermore, emotions research within political science should take note of
the difference between actually experiencing emotions and semantic recalling
previously experienced emotional states. The physical presence of an emotional-
ly evocative object has enormous implications for the measurement of emotion-
al responses to that object (Breckler 1984). Physiological, attitudinal, self-
described emotional and behavioral responses to an attitude object differ de-
pending on whether the object is actually present. When the object is present
one’s affective, cognitive, and behavioral responses are all distinct and fail to
correlate highly. When the object is absent, the expected high correlations are
found between these three responses. This finding radically limits the conclu-
sions that researchers can draw based on semantic recollections of emotional
experiences. If emotional states are measured on surveys (without any experi-
mental emotional induction procedure), strong relationships between affective,
cognitive, and behavioral responses would be expected. Importantly, the typical
research question that researchers claim to answer relates more closely to the
former scenario where the attitude object is actually present.

Other research shows that experiencing an emotion has different conse-
quences on subsequent information processing than semantic activation of an
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emotion concept. Innes-Ker and Niedenthal (2002) find that subjects with in-
duced emotional states evaluated later information in an emotionally congruent
manner. Inducing an emotion and observing the effect of emotion on later cog-
nitive processing, has successfully been done by asking subjects to recall an
emotional autobiographical memory (Niedenthal et al. 2003). Recent work on
the embodiment of emotions, finds that not only does the experience of emo-
tions influence subsequent information processing but that embodying emotions
also influences later processing. An individual’s facial expressions and body
postures that mimic those of individuals experiencing an emotional state lead to
emotionally congruent information processing (Niedenthal 2007). Future re-
search in political science should explore the applicability of this research for
political attitudes.

Recent research on emotions within political science has also called into
question the validity of traditional survey questions measuring emotional res-
ponses to political candidates. Affective Intelligence research has regularly
relied on American National Election Study (ANES) data for supportive empiri-
cal evidence. The ANES routinely includes questions asking respondents how
anxious, happy, angry, or proud each of the presidential candidates makes them.
Ladd and Lenz (2008) provide compelling evidence that these questions do not
actually measure emotional responses to the candidates but are rather purely
evaluative indicators. Their findings suggest that if a respondent likes a candi-
date then they report positive emotional responses and dislike results in reports
of negative emotional responses. Ongoing work in political science needs to
further investigate the validity of current measures of emotions. Thus, in the
absence of actually experiencing an emotional state at the time people give an
emotional response, their emotional responses simply reflect their evaluation of
the political persona.

Future Directions and Conclusions

The extant literature provides several insights into the influence of affect on
information processing. Research indicates that affect, acting as a heuristic, can
have a direct influence on information processing. Evidence also demonstrates
an indirect influence with negative valence and/or negative discrete emotions
such as anxiety and sadness leading to more in-depth processing compared to
positive valence and/or anger, respectively.

There are several questions that arise, however, from this area of research.
First, it is important to keep in mind that emotions of the same valence are often
highly correlated. More often than not people do not feel anxious or sad, but
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rather anxious and sad. Research focusing on discrete emotions needs to account
for other emotions of the same valence. For example, the differential effect of
happiness and sadness can be explained either by their differing valences or
their discrete emotional states. To disentangle the unique influence of happiness
or sadness, the researcher should compare the emotional state to other emotional
states of the same valence.

Second, other negative emotions have received much less attention than
anger, anxiety and sadness. The influence of these other negative emotions on
information processing remains unclear. Moreover, the differential impact of
specific positive emotions deserves further inquiry. Existing evidence suggests
that positive affective states expand the relevant information individuals enter-
tain while evaluating information. This additional information absorbs cognitive
resources (Mackie and Worth 1989), but it also leads to more creative solutions
to problems (Fredrickson 2001 and 2004).

Alternatively, any election, especially those lasting over an extended pe-
riod of time as was seen for the Obama-McCain election, voters experience
multiple emotions. Some of these will be positive and some negative; some will
be a function of the campaign and others will be a function of an individual’s
life more generally. In some situations, these emotional states will motivate
people to think more carefully about the information while other emotional
states will interfere with an individual’s ability to process information. Future
research that explores the effects of emotions on information processing strate-
gies must begin to incorporate the longitudinal impact of emotional states on the
utilization of information and how information presented in different affective
states alters the impact of that information months later when individuals are in
the voting booth.

Lastly, the effects of emotions at different levels of intensity remain under-
studied. For example, the empirical evidence is mixed with respect to anxiety.
Some research finds anxiety leads to increases in information seeking and learn-
ing about politics (Marcus, Neumann and Mackuen 2000). Other work suggests
that extremely high levels of anxiety actually prevent political learning (Huddy
et al. 2005). In the laboratory, the ability to elicit extreme emotions is limited by
ethical concerns about harm and distress. Accordingly, it is possible that inves-
tigations into the impact of emotional intensity must rely on observational stud-
ies of extreme events such as September 11" , or on clinical populations.

The literature on the impact of emotions on judgments, attitudes and the
process of thinking about information has received increasing attention over the
past three decades. The extant literature provides a general outline of the broad
way that emotions can influence a variety of cognitive and behavioral political
outcomes. This outline provides an excellent point for further, more nuanced
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explorations of the impact of emotions on our thoughts and actions. Clearly
emotional states alter the way politicians such as Barack Obama and John
McCain conducted their bids for the Presidency. Exploring the ways that these
emotional appeals alter how voters form, change and maintain their attitudes
about the candidates and subsequently decide who to support will add im-
mensely to our understanding of the impact of both the cognitive and affective
components of political campaigns.
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Barack Obama and the Political Science of
Hope

Andrew J.W. Civettini

The role of emotions in political behavior has been the subject of a substantial
amount of recent research in political science. Perhaps the most well known
argument about the role of emotions in shaping political behavior is Marcus,
Neuman, and MacKuen’s Affective Intelligence and Political Judgment (2000).
Marcus and colleagues develop a theoretical perspective of the way that two
basic emotions, anxiety and enthusiasm, drive attention to the political environ-
ment and shape political judgments. Anxiety, by alerting us to threat-ening
stimuli in the environment, leads us to react to the environment by considering
our options consciously and learn new information. Enthusiasm lets us know
when our standing dispositions serve us well so that we can continue voting for
whom we vote for, write checks to our regular interest groups and candidates,
and basically leave politics out of our conscious considerations. Much of politi-
cal behavior, however, seems not to be reactionary but action oriented. People
desire something from government, set about a plan to secure that good or ser-
vice, and (often relentlessly) execute that plan. Something other than anxiety
must be causing this action-orientation. I argue that we must consider the role of
hope in not only shaping political behavior but how politicians attempt to moti-
vate citizens to vote, volunteer, and organize, among other civic activities. Po-
litical struggles are often about what is likely to happen rather than what has
happened and this should cause us to consider how political behavior is prospec-
tively oriented. Prospective emotions, or emotions about things that are ex-
pected to happen, likely hold the key to understanding political action more than
current state emotions. Because hope concerns future goals and the plausibility
of achieving those goals, it is an ideal candidate for understanding action ori-
ented political behavior.

Barack Obama and the ‘Politics of Hope’

If you asked a thousand voting citizens what words best describes the 2008 U.S.
Presidential election, I have no doubt that a common word would be ‘hope’.

M. Engelken-Jorge (Eds.) et al, Politics and Emotions, DOI 10.1007/978-3-531-93201-9 4,
© VS Verlag fiir Sozialwissenschaften | Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden GmbH 2011
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Barack Obama began setting his theme of hope as early as the 2004 Democratic
National Convention in Boston, when he asked delegates, “Do we participate in
a politics of cynicism or a politics of hope?” (Obama 2004). He would hone this
message, but also importantly given the scientific literature on hope I will detail
below, he began to talk not only about goals but also about agency. This agency
was captured clearly in his campaign rally cry, “Yes we can”. In a speech on the
night of winning the Iowa caucuses, Obama said, “Hope is the bedrock of this
nation; the belief that our destiny will not be written for us, but by us; by all
those men and women who are not content to settle for the world as it is; who
have courage to remake the world as it should be (January 3, 2008).” This
statement clearly illustrates that hope requires not only a desired goal but
agency to achieve that goal. But Obama is not the first politician in the United
States to invoke hope. Jesse Jackson made hope a defining rhetorical feature in
his campaign speeches in 1988, ultimately telling supporters to “keep hope
alive” in his speech at the 1988 Democratic national convention (Jackson 1988).
Democrats do not have a monopoly on hope, either. Republicans also appeal to
hope. Richard Nixon told the crowd gathered at his first inaugural address that,
“What kind of nation we will be, what kind of world we will live in, whether we
shape the future in the image of our hopes, is ours to determine by our actions
and our choices (Nixon 1969).” Nixon, like Obama nearly forty years later,
understood that agency was a crucial component of the hope concept. It is not
merely enough to dream, but to have plans to achieve those desired goals and
the belief in our agency that we can achieve them.

What is Hope? Defining the Concept

Eliot (2005) considers the varied meanings that hope carries in theology, phi-
losophy, politics, medicine, literature, and others. She concludes that although
hope is a rich and complex construct, there are two primary constants across all
conceptualizations of hope: significance and power. All constructs of hope view
it as a significant force culturally and a primary component of the essence of
humanity. Moreover, hope is accorded a sort of basic power — a power that can
‘change lives’ and can be harnessed personally, interpersonally, as well as
communally (perhaps through great oratory). Dauenhauer (2005) contemplates
the place of hope in the power struggle between unity of people and the nature
of rulers and the ruled. He argues that hope unifies people, subverting the ruling
function to the unifying function and resulting in responsible political practice.
Responsible governmental systems, then, are those that foster hope and “power-
in-common”. While the idea that good governments are those that foster hope



Barack Obama and the Political Science of Hope 97

might arouse debate among social scientists, it likely would not engender much
controversy to suggest that hope is part of the essence of humanity, culturally
important, and can be a driving force in human lives. Yet, it may still not be
clear that hope can help us understand political behavior. Can we discern a reli-
able concept of hope that would enable us to test its importance in igniting po-
litical activity or is the personal and subjective nature of hope reason to suspect
that as an emotion hope is ill-suited to any use in rigorous empirical political
science?

Reading (2004: 5) defines hope as a ”pleasurable subjective state that
arises when individuals expect that a desired future goal is realistically achiev-
able, and that expectation energizes them to initiate activities they believe will
help them attain it.” This conceptualization of hope has two main components.
First, an individual must have desired future goals. While some may take issue
with the idea that citizens have desired policy preferences and desired directions
for government activity due to low levels of citizen knowledge about govern-
ment, it is likely that most, if not all, individuals hold some idea about what
general direction they prefer government to take with respect to overall policy.
The second key component of Reading’s definition is the expectation that the
goal is reasonably achievable. This belief leads to the pleasurable subjective
state and energizes the individual to initiate actions to achieve the goal. Thus,
Reading’s definition requires two central components, goals and expectations
about those goals.

Reading (2004: xii) points out that “one of the reasons science has had
such a difficult time coming to grips with hope is that doing so requires under-
standing how something merely imagined and yet to occur can cause something
else to happen.” Essentially, it is because we believe we can attain something
that causes us to do what is necessary to attempt to attain it. For Reading, hope
is more than just a positive emotion experienced when imagining a future event
or set of circumstances, but an encompassing emotional state that involves
pleasure, energy, motivation, and goal-directed behavior. Reading refers to what
he calls future-oriented behavior, which he calls “the behavioral signature of
hope” (2004: 6). Future-oriented behavior is behavior that focuses on goals and
costs that are well beyond the immediate. Passing on the hot dog vendor to get a
gyro the next street over is not future oriented behavior, but passing on lunch
out to save for retirement is geared toward a future benefit that can not be tangi-
bly enjoyed in the present or near present time.

The components of goals and expectations of Reading’s conception fit well
with the primary conception of hope in the scientific literature espoused by
Snyder (1994; 2000). Snyder’s (2000: 8-13) definition of hope has three main
components: goals, pathways, and agency. Much like Reading’s definition,
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goals are necessary to the development of hope. Without goals there can be no
hope. Pathways refer to the imagined path or sequence of events that get a per-
son from the present state to the goal, while agency refers to perceiving that it is
possible to follow those pathways. In this way, hope exists when an individual
sees a path toward a desired goal and believes he or she can follow that path.
This is the essence of the difference in the two conceptions. For Reading, hope
is the positive emotional state that is experienced when a goal itself is consid-
ered attainable, leading to behavior that leads the individual toward attainment
of the goal. For Synder, however, it is in seeing the path of behavior that can
lead to attainment, and in believing that the individual can follow the path of
behavior to the goal, that is the crux of hope. Whether hope generates energy
and motivates an individual to find pathways to goal attainment or the existence
of pathways makes hope for the goal possible is no small disagreement how-
ever. Let’s suppose an interest group wants a particular policy (and personify
the interest group, for simplification). In Snyder’s configurations, the group
would need to have the goal, see pathways to achieving that goal, and believe
the organization can follow one of those pathways to achieve the goal. When the
group believes the pathway can be followed, it experiences hope. For Reading,
however, hope is experienced if the group expects it can achieve the goal, re-
gardless of having any concrete idea of pathways to goal attainment. Thus,
Reading’s definition allows more for the possibility of blind or false hope. Sny-
der’s conceptualization provides a fuller elaboration of when hope is possible,
and how to measure it. For these reasons, I believe Snyder’s conceptualization
of hope to be superior for considering hope as a motivating force in political
behavior.

Snyder’s conception is by definition individual hope. But the concept has
been extended beyond the individual. Drahos (2004), for example, distinguishes
between what he sees as three types of hope: private, collective, and public
hope. Private hopes are those held by individuals, while collective hopes are
shared by many individuals across, in Drahos’ conception, a society. Public
hope, on the other hand, “is hope that is articulated or held by actors acting
politically in relation to societal goals.” (Drahos 2004: 20) Public hope is, Dra-
hos argues, dangerous. Leaders may rouse followers’ emotions to support a goal
by creating public hope even when that goal is understood poorly by those fol-
lowers. As a result, followers have little ability to judge the realistic achieve-
ment of the hoped-for goal. Without reassessment of the probability of goal
attainment, public hope could lead to negative consequences. Drahos’ example
of the failure of Indian negotiators demonstrates this possible consequence of
public hope.
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Collective hope has also been implicated in explaining collective action.
Braithwaite (2004b) argues that sustainable collective action is dependent on
hope. Individuals must, in Braithwaite’s (2004b: 129) words, “‘sign on’ to the
collective hope process”. Individual goals become shared ideas about what soci-
ety should be like and those goals are pursued because of the combined individ-
ual agency and the pathways inherent in social networks and institutions.
Braithwaite cautions that the ingredients of collective hope, shared individual
goals for society, widespread personal efficacy, and access to social institutions,
may be less available in some societies than others. Collective hope may not
therefore be a possibility in the case of totalitarian society. Braithwaite’s find-
ings, based on a 2001 survey, show that “the positive emotions of collective
efficacy and trust are critically important” to the achievement of hoped-for-
goals (Braithwaite 2004b: 144, emphasis mine).

Hope, it seems, consists of the components of goals, pathways, and
agency. So conceived, it seems less like an emotional construct and more like a
formula for rational behavior. Goals are the payoffs for reaching an end state.
Pathways are exactly that, the various paths to reach that particular end state of
the game. What’s missing really is the understanding of costs associated with
those pathways, which may be accounted for by whether an individual (or col-
lective) believe they can efficaciously follow any given pathway. Yet hope is
more than simply these components because the agentic belief that one can
follow a pathway engenders a positive emotional state that itself can sustain
goal-directed behavior. Thus, the emotion that results from believing an indi-
vidual can follow a given path to a goal causes the individual to be able to stay
on the path.

A Little of What We Know So Far about Positive Political Emotions

Hope is a positive emotion, and considering its impact on political behavior
means putting aside notions of emotion based solely on emotional valence.
While most work on the effect of discrete emotions and political behavior focus
on negative emotions, some authors have begun to examine the role of discrete
positive emotions. Just, Crigler, and Belt (2007) examine the impact of voters’
emotional responses to candidates on candidate evaluations and trait appraisals.
They find that hope and enthusiasm drive those evaluations and trait appraisals
up. Conversely, anger, anxiety, and worry decrease those evaluations and ap-
praisals. Hope and not enthusiasm was found to have some effect in generating
higher levels of political interest, in some cases. When a favored candidate is
ahead in the horse race, hopeful feelings toward that candidate increase news
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viewership. Hope in a sense then is an emotional trigger to motivated reasoners
that watching the nightly news will more likely confirm than deny the previous
evaluation of the preferred candidate.

Gross, Brewer, and Aday conducted a panel study in the fall of 2001 and
summer of 2002, measuring individuals’ levels of confidence in government
institutions. What they found was that hope and pride were both positively re-
lated to confidence in government. While their data do not permit a test of
causal direction, they do indicate a likely link between the emotions of hope and
pride and citizen confidence in government, with hopeful citizens less likely to
decrease in confidence. Since hope may be as much (if not more of) a trait emo-
tion as it is a state emotion, this finding has implications for confidence in gov-
ernment overall. High-hope individuals would likely be more confident in gov-
ernment institutions and perhaps more likely to vote for incumbents.

Brader’s (2006) examination of the effect of emotional appeals in political
ads tell us more about the impact of the positive emotion enthusiasm. Enthusi-
asm led to increased desire to participate in the political process, from voting to
volunteering to general interest in the campaign. Brader cautions about the in-
tensity and duration of effects of ads, but his results clearly show a short term
increase in civic participation intention when cued by enthusiasm. However,
Brader also presents evidence that enthusiasm merely serves to strengthen reli-
ance on previous attitudes, not generate learning. In this work and more likely to
follow, we see positive emotions having distinct political effects. Moreover, we
see hope leading to greater interest as well as confidence in government.

A Political Science of Hope

In the concluding chapter of The Handbook of Hope, Snyder and Feldman
(2000) offer what they call a social agenda for hope. They reject the notion that
the hope construct is another individual-differences psychological measure
merely helpful for individual assessment, counseling, and personal betterment.
Rather, they speculate about ways in which hope may be more broadly under-
stood in a societal context. Government is especially important in this formula,
they argue, because government can create pathways to the successful attain-
ment of collective goals of society. Snyder and Feldman argue that governments
that foster individual advancement on the basis of merit and effort alone create
high levels of hope in society, whereas governments that hinder personal growth
create a cycle of hopelessness that leads to low levels of growth and poor con-
sequences for society, like higher rates of suicide. While their normative goals
are worthy, I believe a first step in understanding the role of hope in political
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behavior is in applying the individual-differences measure to assess how high
hope individuals differ in their engagement in political activities, and in assess-
ing the impact of political rhetoric on citizens’ preferences and how that might
differ for high and low hope individuals.

Hope and Campaign Rhetoric

Candidates do a lot of things — kissing babies, shaking hands, and speaking to
crowds, to name a few. With those speeches, which are now as likely to end up
on the evening news as any other story that day, candidates try to move unde-
cided voters, firm support among followers, and perhaps even convert oppo-
nent’s followers. It is commonly held that President Obama is perhaps one of
the best campaign orators of not only our time, but all time. Atwater (2007)
contemplates the origins of Obama’s rhetoric of hope, examining the ways in
which the President’s core values and personality contribute to his rhetoric. The
article focuses more on what Obama means by hope and the American dream
more than what hope is and how Obama uses it as a rhetorical tool. Obama’s
rhetorical abilities only accentuated the ways in which he cultivated a rhetoric of
hope because he made it easier for people to see pathways and believe goals
were attainable. But can we think of ways that emotions, including hope, might
be instrumental to understanding the effect of campaign rhetoric?

Jerit, Kuklinski, and Quirk (2009) separate political rhetoric into three
forms: party value reinforcement, fact-based descriptive rhetoric, and predictive
rhetoric. It is with predictions about future outcomes that politicians likely have
the most success in swaying unaligned voters to their side in a campaign. The
key to understanding how and why unaligned voters choose which candidates to
support lies in their emotional reactions to those predictions of future outcomes.
Hope might provide a particularly interesting construct for analyzing the ability
of candidates to win undecided voters. The positive emotional state of hope
comes from the agency of believing that available pathways can be followed to
achieve a goal.

In the case of campaign rhetoric, candidates need to draw on collective
goals (though the best orators would likely be able to convince their audience of
the worth of a given goal), show their audiences the pathways available to
achieve the goals, and make them believe that the pathways are clear and at-
tainment is possible. Thus the ability of candidates to win undecided voters may
rest on their ability to raise hope of those voters. To test such an implication, we
would need measures of hope that can change over time, or a measure of hope
as an emotional state.
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Hope and Voters

An obvious relationship between hope and voting may be that individuals likely
would vote for the candidate that makes them the most hopeful. A quick anal-
ysis of the individual affect questions in the American National Election Studies
would bear this out, but what does it mean? Candidates may make voters feel
more hopeful when they share their goals for society, or when they highlight
pathways that voters are supportive of (a national referendum, e.g.). Candidates
may heighten voters sense of efficacy and agency leading to greater hope, or
some combination of goals, pathways, and agency. Or voters may be more
hopeful the more likely their candidate is to win, resulting in the appearance that
voters are choosing candidates based on a feeling of hope when in fact the
greater levels of hopefulness for the winning candidate were caused by the like-
lihood of that candidate’s victory. So predicting elections based on how hopeful
the voters are is likely no better than using the latest Gallup poll. An answer to
how hope can help us move forward in understanding voter behavior likely lies
in examining the differences in political behavior between high and low hope
individuals. By this, I don’t mean voters who are contemporaneously hopeful
about their preferred candidate, but rather voters who are predisposed to being
hopeful. The hope contruct as formulated by Snyder (1994) can be applied to
discern high hope individuals from low hope individuals by understanding hope
not as an emotional state but as a dispositional trait. Some people are more
likely to feel individual agency, be able to articulate goals, and see pathways to
achieve their goals. High hope individuals are less likely to be deterred by
threat-related stimuli (Michael 2000). This is an important consideration be-
cause the theory of affective intelligence, which much of political science re-
search on the role of emotions takes as a starting point, treats threatening stimuli
(and the resultant anxiety) as the most important component of understanding
the role of emotions in political decision making. Yet some people, high hope
people, are less deterred by threat related stimuli. This means they would be less
likely to be impacted by negative campaign advertising or conflicting informa-
tion about their preferred candidate. Thus an initial step in examining the role of
hope in voter decision making would be to look at differences in voter decision
making strategies and behavior between high and low hope individuals.

Hope and Staffers, Volunteers, and Activists

In addition to exhibiting differences in voting behavior, high hope individuals
are likely to be more active in other forms of political participation. High hope
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individuals feel more confident about and inspired by life goals (Snyder et al.
1991). When those goals are collective goals, high hope individuals are likely to
translate that confidence into public action by pursuing public pathways to col-
lective goals. Moreover, high hope people make higher estimates of the prob-
ability of attaining their goals (Snyder et al. 1991). Political activists and those
who volunteer their time need to not only have goals for their organizations or
candidates, but believe that those goals are attainable. Thus, high hope individu-
als are probably more likely to be joiners and even policy entrepreneurs. Those
same high hope individuals are more likely to experience success in translating
pursued goals into attained goals because they are better at managing the pro-
cess of goal attainment. High hope people are more likely to segment goal at-
tainment into smaller, more manageable steps (Snyder 1994). Thus, I argue that
high hope individuals are more likely to be political participants than low hope
individuals, more likely to start political organizations or initiate political
movements or causes, and more likely to be successful at achieving stated po-
litical goals. Hope is the stuff of successful political action. Another reason high
hope individuals may have more success in pursuing collective or political goals
is that high hope individuals may have more extensive social networks (Cheav-
ens, Michael and Snyder 2005). Thus, they have a greater wealth of the most
crucial resource in politics, sheer numbers. Yet none of these findings of high
versus low hope have been directly applied to political action, but rather have
been tested in terms of patient treatment and illness management. The first step
in understanding the role of hope in political participation and activism would
be an analysis of the dispositional levels of hope for a sample of individuals and
a subsequent analysis of their levels of political activity.

A Note on Measuring and Testing ‘Political Hope’

In order to develop some assessment of the role of hope in generating political
behavior and structuring the interactions of elites, activists, and the mass public,
we need some way of accounting for hope when we see it. For behavioral impli-
cations of hope and hoping, we can turn to the psychological measurement lit-
erature on hope. To measure hope, C.R. Snyder and researchers developed the
Adult Dispositional Hope Scale (DHS) to introduce a common metric for hope
(Snyder et al. 1991). The DHS consists of twelve items, four each to measure
the key concepts of agency and pathways and four filler items. The scale was
shown to be valid and reliable. Subsequent research has shown the scale to be
generally unidimensional, with separate treatment of Pathways and Agency
resulting in little additional explained variance (Brouwer et al. 2008). Hope
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measured through the DHS is a trait emotion: high hope individuals would on
average over time score consistently high, while low hope individuals would
score low. Yet for some purposes a state scale, developed by Snyder and col-
leagues, would be appropriate. If we return to the idea of understanding the way
campaign rhetoric persuades undecided voters by creating a sense of hope, we
could measure state hope before and after campaign speeches.

The Hope Scale is simple, reliable, and methodologically easy to adminis-
ter. Yet hope as a state or trait emotion may vary across life domains, such that
hopefulness in one’s family life does not translate to hopefulness in one’s social
life. Sympson (1999) applied the Dispositional Hope Scale to six life domains:
social, academic, family, romance/relationships, work/occupation, and leisure
activities. The resulting Domain Specific Hope Scale was consistent and valid
and the six distinct domains were corroborated by factor analysis. While the
social domain seems as the best categorical fit for political hope, its items meas-
ure social life as an individual interactive domain more so than measuring broad
societal hope. Thus, though the Domain Specific Hope Scale provides guidance
in possibility developing a measure of political hope, none of the domains them-
selves are directly translatable to political activity and political hope. While a
political domain seems ultimately worth pursuing, it is not readily clear what
would be constituted by ‘political hope’ that would be different than other do-
mains, except to say that political hope would be more squarely focused on
collective goal attainment than personal goal attainment.

An Agenda for Political Hope

This essay outlines what I feel is an important emotion to consider in advancing
our understanding of political behavior, hope. Hope is defined as combining
goals, agency, and pathways, and can be measured reliably through the Disposi-
tional Hope Scale, the State Hope Scale, and the Domain Specific Hope Scale. I
outline some brief considerations of where to go next in the consideration of
political hope. First, we must begin to understand the ways that high hope indi-
viduals differ with respect to voting, volunteerism, activism, and other forms of
political participation and decision making. Next, we must consider the ways in
which politicians use hope as a rhetorical tool to sway undecided voters and win
support for favored policies by looking at what impacts the emotional state of
hope. In doing so, we can begin to explore the role of hope as a dispositional
trait and emotional state in shaping political behavior and political rhetoric.
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Suspending Disbelief

Obama and the Role of Emotions in Political
Communication

Oliver Escobar

By January 2009, Barack Obama had become the most popular leader in the
world, restoring the USA’s global image and crystallising a wave of European
fascination that remains unchanged (Pew Research Center 2009; Harris 2009a
2009b; Transatlantic Trends 2008; 2009). Two years earlier, he was virtually
unknown in his own country, let alone Europe. How did the Obama phenome-
non flourish in an era of political cynicism? How can we interpret Obama’s
success in terms of communication and emotional appeal? In order to suggest
some answers, | have studied audiovisual materials up to January 2009 — many
of which can be accessed by following the links provided — and drawn on cross-
disciplinary literature to flesh out my interpretation of the findings from a small-
scale qualitative research project.'

Obama’s campaign managed to embody American history in a personal
story, and turned a personal story into American history. This was achieved by
effectively blending old and new communication strategies. Accordingly, the
campaign was embedded in a multilayered architecture of meanings, as well as
underpinned by carefully crafted communication, and the synergetic use of
grassroots mobilization, media technologies and symbol-building master narra-
tives. My main focus is to reflect on the emotional and communicative fabric of
Obama’s transatlantic appeal. I will argue that a key component of this phe-
nomenon was Obama’s steady transformation into the kind of symbol that many
were longing for.

1 I am deeply indebted to everyone who took part in the conversations, interviews and focus
groups that have broadened the scope of my own experience and interpretation of the Obama
phenomenon. There were 24 participants from 8 countries: UK (10), USA (5), Poland (4),
Bahrain, Canada, Ireland, Germany and Spain. They currently live in Scotland, and vary in
ages and backgrounds. Of course, the sample is not intended to be representative in any way,
but to add flesh to the bones of statistics and arguments from secondary sources. The purpose
was to underpin the essay with qualitative data regarding perceptions, meanings and self-
reported feelings. The research took place between December 2009 and March 2010.

M. Engelken-Jorge (Eds.) et al, Politics and Emotions, DOI 10.1007/978-3-531-93201-9 5,
© VS Verlag fiir Sozialwissenschaften | Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden GmbH 2011
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Emotions in Political Communication

For Aristotle, human virtue depends on the harmonious dance between reason
and emotion (Sokolon 2006; Koziak 2000). Similarly, David Hume (1739: 312-
313) argued that emotions power moral actions, and that reason by itself is “ut-
terly impotent”. Darwin (1890) explained the key adaptive role that emotions
play in communication. Despite this intellectual heritage, however, political
science has been dominated by an overly rationalistic view of the human mind
(Fischer 2009: 272-273). Emotions in politics have often been depicted as mere
drivers of irrationality, demagoguery and dangerous mass arousal. These as-
sumptions are now challenged by cross-disciplinary political science (i.e. Mar-
cus et al. 2000; Goodwin ef al. 2001; Brader 2006) that transcends the unhelpful
theoretical antagonism of emotion versus reason.

In the traditional view, emotions hinder rationality, and thus individuals
must subordinate emotions to the dictates of instrumental reason. The problem,
however, is that this view misrepresents how our brains work. Neuroscience,
cognitive science and political psychology show that reason and emotion are
intimately intertwined and share joint responsibilities (i.e. Damasio 1994; Le-
doux 1996; Lakoff 2009; Lakoff and Johnson 1999; Marcus 2002; 2000). In
other words, emotions are an essential component of reason’s mechanism, and
hence an integral part of human intelligence (Nussbaum 2001). The fact that
emotion is indispensable in enabling reason to operate has profound conse-
quences for understanding political communication. For instance, it deepens our
comprehension of information-processing and political motivation, and it invites
us to move beyond the rational choice era.

Our brain receives far more information that our conscious reason is able
to process (Marcus 2002: 62). Thanks to efficient evaluative functions per-
formed by emotion, our lives are not paralysed by permanent indecision. Indeed,
cognitive and emotional systems not only intersect but also reinforce each other;
without emotional motivation, reason is unlikely to drive us to act (Damasio
1994). Long before the latest breakthroughs in neuroscience, Edelman (1972:
58-9) argued that emotions underpin our ability to understand the world, and
hence our political behaviour. Emotions motivate us to engage in politics
(Goodwin et al. 2001) and assist us in swiftly processing information for our
participation in public deliberation (Marcus and MacKuen 1993: 672). How-
ever, communication is more than message-transmission and information-
processing. As Penman (2000: 1) puts it, “communication is the observable
practice of a relationship”. Such a relationship, as we will see, depends on affec-
tive elements as well.
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In the conversations that underpin this essay I found that, unsurprisingly,
charismatic politicians like Obama inspire a wide range of simultaneous feel-
ings’: enthusiasm, excitement, hope, inspiration, compassion, empathy, satisfac-
tion, elation, pride, anxiety and fear. They do so, as we will later argue, by es-
tablishing an intimate relationship with their publics. Candidates do not choose
between inspiring feelings or dealing with policy issues, they often integrate
both by employing emotional appeals that enhance the effectiveness of their
substantial message (Brader 2006: 179). Accordingly, by using narratives,
metaphors, images and symbols they strive to establish and modulate specific
cognitive frames and to activate and reinforce their neurological networks (La-
koff 2009).

Marcus (1991) finds that voting preferences depend more on affective re-
sponses to candidates than on assessments of ideological positions (see also
Glasser and Salovey 1998). Westen (2007: 115) points out that we can predict
80 percent of voter’s judgements about policy issues by analysing emotional
alliances (i.e. partisan sentiment). Subsequently, eliciting the right feelings,
rather than presenting the best arguments, seems crucial for electoral success
(p.125). However, emotion and cognition are in a permanent feedback loop, and
thus it is difficult to make conclusive claims on causality and impact (Mutz
2007). In any case, | take the Aristotelian view that powerful political commu-
nication combines ethos — personality and stance; pathos — emotional arousal;
and /ogos — coherent argumentation (Cockcroft and Cockcroft 1992). This essay
refers to aspects related to ethos and pathos.

In retrospective, we may assume that Obama understood the importance of
building the campaign on emotionally compelling communication. However, his
quasi-professorial take on issues during the first stage of the primary elections
threatened his prospects of success (Westen 2007: 433). It was only when his
signature policies were embedded in emotionally laden narratives that the seeds
of the global phenomenon were sowed. When most participants in my research
were exposed to Obama for the first time, his branding machinery had already
been attuned and his campaign had become something of a movement. In this
essay, rather than understanding exposure to the Obama phenomenon in terms
of message-reception, I look at communication as the process of co-creation of

2 Emotions are “specific sets of physiological and mental dispositions triggered by the brain in
response to the perceived significance of a situation or object” (Brader 2006: 51). Feelings are
the subjective awareness and experience of emotions (Damasio 1994: 133). My arguments are
based on self-reported feelings, which poses clear research challenges. However, a more nu-
anced analysis of emotions and feelings is beyond the scope of this interpretive essay. For a
useful discussion see Brader (2006).
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meanings. The key question here is not what Obama says, but sow Obama
means’.

The Medium is the Message: Emotional Architectures of Meaning*

Obama started the campaign as an individual and finished it as a collective sym-
bol. That is, a flexible “signifier” (Edelman 1988: 119) capable of evoking mul-
tiple cross-cultural meanings. As Edelman argues (1967: 6), “condensation
symbols” are able to encapsulate a wide range of “anxieties, remembrances of
past glories or humiliations” and “promises of future greatness”. Multiple dy-
namics intervene in the configuration of a symbol. Among other things, it is the
product of communication processes in which, paraphrasing McLuhan (1967),
the message and the medium become one. However, MacLuhan understands the
medium in technological terms, whereas I use medium to refer to the conduit of
symbolism. An example would be how Mandela is the compelling symbol of the
end of South Africa’s apartheid. In our case study, the message and its emotion-
ally charged medium constitute the same entity: Obama is Obama’s message.

It is important to understand that meanings reside not in the symbols, but
in society (Edelman 1967). I take this process of collective co-creation of mean-
ings to be at the core of political communication. In this view, electoral cam-
paigns are fought in the battleground of meanings, and the message is only part
of the ammunition. The communication strategies of the Obama campaign were
substantially different in the primary and national elections. Democrat candi-
dates have often approached communication with a dispassionate mindset and a
rationalistic take on policy (Westen 2007). This explains Obama’s focus on
issues to seek support from the Democratic Party in the caucuses’. In the elec-
tion, however, issues and passions became more subtly intertwined: Obama
embedded the issues in emotionally laden narratives®.

So, how did Obama mean along this process? In a nutshell, from early
2007 he started meaning through words and images compounded in uneven
performances’. During the course of 2008, speeches and images steadily turned
into seamless parts of complex personal and historical narratives. By October
2008, those master narratives were part of a global symbol (see Gallup 2008c)
whose multilayered meanings could be evoked by a simple sound bite or image.

Yanow’s (1996) interpretive method focuses on #ow policy means.

Both expressions are borrowed from McLuhan (1967) and Yanow (2000), respectively.
E.g. Iowa, 10.11.2007. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tydfsfSQiYc

E.g. Denver, 28.08.2008. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yZCrleRkMhA

See Westen (2007: 432-436).
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To sketch out the communicative fabric of this process, I focus on narratives,
archetypes, frames and the mirror effect.

Storytelling is at the heart of our cultural and biological life. Our brains
naturally crave coherent stories (Westen 2007: 231). As Damasio (1994) has
shown, many of the emotional reactions in our social life are triggered by “sys-
tematic connections between categories of objects and situations, on the one
hand, and primary emotions, on the other” (Damasio 1994: 134; emphasis in
original). Narratives serve to structure those connections, and can create and
reinforce compelling associations in our minds. Much of the emotional power of
political communication stems from effectively shaping and activating such
associations. In the brain, “neural binding” allows the combination of simple
narratives into more complex ones (Lakoff 2009: 25), which operate as neuro-
logical “building blocks” (p.21) and play a central role in the creation of emo-
tional experiences (p.27).

Narratives are also building blocks in our cultures. For instance, the narra-
tive frames °‘Rags-to-Riches’ or ‘Pull-Yourself-up-by-Your-Bootstraps’ are
American icons themselves (Lakoff 2009: 29). Although every culture has spe-
cific master narratives, we share many of them. Think of those classic fairy
tales, novels or dramas that — anchored in compelling archetypes — transcended
borders long before globalisation. Apparently, our minds naturally search for
stories with a particular kind of structure that makes them rhetorically powerful.
Such structures are similar across cultures (Westen 2007: 146). The Obama
story has that type of structure. Its potency is magnified by the overlapping of
personal and historical narratives that are conflated in the production of a pow-
erful symbol. In Obama, the personal is historical, and vice versa.

There are some interrelated master narratives that, apart from being central
in Obama’s performances, emerged most prominently in my research. Firstly,
Obama is the symbol of a double American redemption. The first one concerns
the USA’s redemption in terms of race politics. Here Obama appears as the
symbolic culmination of the anti-slavery and civil rights movements. Race is,
without doubt, what attracted most of my research participants — even those
disengaged from politics — to follow the 2008 election. For instance, a partici-
pant recalls vividly how emotional it was to hear Obama saying “I was raised by
white grandparents but my wife has slave blood in her veins”. Expressions like
this had the power to evoke in our minds myriad images from our collective
imaginary. They walked us along the allegedly teleological line that Obama
traced between himself, King, Kennedy and Lincoln. By wrapping himself in a
series of “historical hot-button associations” (Hill 2009: 63) he shaped, activated
and reinforced his own symbolic meaning. This was not only done through
language, but also by managing the narrative power of space, time and objects;



114 Perspectives on Politics & Emotions: The Obama Phenomenon

for instance, the choice of Lincoln’s Springfield to launch the campaign, the
nomination acceptance on the anniversary of King’s “I have a dream”, or the
presidential oath over Lincoln’s bible. This kind of invocation provided count-
less subtexts that contributed to feed the story-hungry cycles of the media. The
narrative pointed the spectator to ‘this defining moment’, a cathartic mantra that
Obama repeated constantly. In the process, he became a “synecdoche for the
African American journey” (Darsey 2009: 95), and functioned as a magnifying
lens for a reinvigorated teleological — progressive — view of American history.

The second redemption concerns the USA in the world scene. Here,
Obama is not only seen as the antithesis of, but the antidote to, the Bush era.
Nothing defines a hero better than the perfect antagonist. By November 2008,
the contrast in popularity between Bush and Obama was staggering (Gallup
2008e), with Bush being amongst the most unpopular American presidents both
at home (Gallup 2008a; 2009) and abroad (Pew Research Center 2009). Along-
side race, the anti-Bush sentiment featured most prominently in the research
participants’ feelings. The American participants claimed that “Obama has
made it easier to be an American abroad”, “It was like a return to grace”, and
even “I can love America again!” The rest agreed on the direct impact of the
USA’s politics in their countries, and reported strong negative feelings towards
the Bush Administration. In general, most participants encoded their views
along the Obama/Bush stereotypical contrast outlined by Mitchell (2009: 129):
smart/stupid, eloquent/inarticulate, flexible/rigid, modest/arrogant, mixed-raced
cosmopolitan/white Texas cowboy, subtle and complex/simplistic and reductive,
collaborative and deliberative/unilateral and aggressive. I found also a general
tacit acceptance of the USA as the world’s ‘leading beacon’, and thus a lack of
critique of the ‘American exceptionalism’ narrative that pervaded Obama’s
campaign (Ivie and Giner 2009). It is perhaps understood as part of the unavoid-
able patriotic ritual of the candidacy, and hence seemingly irrelevant from a
transatlantic perspective.

Finally, of course, my research brought up the centrality of the master nar-
rative of the American Dream, used by Obama as a structuring theme for his
best campaign performances® and his most sophisticated adverts’. In this narra-
tive, the USA is a land of romance and opportunity where hard-working citizens
succeed. However, Obama recasts it as the American Promise, a more commu-
nitarian frame grounded on social justice and equality. In this sense, he not only
pledged to restore the American Dream, but he embodied it. Here we enter the
realm of biography politics that has been so instrumental in forging the Obama

8 E.g. Denver, 28.08.2008. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yZCrleRkMhA
9 See American stories, American solutions (2008).
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phenomenon. Granted, many politicians capitalise on aspects of their autobio-
graphies, but Obama took it to another level. He had been distilling publicly the
quintessence of his life-story for a long time'. Anyone who had read his best-
sellers (Obama 1995; 2006) was familiar with the well-rehearsed personal sto-
ries that would sustain the architecture of meanings of his campaign. They con-
densed the archetypal epic journey of trial, error, tribulation, self-discovery, and
success. As Darsey (2009) argues, Obama’s use of the archetypal metaphor of
the journey underpins much of his communication success. It does so by creat-
ing one of those narrative structures that our brains crave, and it becomes emo-
tionally compelling through the conflation of personal and collective struggles'.
This metaphor was constantly used to rally his grass-roots movement'.

At the crossroads of these narratives, Obama is capable of inhabiting many
roles. As Mitchell (2009: 127) argues, “the key to Obama iconicity resides not
in determinacy but ambiguity, not in identity but differential hybridity”. By
embodying the prospects of an unknown alternative future, he becomes a “vir-
tual candidate” (Conley 2008: 309). His slogans — Change, Hope, Unity — func-
tion as “empty boundary objects” (Cetina 2009: 132), signifiers that different
groups fill up with multiple meanings. However, Obama was not only a blank
canvas, but a mirror in which different people could see themselves, for in-
stance: the single-parent boy raised by grandparents, the indebted student, the
young family man, the community organiser, the academic, the writer, the civil
rights lawyer, the sportsman, the global citizen, the religious convert, the pas-
sionate preacher, the technology geek, and most prominently, the underdog".
When an archetype was missing, Obama incorporated it by telling the life story
of others". As Marshall (1997: 240) argues, media privilege the affective di-
mension in the construction of political personalities. In this context, as Hart
(1999: 69) puts it, “the language of personality is expansionistic, it allows one
person to become all persons, all archetypes”. My research suggests that this
sort of mirror effect can bolster identification and emotional attachment.

Lakoft (2009) argues that framing is the crucial battleground in politics.
Obama’s campaign was efficient at turning his potential weaknesses into
strengths; for instance, his youthfulness became a guarantee of being an uncon-

10 E.g. Boston, 18.08.2004. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eWynt87PaJ0&feature=related

11 E.g. Berlin, 24.07.2008. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q-9ry38 AhbU & feature=related

12 See By the people (2010).

13 See, for instance By the people (2010), God bless Barack Obama (2010), or American stories,
American solutions (2008).

14 The Victory Speech offers an example of masterful storytelling. Obama uses the centenary life
of Anne Marie Cooper to encapsulate American history. Chicago, 05.11.2008.
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jJfGx4G8tjo&feature=related
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taminated politician. His executive inexperience was countered by the pledge of
relational leadership (Yankelovich 1999), based on dialogue and deliberation.
This underpinned two of his signature moves: the discursive dissolution of op-
positions — i.e. religion/science, individualism/compassion, security/human
rights, patriotism/shame (Conley 2008: 309) — and the recurrent theme of unity,
not only as interconnectedness, but as interdependency (Ivie and Giner 2009:
372). In addition, although racial prejudice hurt his campaign (Piston 2010),
being mixed-race strengthened his ability to embody a changing America where
40% of the population is non-white (Hill 2008: 83), as well as to be the face of
globalisation’s cosmopolitan project (Parameswaran 2009).

Most of my research participants did not watch any of Obama’s speeches
in full. Many did not follow much of the electoral race. Some ignored it com-
pletely. Almost none could recall the campaign’s signature issues, besides for-
eign policy and health care. However, they were all familiar with the narratives,
archetypes and frames hereby outlined, and they reflected on Obama’s emo-
tional appeal in reference to them. This suggests the fast pace at which Obama
became a symbol beyond the realm of politics. In its symbolic versatility,
Obama resembled Whitman’s image of the ideal “leader of a democracy as the
poetic inhabitor of all its varied lives” (Nussbaum 2001: 435).

The Intimate Crowd

Obama’s oratorical skills are unquestionable. However, rhetoric does not ex-
plain the fascination that he produces among people who do not understand
English, or who were only exposed to random headlines, sound bites or images.
As Sullivan and Masters (1988: 362-363) have shown, watching brief excerpts
can emotionally influence viewers’ attitudes toward candidates. Furthermore,
Kinder (2003) argues that political communication through the media can
change citizens’ priorities and preferences.

It is difficult to comprehend the full spectrum of elements and dynamics
involved in communication. Although we think in images and half of our brain
is devoted to visuals (Hill 2008: 11), most sensory information processed by our
emotion systems never reaches our consciousness (Marcus 2002). As Lewicki
(1986) has argued, emotional arousal can shape our cognition without us being
aware. No wonder it is difficult to explain how we come to pass judgement on
Obama after a few brief media experiences. Consider, for instance, some of the
affective evaluations expressed by my research participants: likeable, charming,
mesmerising, enticing, charismatic, down-to-earth, feels very normal, engaging,
attractive, personable, felt a degree of trust, felt uplifted, makes me feel hope, a
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man of a rare integrity, feels natural, feels authentic. Although we can try to
rationalise these perceptions, they are produced by the joint work of gut-feelings
and cognition. Such feelings are triggered by evaluations swiftly performed by
our emotion systems (Damasio 1994; Ledoux 1996).

When Obama’s character ‘feels authentic’, the campaign’s communication
work lays on solid foundations. As Aristotle argued, the perceived credibility of
the source determines the persuasiveness of the message (Teven 2008: 393).
Subsequently, personality politics become crucial because campaigns “privilege
the code of character to the point where all other types of information are either
neglected or structured into the code” (Marshall 1997: 238). Media emphasise
personality because it helps to build fluid narratives. Accordingly, politics is
increasingly interwoven “with the domains of the personal and wired into the
emotional circuitry of popular culture” (Richards 2004: 349).

In this context, Obama not only became a celebrity politician, but a global
cultural star (Parameswaran 2009). This was the platform from where Obama
reached out so far and so deep. Of course, celebrity culture is nothing new (Nor-
ris 2000:72-73); however, the media keep perfecting the experience and achiev-
ing new degrees of intimacy. Long ago, Horton and Wohl (1956) coined the
term para-social interaction to refer to the intimate relationship between distant
publics and media figures. In the case of Obama, the intensity of such relation-
ship is striking, even from this side of the Atlantic. Adding more excerpts to the
above, we can notice the familiarity and closeness with which many of the re-
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search participants spoke about Obama: “approachable”, “it feels he is honest”,
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“humoristic”, “you feel charmed”, “he is one of us but still powerful”, “hum-
ble”, “trust in him”, “sense of confidence”, “felt connected and related to him”,
“I was worried about him”, “I’m proud of him”, “I feared for him”. Such degree
of proximity seems remarkable, particularly considering that most participants
only had brief mediatised encounters with him. The concept of ‘curb appeal’
seems useful here. It refers to the “emotional impression” that viewers get when
they “drive by” a candidate a few times (Westen 2007: 294). Obama’s curb
appeal was, arguably, a central factor in attracting attention and follow up.
Surely the genuineness that facial coders detect in Obama’s body language (i.c.
Hill 2008) played an important role in these short, albeit powerful, communica-
tion episodes.

On the other hand, there is also an oxymoronic visual quality to Obama
that is immediately apparent in his performances. In Mitchell’s (2009: 127)
words, “he is a figure of both intimacy and monumentality, accessibility and
reserve, enormous energy and casual relaxation”. Indeed, while the crowd lin-
gers in adoration, Obama appears “dignified, regal, and detached” (Hill 2008:
83). This ability to manage the tension between intimacy and detachment is part
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of the basic repertoire of celebrity politicians. Here, as ever, style conveys
meaning. In particular, this form of public subjectivity is found in political lead-
ers and film stars alike, as they “must provide evidence of familiarity while
providing evidence of exceptionality and hierarchical distance” (Marshall 1997:
226-227). In the case of politicians, this is crucial in terms of building trust and
credibility. Richards (2004: 348) argues that, as party traditions become weaker,
trust becomes increasingly personalised and thus political leaders must present
themselves as persons “to be trusted for their intrinsic qualities”.

Trust and credibility are not only important as a basis for effective com-
munication through the media, they are also crucial in terms of enthusing cam-
paign volunteers. This is not necessarily confined within a country’s borders.
Indeed, an American interviewee reported his son’s pro-Obama canvassing
activities from Scotland. As Super (2009: 155-180) shows, grassroots partici-
pants endorse the candidate to their social networks, serving as physical repre-
sentations of him, and translating campaign abstractions into pragmatic realities.
In the process of this “boundary work” they establish a bond that enables the co-
production of “thick linkage between elites and citizens” (Super 2009: 155).
This activity of endorsing, representing and translating can perhaps be extrapo-
lated to the context of social media networking that has been so instrumental in
building the Obama brand (see Harfoush 2009). Even in transatlantic context,
my research participants identified a blend of traditional and new crosscutting
networks of influencers, ranging from journalists, pundits, bloggers and media
figures, to Facebook contacts, workmates, relatives, friends and so on. Obama’s
personal and symbolic qualities provided those trusted sources with an endless
pool of discursive resources.

It is difficult to overstate the ability of the media to provide “vicarious
forms of participation” (Dayan and Katz 1987: 174) that foster para-social
interaction in the era of the 24-hour-news-cycle and the multimedia frenzy. This
context of myriad news-consumption opportunities enhanced the “technology of
attraction” of the Obama campaign (Cetina 2009: 135). Nevertheless, in the
light of the synergy between his online/offline strategies, it seems more appro-
priate to talk about a technology of participation, where people were invited to
be part of the communication process, rather than only at the receiving end of it.
Indeed, citizen-generated contents and efficient participatory interfaces bol-
stered engagement (Dadas 2008; Pollard et al. 2009). However, increasing op-
portunities to participate does not guarantee that people will. Accordingly, de-
spite the maturity and sophistication of this new generation of worldwide Inter-
net users, ‘technolust’ solely (Everett 2009) cannot explain the Obama phe-
nomenon.
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In any case, the synergies between new and old media contributed to
Obama’s hypervisibility, as most people have multiple and overlapping uses of
different media (Norris 2000: 112). My research suggests that, in Scotland too,
Obama was inescapably heard: newscasts, newspapers, TV programmes, head-
lines in email accounts, magazines across the board, Facebook groups, YouTube
clips, Google links, blogs, etc. According to Norris (2000: 162-179), this frag-
mentation of the media system poses a challenge to the postmodern campaign.
Political messages can no longer be easily controlled and packaged; they get
edited, transformed, repacked and reinterpreted. They are then reproduced in
myriad formats and outlets, and therefore it is difficult to keep them constant
and coherent. Except, I would suggest, when the message is a symbol that is
able to function as a unifying code. A symbol is more flexible, resistant and
versatile than a message. It can travel faster, inspire and accommodate multiple
versions, and deliver golden ratings for those media who understand that a pow-
erful symbol can attract the attention of followers, bystanders and detractors
alike.

As many have pointed out, the success of the campaign was underpinned
by a blend of elements: sophisticated political marketing (Madden 2008; Har-
foush 2009; Johnson 2009), record-breaking viral advertising (Kaid 2009), syn-
ergetic use of the media (Plouffe 2009; Pollard et al. 2009; Everett 2009), stra-
tegic grassroots canvassing (Myers et al. 2009; Plouffe 2009), rhetorical excel-
lence (Shaffer 2009), viral iconography (Fairey and Gross 2009; Wert 2009),
record-breaking fundraising (Plouffe 2009), pro-Obama media biases (Wenger
and MacManus 2009), the financial crisis game-changer (Gallup 2008d), Bush’s
unpopularity, the ambiguities of the McCain-Palin ticket (Gallup 2008b), and so
on. However, the global scale of the Obama phenomenon also invites anthropo-
logical reflection.

Obama and the Suspension of Disbelief

Coleridge (1817) coined the term “suspension of disbelief” to reclaim the place
of fantasy in literature. Political cynicism is widespread, as we become more
knowledgeable and critical (Norris 2000). There have been no moments of posi-
tive political catharsis, on a global scale, for a decade. The warlords have held
us hostage, and many forces have converged in helping us to forget how it feels
being part of a collective cause with political impact. Obama’s journey to
power, a phenomenon infused with “a human interest and a semblance of truth”
(Coleridge 1817: 312), can be seen as a process of suspension of disbelief that
reclaimed the place of collective imagination in politics.
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I found an interesting contrast in my research. Those participants aware of
the campaign from its early stages were generally more sceptical about Obama’s
prospects that those who only watched the end of the election. Race was the
factor that engaged most of the early observers. They doubted that Obama stood
a chance and that “America was ready”. Many feared that he was powerless
against the “Clinton machine” and “conservative America”. They deemed it
“unlikely” or “unfeasible” for him to succeed. A former Scottish minister made
the following synthesis: phase one, “interesting guy, no chance”; phase two, “he
could give a hard time to Hilary”; phase three, “potent candidate, electable”.
Another Scottish participant, who works in the construction industry, put it in
these terms: “I was interested in the race since very early because of him being
an African American... I thought it would come to nothing... the odds were
against him... then I watched him gaining momentum more and more... later I
started to see him as a real statesman with a lot of charisma. I didn’t get that
impression when I first saw him on TV. That sort of grew on me the more I saw
him”. In contrast with this steady process of suspension of disbelief, later ob-
servers were less incredulous and probably more susceptible to the final band-
wagon effect.

Some British participants pointed out similarities with Blair’s ascendance
to power. Many felt “uplifted” and “hopeful” back then, although much disap-
pointment followed. Admittedly, they acknowledged their mistrust of poten-
tially deceiving “charming characters” and reflected on the swaying nature of
this kind of phenomenon. Nevertheless, they were willing to believe that some-
thing different was happening now. Or at least, they were willing to suspend
disbelief. There is nothing irrational about this; it is part of our natural make,
for as neuroscience shows, “the brain wants to believe” (Gazzaniga 2005: xviii).

Many will analyse what Obama did to us. However, I empathise with those
who prefer to focus on what Obama meant, and why we participated in co-
creating such meanings. From this perspective, the important lesson is not what
the Obama phenomenon tells us about political campaigning, but what it says
about those who were emotionally engaged with the process. Obama embodied
a powerful symbol that spoke to audiences across borders, and that functioned
as a unifying code for causes such as the peace, social justice, participatory
democracy, and environmental movements. In transatlantic perspective, I would
suggest that policy substance was epiphenomenal; what mattered were the sym-
bol and the functions it fulfilled. Although Obama’s charisma is often men-
tioned as the x-factor in the equation explaining his achievements, it is impor-
tant to remember Weber’s take on this: “Unlike common-sense definitions of
charisma, which see charisma as an intrinsic personality trait, and then wonder
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about the elusiveness of this trait, Weber derived charisma from the followers,
from a group and its needs” (Cetina 2009: 131; emphasis added).

Obama’s two-year long campaign excelled at focussing on the importance
of process (i.e. grassroots movement, record-breaking small donations; Plouffe
2009). Moreover, it managed to transform process into a message with global
reach. Take for instance the speeches Our moment is now" and Yes we can'c.
Here, Obama was still fighting for the primaries, trying to convert ‘the cynics’.
He rallied the campaign troops by calling for the suspension of disbelief. It was
still early days. In the next months such calls became implicit; they became a
subtext for what was unfolding, for what happened along the primaries, for the
steady self-vindicating process that became a self-fulfilling prophecy. Even his
emblematic slogan remained a mantra for the suspension of disbelief: Yes we
can.

Those two speeches also contained the archetypal appeal that would per-
vade in the campaign. It capitalised on two emotions, namely, anxiety and en-
thusiasm. These two emotions are the most common in the communication
between political leaders and their followers (Marcus 2002: 130). As Marcus
and MacKuen (1993) show, enthusiasm and anxiety play a central role in moti-
vating political involvement. In the first place, exposure to enthusiasm appeals
increases citizens’ interest and participation, and influences candidate prefer-
ence (Brader 2006: 182). Enthusiasm was crucial in the turnout increase that
favoured Obama (Gallup 2008b), as well as in forging his grassroots movement
and global appeal. In the second place, anxiety is triggered by threat or novelty,
which stimulate attention and discourage reliance on routines. In this sense,
emotion becomes a catalyst for political learning (Marcus and MacKuen 1993:
672). As Marcus (2002: 105) explains, this function is performed by our “sur-
veillance system”, which helps us to answer the demands of political elections:
“if each party nominates a conventional candidate and takes its usual positions,
then habitual cues will do just fine (...) But if something unusual arises (...)
then anxiety may open up the opportunity (...) Anxiety does not produce any
specific judgement, but it does change the way people go about deciding (...)
When people are anxious (...) they are more willing to consider alternatives
outside the range of the familiar and comfortable. They will need to be per-
suaded that the new alternatives are worth adopting, and in the end they may not
be persuaded, but they are open to the possibility”.

15 Tlowa, 27.12.2007. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jPtg-gvgWhE
16 ~ New Hampshire, 09.01.2008.
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Fe751kMBwms& feature=related
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It could be argued that, from the outset of Obama’s campaign, anxiety
played an important role in attracting attention and scrutiny. Let us take just one
example in which Obama managed to turn potential weakness into strength. It
was the case of his association with Reverend Wright, whose inflammatory
video clips were intensely broadcasted, provoking considerable public anxiety."”
Obama took to the stage knowing that the world was watching because race was
the central theme. Such media attention gave to a crosscutting audience the
opportunity to witness Obama’s rhetorical ability to tap into his life story in
order to spell out the complexity of racism. In the process, a thorny issue was
turned into an emotionally compelling narrative of American history. It was the
famous 4 more perfect Union" speech. As one of my interviewees — still a Clin-
ton supporter back then — puts it: “that speech sealed the deal in my heart and
mind”. Although the notion that anxiety favours political engagement may not
be popular, its importance was clear to Seneca: “You will cease to fear, if you
cease to hope” (Nussbaum 2001: 159).

Emotional arousal is not only the product of unidirectional communication.
Interactivity plays a central role, and Obama seemed at ease modulating his
body language from serene happiness to ignited declamation, from didactic
seriousness to pondered indignation, and even from gratitude and pride to pro-
found consternation”. However, there is another interesting aspect to the inter-
active dimension of feelings, namely, emotions are contagious. In my research I
found that, in line with literature on the subject, watching other people getting
emotional often moves people. Many remember, for instance, the emotionally
compelling images of individuals and crowds attending Obama’s Victory
Speech®, or the Presidential Inauguration®. Obama’s infectious appeal, coupled
with the contagious nature of emotions, constituted a powerful communication
process.

As neuroscience suggests, when we watch others doing or feeling some-
thing, “neurons become active in the same regions of our brains as if we were
doing those things” (Westen 2007: 288). In order to understand the feelings of
the others, we “simulate their state of mind by activating our own emotional
brain systems in the way we imagine theirs are activated” (Gazzaniga 2005:
104). Here the role of facial displays is central. Most emotional expressions are

17 See the broader context in By the people (2010).

18  Philadelphia, 18.03.2008. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zrp-v2tHaDo

19 Some research participants recalled vividly a poignant speech made when Obama’s grand-
mother, a central character in his life story, passed away right before Election Day. North
Carolina, 03.11.2008. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=05Lp9gRJUms

20 Chicago, 05.11.2008. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jJfGx4G8tjo&feature=related

21 Washington, 20.012009. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VjnygQ02aW4
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“wired into the brain and face, allowing people from widely disparate cultures to
recognise them” (Westen 2007: 70). Indeed, some consider that facial displays
are “genetically encoded communication mechanisms” (Marcus 1991: 223).

These reflections not only apply to interpersonal contact; after all, “media
experiences are, for the viewer, experiences” (Hart 1999: 145). As Dayan and
Katz (1987) argue, the media do not only broadcast events, they perform them.”
They construct the event by developing “an aesthetics of compensation” (p.175)
that offers to the viewers “vicarious forms of participation” to compensate for
their deprivation of direct engagement (p.174). In this sense, the Obama global
phenomenon did not only unfold through the media, but in the media. As Nash
(2008: 172) argues, popular media is the place where an imagined cosmopolitan
community can be achieved. However, this does not imply that it was followed
with distance. From small towns in Kenya to the US consulate party in Edin-
burgh; from a guesthouse in Malawi to a spontaneous congregation at the hall of
a Scottish university; but mostly, from the comfort of their homes... many of
my research participants attended memorable events of the Obama phenome-
non, congregated around the ceremonial fire of the TV set.

Elections are made of symbols, myths and rituals (Edelman 1996: 104;
1967: 18). The horse-race electoral media coverage (Gastil 2008) keeps the
narrative coherent and fluid as it progresses towards the climax. In this process,
elections can release feelings of collective togetherness and belonging. They
constitute “mediatized rituals” capable of forming “plural solidarities” (Cottle
2006: 411). Durkheim analysed the power of ritual in creating “collective effer-
vescence”: “a feeling of oneness or unity with something bigger than oneself,
and a shared sense of community and identification with (...) collective sym-
bols” (Westen 2007: 383). On a similar basis, Cottle (2006: 415) defines me-
diatised rituals as “those exceptional and performative media phenomena that
serve to sustain and/or mobilize collective sentiments and solidarities on the
basis of symbolization and a subjunctive orientation to what should or ought to
be”. Indeed, as Dayan and Katz (1992) argue, media events can create an “up-
surge of fellow feeling” and offer moments of “mechanical solidarity” (p.196)
in which technology seems to overcome social divisions (p.210).

Election night was a moment of such collective effervescence. A moment
eagerly anticipated by the record-breaking audiences that never waned through-
out the entire 2-year process (Wenger and MacManus 2009). All of my research
participants agreed on the emotionality and/or “historical” significance of such

22 At some point during the Victory Speech, the camera shows civil rights movement icon Jesse

Jackson crying. The broadcaster did not rely only on Obama’s words to contextualise the
event. That kind of image was intended to encapsulate decades of struggle. In the words of a
research participant, “it showed how far they had come”.



124 Perspectives on Politics & Emotions: The Obama Phenomenon

“momentous occasion”. For some of them it was so intense that “it went beyond
politics and into an affirmation of humanity”. That night Obama culminated his
cathartic function as a political symbol. In anthropological terms, we entered a
“moment in and out of time” (Turner 1969: 96), a liminal phase where social
structure was overtaken by communitas. “Liminal phases” are characterised by
performances that momentarily strip statutes, roles and structures (Turner 1987:
107).“Liminality” sets the “scene and time for the emergence of a society’s
deepest values in the form of sacred dramas” (p.102). Communitas, in Buber’s
(1947: 37) words, is “the being no longer side by side but with one another of a
multitude of persons”. In such occasions, as Dayan and Katz (1987: 194) have
documented, the reality of everyday life is suspended for the ceremonial ritual:
“Attendance takes place in small groups congregated around the television set,
concentrating on the symbolic centre, keenly aware that myriad of other groups
are doing likewise in similar manner, and at the same time.” In its climax, it
resembles ceremonial practices reported by anthropology: “Rituals separated
(...) a group from everyday life, placed them in a limbo that was not any place
they were in before and not yet any place they would be in, then returned them,
changed in some way, to mundane life.” (Turner 1987: 25; emphasis in origi-
nal).

A research participant claimed that, after such an intense process, UK
broadcasters are not “keeping us up to speed” with the aftermath of the Obama
phenomenon. Indeed, the ubiquitous opportunity for vicarious participation
vanished after the climax. This seems to be the nature of these unique processes.
“Having performed the end of the event, having ritually declared it over, having
organized the fall of the curtain, television assumed a new task. After stressing
what was worth remembering, it organized forgetting” (Dayan and Katz 1987:
193).

In my view, for those of us who engaged emotionally with the Obama
phenomenon, it became a medium of self-expression. We felt compelled by the
possibility of projecting into politics not only frustrations but also hope, a long-
ing for humanistic leadership in an inhuman system, and a desire to feel part of
something momentous. Undoubtedly, Obama succeeded in galvanising a collec-
tive emotional ‘us’. By means of communication, he elicited powerful emotions
and turned himself into the receptacle for the mobilising energy projected by
them. In this process, a symbolic bond was established. That bond fostered
emotional attachment and invited suspension of disbelief.

Suspending disbelief in politics may ignite, as the Obama phenomenon
shows, processes welcomed by many. Regardless of its aftermath, the arrival of
Obama to the White House embodies incommensurable changes. He will remain
an enduring symbol well after the dust settles over magazines and textbook
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covers. Have I succumbed to my own extreme process of suspension of disbe-
lief? Perhaps 1 am still too young to understand the wisdom of previous transi-
tional moments: sometimes some things change, so that everything else can
remain the same.
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Persuading the Intractable

Charisma and Emotional Engagement within the Dialogue
of Politics

Alan Sandry

Obama and ‘Change’

President Barack Obama has probably had more column inches written about
him than any other American politician since Richard Nixon. Why is that? Is it
down to the public’s increasing thirst for political knowledge and debate, or is it
because there was a perceptible upsurge in interest within the United States, and
worldwide, in the presidential race and its outcome? Or, in a less conventional
sense, is it perhaps due to the fact that the media were merely reflecting our
notions of identarian politics? Taking the third of these options as the most
feasible explanation, it can be seen that we have, in Obama, a politician seeking
high office who is identifiably different from the established norm of Harvard-
educated lawyer, decorated soldier or Texan businessman. However, the realisa-
tion that he is indeed a Harvard-educated lawyer surely places him within, rather
than outside of, the standard model. Notwithstanding this, the true reason why
Obama draws so much public attention, and press scrutiny, is that his pigmenta-
tion differs from the vast majority of those who hunger for the Washington
limelight. In a country that is still gradually, and at times painfully, evolving in
regard to how it comes to terms with its segregationist past, Obama appears both
comforting and triumphant at the same time; an avatar of Mandela and Martin
Luther King, as his staunchest supporters might put it. Obama — with a radical
guise but without, to date, the genuinely radical policies — certainly manages to
tick all of the correct ‘identarian’ boxes. If he continues to play on this percep-
tion, which he has done very successfully so far, then he should not only retain
presidential power until 2016 but he may also maintain the apparent air of
‘change’ that he presents as his hallmark; albeit that his eventual legacy may
portray him as being far more conservative than radical when it comes to sub-
stantial transformation.

Despite the fact that Obama emphasised the concept of ‘change’, his ap-
proach towards modification was that it should be externally driven reform,
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conceivably ‘bottom up’, rather than any form of amendment that was centrally
and hierarchically manufactured; one that would be ‘top down’, in effect. In his
speech to the Democratic National Convention, in August 2008, Obama stated
that “Change doesn’t come from Washington. Change comes fo Washington”
(Obama 2008). Whilst sounding as if major restructuring of the political system
and political practice was just around the corner — should Obama succeed in his
quest to be elected — this statement is essentially superficial. It undoubtedly has
an emotional rhetorical ring about it, as any talk of change gives the impression
that that change will be ‘change for the better’, but, when put under exegesis,
Obama is stating the obvious. A new president, and new presidential policies, by
their very nature ‘arrive’ at Washington; Washington being the metonymy for
political administration in the United States. So Obama, rather than instigating
‘change’, or leading a fresh political movement that was going to reshuffle the
American body politic, was merely replicating the path, and sometimes the
rhetorical and emotional style, of previous White House candidates and incum-
bents. Therefore, ‘change’, in its purest sense, it was unlikely to be, and it evi-
dently has not proven to be so up to now!

Consequently rather than seeing the 44" President of the USA as a debo-
nair revolutionary, or even as a radical reformer, for whom ‘change’ is a by-
word, we may now, and in the future, be considering Obama’s tenure within the
political world as one in which the politics of image, identity and emotional
rhetoric were foremost. This will undoubtedly be seen by future historians as a
missed opportunity, as the actual political deeds and commands that many pro-
gressives had hoped to have seen enacted will almost certainly fail to material-
ise.

Political Communicators

Nevertheless, in terms of communication alone, Obama displays a lucid rhetori-
cal style that clearly captivated his listeners (and potential voters) in the run up
to the poll of November 2008. According to Jack Shafer, even a battle-hardened
journalist like the New Yorker’s George Packer commented on how, just after
the end of an Obama intervention, he was unable to recall precisely what Obama
had said. But he noted that, “the speech dissolved into pure feeling, which
stayed with me for days” (www.slate.com). The element of ‘pure feeling’ in
Packer’s remark is the key to unlocking that heightened sense of emotional
engagement that can be conveyed through charismatic oratory, the like of
which, admittedly, the current US President exudes. However, despite its indis-
putable charm and efficacy, Obama’s charismatic oratory and leadership style is
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very far removed from the techniques demonstrated by iconic characters such as
Che Guevara or Mohandas Gandhi, or even, in a mutually communicative and
operational sense, by a group like the Communards. Individuals, like Guevara
and Gandhi, led people, parties and movements to victory ‘against all odds’. In
so doing, their rhetoric, and use of emotion as a movement builder and political
tool, was far more incisive and teleological than anything that Obama has so far
conjured up.

Furthermore, whilst Guevara, Gandhi, and the Communards struggled with
limited resources, and in the face of hostile hegemonic power structures,
Obama’s hundreds of millions of dollars election campaign, and his multi-
millionaire backers, are less inclined to be stirred by the rhetoric of emotional
politics, and talk of fundamental alterations to society, and more disposed to-
wards rationally considered commercial and economic policies. For them, and
for many with the professional political and economic classes, tawdry displays
of excess take precedent over simplistic, but principled, human emotions and
down-to-earth political desires and objectives. Admittedly, the ‘identarian’ poli-
tics surrounding Obama clearly succeeded in appealing to many American vot-
ers — both black and white — but the emotionally charged issue of striving for
racial, and social, equality was never likely to have become the primary socio-
cultural and political motivator within a state system whose every move and
internal focus is based on the prolonging, and advancement, of personal liberty
through capitalist economics. Hence, financial considerations ultimately assume
priority over the emotionally-loaded politics of ethnicity, race and culture.

Emotions, Identity and Politics

Even so, the politics of emotion — visibly expressed when it comes to matters of
racial, ethnic and cultural inequality — cannot be completely ignored or side-
lined; even by unrepentant capitalists, for whom economism is everything. To
exemplify this, two seemingly unattached events have taken place in the USA in
the past twelve months; namely the fact that Barack Obama has been elected
and the realisation that Michael Jackson has unexpectedly passed away.
Obama’s victory and Jackson’s death were both generally received throughout
the world with a mixture of respect and joy, most evident in the former case, and
shock and upset, primarily in the latter case; though both also witnessed some
particularly exuberant scenes of celebration and mourning that could almost be
labelled ‘emotional hedonism’. In the face of these two developments, and espe-
cially given the ‘identarian’ nature of the two people involved, it could be con-
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tended, perhaps somewhat quixotically, that black and white humans appear to
be more closely bound, through their communal emotions, than ever before.
Whilst this may or may not turn out to be a superficial impression, what really
needs to be explored, to a greater degree, is whether everything is quite so san-
guine under the surface.

To take one salient case in point, at the 2009 European Elections a motley
assortment of racists, xenophobes and Holocaust deniers — admittedly few in
number but still exceedingly vociferous — were elected to represent countries
ranging from France to Poland. In the United Kingdom, racism, in its overt and
covert guises, has been given a fresh impetus with the election of two members
of the British National Party (BNP) to the European Parliament. Running paral-
lel to this, both in the UK and in other European states, is the casual daily ver-
bal, and sometimes physical, attacks on refugees and people claiming asylum.
Sadly, but not unexpectedly, for the perpetrators of these attacks, these two
groups — refugees and asylum seekers — are associated with ‘non-white’ people;
hence, to the distorted ideological eyes of the bigot, they are perceived as being
‘not one of us’.

In all of this, whether there is a predisposition towards racist or anti-racist
rhetoric, or racist or anti-racist symbols, gestures or body language, emotional
engagement plays a significant part. The aforementioned Nelson Mandela, to
produce a notable example, only had to walk a few metres and smile at the cam-
era and people would pay attention and listen to his utterances. The passion he
conveyed with his measured walk and his enlightening smile created an emo-
tional engagement, which Mandela then methodically built upon through his
rhetoric of social and political inclusion, and his forgiveness for those impli-
cated in Apartheid’s extremities.

An earlier example of this emotional engagement and ‘presence’ was visi-
ble in the actions of the Suffragettes, who at first glance appeared to be stereo-
typically meek and moderate women, but who, through their actions such as
chaining themselves to railings whilst burly male law enforcers physically man-
handled them, not only shattered their seemingly meek personas but also suc-
ceeded in their securing the moral high ground when it came to the struggle to
attain female emancipation.

In another example, though one that is admittedly far more contentious and
open to interpretation, Bobby Sands, an IRA prisoner at the height of the con-
flict in the north of Ireland, courted emotional engagement through his use of
the hunger striker as a political weapon. The fact that Sands eventually died
because of his steadfast belief in the protest only adds to raising the emotional
aspect of the political scenario that was being played out at the time; an emo-
tional intensity that was heightened even further by the fact that, whilst on hun-
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ger strike, Sands had been elected as a Member of the UK Parliament for the
Fermanagh and South Tyrone constituency. These three examples span the
spectrum of political activity and each one, in their own specific way, has cre-
ated love / hate ‘binary opposites’. Whilst, in all three, the emotional attachment
of love and admiration comes through in different manifestations, the hate ele-
ment is observable by the fact that Mandela was detested by white supremacists
within South Africa and beyond, the Suffragettes were despised by misogynistic
conservatives, and Sands was reviled by Ulster Loyalists and supporters of the
English Crown.

Therefore, using these examples, and the emotional driver of ‘hate’, in par-
ticular, how can anybody persuade people who disagree with them to listen to,
and accept, an alternative viewpoint or argument? Furthermore, what language,
iconography, propaganda, coercion, and so forth can one use to achieve this
conversion? Similarly, in a world in which identity and group affiliation is still
deemed important, do we, whilst undertaking this art of persuasion, or coercive
dialogue, attempt to create an ‘individual’ or a ‘national consciousness?’ in
order to achieve some kind of level playing field from which discourse may
emerge? On this point it is worth bearing in mind Frantz Fanon’s warning that
the latter form of consciousness, the ‘national’ one, “instead of being the all-
embracing crystallization of the innermost hopes of the whole people. (...) will
be (...) only an empty shell, a crude and fragile travesty of what it might have
been” (Fanon 1961: 119).

If this is hard enough to traverse and to reconcile, there is also, evidently, a
‘wall of intransigence’ — wherein the public will not listen to politicians and,
concurrently, politicians ignore vox populi — that has recently been exacerbated
by the disingenuous approach, and occasional financially or carnally inappropri-
ate behaviour, of some politicians. These misdemeanours have only added to the
overall mood of civic disenchantment in the face of the global economic down-
turn. Thus, the two sides — public and politicians — are far apart; be it ideologi-
cally (a candid, often right-of-centre, populism versus a liberal democratic intel-
ligentsia), in terms of everyday social and political narratives (the uncompli-
cated workplace conversations compared to the often convoluted discourse
within government circles and academia) or rhetorically (the ‘I dislike x or )’
stance against the ‘let us try to negotiate’ approach). The question that requires
addressing, therefore, is ‘can emotion bring these contrasting forces closer to-
gether?’ Or is there simply too much negativity, mistrust and apathy all around?
If that is the case, then how can those detrimental attitudes be challenged and
overcome?
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Discourse and Emotional Engagement

Engagement at all levels would appear to be the key to a healthy political envi-
ronment and discourse. Within that engagement, the outpouring of emotions
will invariably act as a channel for conveying heartfelt or dramatic viewpoints.
However, these cannot be undertaking as solo gestures, in any solipsistic sense,
as “emotion must (...) be dialogically constituted: that is, it shapes and is shaped
by our interactions with others (Crossley 1996: 46). Hence, we cannot be un-
communicative if we want to induce any reaction, be it from others or indeed
from ourselves, as we seek reflection on our own thoughts and opinions. Thus,
we have to co-operate with those around us, and we need to enthusiastically
engage in social and political dialogue. Furthermore, we cannot simply be the
receivers of information, be it via one-to-one conversations, or through reading
or listening to the multifarious media outlets. We need, in effect, to collaborate
in a ‘right to reply’ scenario; a conversation with other human beings, in the
most undiluted and constructive ways possible. That conversation must, from
time to time, be of an unambiguously political nature, and within that conversa-
tion expressions of emotion must be allowed — and indeed encouraged — to come
to the fore.

Once this earnest process has begun, breakthroughs, and fresh levels of
understanding, will invariably manifest themselves. Also, through the use of
emotional political rhetoric, our values and ideological standpoints — which may
have lain dormant — can be reified. One example of this, within the Welsh social
and political glossary, is the use of the Welsh language term hiraeth to express
‘longing” or ‘desire’, in a cultural, geographical, linguistic, emotional, and po-
litical sense. The term can also be used as a substitute for expressions of moder-
ate forms of nationalism or patriotism, but not as a proxy for jingoism. Hiraeth
therefore has a ‘Communitarian’ ring about it in that it identifies the individual
within a communal setting; a setting in which that individual may find shelter
but also one in which they may unearth emotional political engagement and
ideological nourishment. Hiraeth also embraces collective historical memory, as
well as the notion of integration, that becomes feasible due to the levelling out
of the social stratifications under an umbrella of solidarity.

Arguably, alas, rather than promoting free political engagement through
emotional and rhetorical practice, hiraeth could also be portrayed as evidence of
the assimilation of ‘thought-practices’; given the assumption that assimilation
normally absorbs all of the peripheral voices into the ascendant communal ide-
ology. The ‘one voice, one movement’ approach that hiraeth, and indeed Com-
munitarianism, could fall into may hint at a totalitarian modus operandi. But, in
reality, this method of incorporation is nothing out of the ordinary as it is al-
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ready reflected in populist and democratic political movements worldwide.
Nevertheless, it is important to remember that Airaeth is not a political move-
ment, theory or ideology. It is an expression, an outpouring of emotion that
binds people together; socially, culturally, linguistically but most of all emo-
tionally. Thus, the tears flowing at the sound of a national anthem, or the sight
of schoolchildren in traditional custom on their national day, would induce this
emotion: this hiraeth.

Emotion and Political Concepts

Whilst it is fairly easy to understand how hiraeth and emotion may work on a
cultural or linguistic level, how could this transfer to the world of politics and
political rhetoric? For Michael Freeden, ideologies, and all forms of political
rhetoric, have to contain a degree of emotion to communicate with the masses;
that, for the most part, remain untrained in political philosophy or ideological
analysis. Freeden talks of encouraging a “free mix of reason and emotion”
(Freeden 1998: 30) but goes on to add that this combination is “intolerable to
many philosophers, who do not regard emotive reasons for an argument as good
ones” (Freeden 1998: 30). This ‘open to all’ political forum, nonetheless, is vital
to the process of interaction, and people should not be dissuaded by any suppos-
edly cerebral objections by political philosophers or elitists. Indeed, political
discourse, and emotive engagement within that discourse, is a learning curve;
with gaining knowledge of the dictionary of political terms being part of that
educational process. Moreover, the use and misuse of concepts and terminology
are a constant within politics, and therefore the shape of the dictionary, and its
explanations, is forever shifting. For instance, whilst ‘radical’ suggests some-
thing exciting and ‘conservative’ hints at something staid or tedious, the reality
is that political expressions are in constant flux, and are therefore never fully
understood by either the user or the receiver. As Maurice Merleau-Ponty noted,
“There is no longer a single word in our political vocabulary that has not been
used to refer to the most different, even opposed, real situations: consider free-
dom, socialism, democracy, reconstruction, renaissance, union rights (Merleau-
Ponty 2004: 80). To Merleau-Ponty’s list we could comfortably add everyday
terms such as ‘politics’, ‘power’, ‘trust’, and ‘emotion’. What is the meaning of
these terms? It may be fair to proffer that meanings vary for each and every
individual and we each use, and abuse, them in a somewhat cavalier manner.
Therefore, it is worth noting Arthur Schopenhauer’s aphorism, which informs us
that “as soon as our thinking has found words it ceases to be sincere or at bot-
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tom serious. When it begins to exist for others it ceases to live in us...”
(Schopenhauer 1970: 201). If words cannot really reflect our opinions then
possibly displays of emotion, and emotional engagement, are the only reliable
ways to get across our political thoughts and perspectives. Emotion, given this
scenario, may therefore turn out to be a far more significant player in politics,
and specifically political rhetoric, that we had previously imagined.

So within in a democracy, the masses — who the politicians must convince
in order to achieve a winning margin at election time — are vital components
within this process. They therefore have to be inveigled into participating in a
degree of political engagement, in a dialectic sense; despite their apparent lack
of comprehension, previously alluded to, when it comes to the lexicon of politi-
cal philosophy! R. G. Collingwood was one philosopher to expound upon this
theme and direction. Relating our social discourse to our role within enlightened
societies, Collingwood contended that “being civilized means so far as possible
living dialectically, i.e. in the constant endeavour to convert occasions of non-
agreement into occasions of agreement” (Collingwood 1992: 39.15). The desire
for consensus in ‘civilized’ societies — societies that do not deny an unfettered
avenue for the political dialectic, and polities that then develop these avenues by
vigorously promoting a public dialogue — is what produces reasoned, rational
debate.

The Political Masses and Empathy

But do the politicians and political leaders take the masses seriously? It is often
the case that the ‘non-political’ or ‘apolitical’ men and women on the street, as
they are somewhat disparagingly viewed as being, are regarded as nothing more
than either ignoramuses or, at best, bildungphilisters, when it comes to matters
of a political nature (Taleb 2008: 307). Taking the latter of these two invectives,
bildungphilisters, it could be claimed that the political classes condescendingly
regard some of the general public as possessors of a shallow knowledge of cul-
ture and politics; though those people may assume themselves to be fairly well
versed in the subject-matter of politics. In the minds of the ‘professional” politi-
cal rhetoricians, therefore, the question that is asked is, “Is it possible to register,
and reconcile, the ideas of our political strata with these people; these ignora-
muses or bildungphilisters?” But what dogmatic thinking such as this merely
succeeds in doing is exposing some of the conceptual and tactical weaknesses
on the part of the political classes themselves; the very people who are making
these value-judgements about others.
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Instead of looking to further open up social and political fissures, it may be
more useful for all of those who are seeking to reinforce political engagement
between the different sectors to recall Richard Rorty’s Contingency, irony and
solidarity, with its observations on how emotion channelled through everyday
life and popular culture enables us to embrace ‘difficult’ political and philo-
sophical issues. Empathising with other human beings, especially those in crisis,
is, as Rorty reminded us, “a task not for theory but for genres such as ethnogra-
phy, the journalist’s report, the comic book, the docudrama, and, especially, the
novel” (Rorty 1997: xvi). Accordingly, while the masses may not understand all
of the details of a government report, or they may not be able to cite quotes from
famous politicians or theorists, they can, through emotional engagement with
literature, music, arts, photography, and so forth, begin to comprehend, and
form views about, detailed political situations and positions.

But how far is it realistic to calculate political rhetoric, discourse and dia-
lectical progress using the ‘empathy model? It is certainly true that the masses,
through communal emotion, can engender empathy for major political concerns;
the phenomenon of Live Aid, and its attempts to foster a sense of global repul-
sion at the images of hunger and malnutrition in the developing world, is a
memorable example. Thus, it can be empirically proven that empathetic action,
in terms of tears, embraces and charitable giving, genuinely outweighs the ab-
stract concept of ‘egalitarianism’. Obviously, the tears, embraces and donations
are simply a practical manifestation of that concept. What they allow, however,
is instant gratification and emotional attachment, whereas an exploration of
egalitarianism, in its theoretical sense, would leave most people high and dry,
and would not necessarily invoke a compassionate response. In any case, politi-
cians and policy-makers should appreciate this. This is because an emotional
politician — be that emotion real or staged — talking about humanitarian con-
cerns, whilst comforting a baby who is suffering through AIDS, ticks all of the
boxes — on the ‘emotional empathy’ model — whereas a theoretician sombrely
discussing ‘poverty’, ‘social justice’ or ‘inequality’ tends to lose their audience
within minutes.

Emotion and Transference

This still leaves us with the question of emotion and how that can transfer itself
to actual political decision-making. It could be that emotionally-charged politi-
cal rhetoric is essentially a veil which masks unfeigned political discussion and
tangible political processes. Emotion could therefore be a smokescreen that
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allows an outpouring of grief — seemingly genuine — to supposedly reflect our
views on a certain issue: | cry when I see the brutal imagery of mankind’s ac-
tions on display at the Red Cross Headquarters at Geneva but how much, in all
honesty, do I regularly donate to the Red Cross, or actively campaign for the
eradication of poverty and conflict? An analogy could be made here to Isaiah
Berlin’s thoughts on difficult moral issues. As Berlin observed, “we escape
moral dilemmas by denying their reality” (Berlin 1969: 80). Hence, it could be
argued that emotion, in all its guises but certainly when used to address or, more
likely, to deflect a political encounter, enables the user to avoid finding concrete
solutions to the matters under consideration. As a result, we witness the avoid-
ance of real life decision-making situations. The use of emotion, through actions
or rhetoric, means that it becomes easier to hand over responsibility for political
decision-making to someone else; usually the person or persons seen to be ‘in
power’, or seeking power.

In a similar vein, though we may attempt to understand the methods and
processes of political communication, and the art of persuasion, can people
actually be converted from one point of view to another through the words or
actions of another human? An existentialist take on this could declare that we
are free to act in an independent manner, above and beyond determination by
outside forces. Thus, we can only follow the path set out for us by the likes of
Obama, Berlusconi or Sarkozy, or even Mao or Hitler for that matter, if we so
choose. No amount of persuasion, coercion, or propaganda can negate our ‘free
determination’. That may prove to be fairly straightforward in sympathetic lib-
eral democracies, for example, but it clearly presents greater difficulties when
that choice of ‘individual radical freedom’ is articulated under totalitarian condi-
tions. Nevertheless, whatever the consequences, and they may well be severe
within anti-liberal autocratic societies, the principle of freedom of choice, and
freedom from manipulation, remains. Ultimately, therefore, questions remain as
to whether, if persuasion and coercion is the method chosen by politicians to
‘buy our support’, we are being true to ourselves if we fall for their charms?
Conversely, are politicians acting ethically when they attempt to manipulate our
thoughts and practices?

‘Real’ and ‘False’ Rhetoric and Actions

But in what environments — real, false, theoretical, political — are we operating?
This has to be pondered as multi-faceted approaches to political rhetoric, and
political actions and interactions clearly exist. Furthermore, is emotion a theo-
retically or practically honest stage within that process or interaction? In June
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1997 Subcomandante Insurgente Marcos of the Zapatista Army of National
Liberation, Mexico spoke of, “a world where many worlds fit, where all worlds
fit...” (Vodovnik 2004: 277) A somewhat idealistic vision this may well be, but
the words of the revolutionary, Subcomandante Marcos, are not that far re-
moved from most mainstream political leaders who talk in terms of nurturing,
and ruling over, multicultural, pluralistic societies; social and political inclusion
being easier, in theory, to manage, and subsequently manipulate, than forms of
exclusion. The difference between someone like the UK Prime Minister,
Gordon Brown and Subcomandante Marcos is that whilst Brown emotes about
Africa and debt relief — “we cannot excuse our inaction” (Richards 2004: 18) —
then Marcos is engendering ‘change’ through insurgent political activity, culti-
vated from his own ideational development through his speeches and writings.
Though cases in favour of both men, as purveyors of political rhetoric and emo-
tion, could be made, when it comes to the ‘soiled hands’ approach to face-to-
face political engagement, Brown remains primarily a theoretician — albeit an
immensely powerful one — whilst Marcos has achieved praxis? ‘Change’
through emotional political activity, from a theoretical grounding, is the goal
here. It comes down, eventually, to actions stemming from emotions. All of the
ornate political rhetoric imaginable, crafted as it invariably is for dissemination
through media outlets, cannot generate an atmosphere from which people will
actually want ‘to do’ something rather than just hearing about what ‘might’ be
done. Emotion, nevertheless, remains important. This is because it stirs the
conscience and can lead to enduring political activity. In his poem Stone Walls,
the Buddhist scholar and political dissident, Thich Tue Si, notes how “A lonely
man stares at a flickering lamp; all history’s words cannot describe these heart-
felt emotions”. (cited in Popescu and Seymour-Jones 2007: 111). Whilst Rich-
ard Rorty may have supported the sentiments behind Si’s verse, emotion re-
mains something of a conundrum when placed within the field of political activ-
ity. Does it enhance or does it obfuscate political discourse?

What Next for the ‘Now’ Agenda?

With Barack Obama now ensconced in office, large sections of the American
public, delighted with the result, will have basked in the sunshine of a glorious
victory and achievement. But within a short space of time they may well have
been asking, just like Estragon in Waiting for Godot, “What do we do now, now
that we are happy?” (Beckett 1965: 60) The problem for Obama, and for all
other politicians who incite emotion through diatribe, and promise radical trans-
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formations of society, is that they themselves are victims of perpetual change,
and are more often than not unable to adjust to that perpetuality. As Hegel
noted, in his writings on the Dialectic and Human Experience, the idea of
‘now’, beloved by politicians and orators of every age, has in reality “already
ceased to be when it is pointed out” (Weiss 1974: 59). The political orator,
therefore, is mistaken if they feel that they can draw admiration on the basis of a
‘now’ agenda, and the synchronous emotional ties that some people believe
exist.

So how do you ultimately persuade the intractable? Is it through mega
campaigns, glossy television commercials or newspaper advertisements? Or is it
a more subtle task, wherein gentle rhetoric overcomes the tub-thumping variety?
As Gandhi remarked, when trying to appeal to people’s better natures, “truth
alone will endure; all the rest will be swept away before the tide of time”
(Kalekar 2008: 153). Sadly, in this age of ever increasing political spin and
media distortion, the question that each and every one of us has to face up to is
“what is truth?” In the final reckoning, the use of emotion in our political rheto-
ric may be simply camouflaging that search.
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“I’m Still Standing for Hope and Glory!”

Reflections on the Obama Phenomenon and the Politics of
Resentment vs the Politics of Cosmopolitanism

Asa Wettergren

The Obama phenomenon hit even remote corners of the world — like the small
Swedish town where I caught myself for the first time ever watching an Ameri-
can president’s inaugural speech — as a historically significant event.' It was
remarkable not only because the new American president was black but also
because he radiated the ambition to perform wise leadership. The question re-
mains however: What is so hopeful about Obama? In this article I will explore
this question through the concepts of resentment and cosmopolitanism in poli-
tics from an emotionsociological perspective. My discussion will draw on the
Obama phenomenon (not his person) as it appears from this perspective and I
will be using excerpts from Obama’s Cairo speech as “clarifying depic-
tions”(Goffman 1986). The Cairo speech is illustrative because it presents
Obama’s vision of global unity. I will start with a discussion of the role of emo-
tions in politics and a critique of its displacement in the Western political tradi-
tion, to be followed by the politics of resentment and the politics of cosmopol-
itanism.

Emotional Politics

The last decades of research within neuroscience has shown that cognition and
emotion are deeply intertwined and that one cannot exist without the other.
Together they make up our consciousness and sense of self (Damasio 1999).
Sociological research has found that emotions are as much products of social
interaction and exchange as they are psychological phenomena inherent to the
biographic memory of the person (as in patterns of emotional behaviour estab-
lished in primary socialization). When I talk about emotion here I mean the

1 The title of this chapter is borrowed from the refrain of Swedish singer Méans Zelmerlov’s
song “Hope and Glory”. Coincidentally, shortly after Obama entered on his duties as a presi-
dent Zelmerlov candidated to the Eurovision Song Contest 2009 with this song.
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culturally and socially elaborated products of learnt emotional behaviour. No
doubt, the capacity to feel is universal, yet there is a large variety of emotional
regimes within and between cultures (Harré & Parrott 1996; Reddy 2001). Im-
portant for our understanding of emotion is therefore to study the feeling and
expression rules (Hochschild 1983) that shape them, how they are used in social
exchange and how we work on our emotions to meet others’ expectations
(Kemper 1990). Thus, although within neuroscience and neuropsychiatry it is
often assumed that feelings are difficult to control, from a sociological perspec-
tive control is all there is. Not always conscious control however but control as
incorporated adaptation to norms of conduct that we perform without reflection.
Moreover, we are not alone in controlling our emotions. Our fellow interactants
will be performing the emotion work for us if we fail (Goffman 1967; Goffman
1959). Shame functions as the self-reflecting social emotion that ensures con-
formity with the dominant emotional regime at any given occasion (/bid, see
also Elias 1982; Scheff 1990). Seen from this perspective the social spheres,
institutions, roles and processes that we have been used to think of as non-
emotional — i.e. bureaucracy, politics, public life in general — are not unemo-
tional but governed by specific emotional regimes.

Emotions in politics are traditionally seen as exerting an irrational influ-
ence, as in extremism, populism, corruption, nepotism. Demertzis (2006) points
out that even analysis of populism tends to avoid its emotional components,
instead using concepts such as ‘discontent’, ‘alienation’ and ‘antipathy’ that
connect to a dominant rational choice discourse where ‘interests’, ‘preferences’
and ‘attitudes’ serve to obscure the involvement of feelings in political action.
Mouffe (2003) argues that in the post-Soviet ‘politics of the Third Way’ era
there is an increasing tendency to postulate consensus-oriented political debate
guided by absolute moral principles (of equality and justice). Antagonism and
conflict according to Mouffe constitute ineradicable dimensions of politics, the
suppression of which in deliberative democracy alienates people from politics,
while leaving the door wide open to extremism. In a similar manner, Berezin
argues that the separation of the public and private spheres and the “denial of
emotion embodied in democracy’s refusal to incorporate the sacred into its insti-
tutions” inherent to the liberal democratic model leads to its self-destruction
(Berezin 2001: 88).

The failure of deliberative democracy to include passions and real alterna-
tives is partly connected to its denial of corporeality as relevant to politics, and
partly, as argued by Berezin and Mouffe, to the fundamental assumption of
Western individualism that underestimates the importance of collective identi-
ties. In short, the agent of liberal democracy is a monad in a social vacuum.
Given this point of departure, bodies, feelings and lived experiences brought
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into the political arena by carriers of alternative discourses are bound to be ridi-
culed or ignored. In addition, key signifiers such as democracy, freedom, jus-
tice, equality, human rights, and so on, have been fixed with a liberal democratic
meaning, displacing truly alternative definitions. The issue of this asymmetry
(and consequently exclusion of real political alternatives) is also raised by
Cohen and Arato (1992) and Medearis (2005) who argue that it forces social
movements to rely on extraordinary actions including the use of coercion’ (Flam
& Wettergren in press). Coercion increases the costs of the established routines
and forces a response that eventually may lead to expansion of the democratic
system. According to this radical democratic view, social movements and other
non-parliamentary political actors are therefore vital to the learning-processes of
democratic states by contribution to the continuous questioning and adjustment
of its key concepts and principles (Cohen and Arato 1992).

As a consequence, the liberal democratic model also precludes the inclu-
sion of non-Western political discourses and practices, i.e. those that can not be
understood in terms of its own logic. Actions and experiences that are not
framed in terms of autonomy and intentionality; collective action which can not
be analysed in terms of representation; and political action which does not target
the political institutions of the nation state, evade understanding and conse-
quently inclusion (McDonald 2006).

The bottom line of this critique against deliberative democracy is that emo-
tions (and bodies) matter in politics. Not primarily as a way to manipulate audi-
ences but because emotion is an inextricable part of decision making. Emotions
constitute and bind identifications and it is through our sensual orientation that
we seek to reproduce the positive feelings of belonging and recognition that are
essential for each one of us (Collins 2004; Honneth 2003). While patterns of
emotional behaviour and thereby a propensity to favour some types of action
choices rather than others may be established in early childhood we also keep
transforming and learning about our own and others’ emotions throughout life.

It follows that our emotional dispositions are bound to affect others, and
more or less so depending on the reach of our actions. Leadership as a status
position in which power (in terms of influence) is invested makes the connec-
tion between emotional dispositions and social/organizational change particu-
larly clear. A leader must know his/her feelings, where they come from and how
to use them or transform them. In other words, emotional maturity is a leader’s
responsibility and the sine qua non of exemplary leadership qua moral authority.

World leadership that aims beyond the limitations of the Western political
imaginary must also be ready to learn from alternative discourses. Obama’s

2 Such as infringement on property rights and civil disobedience.
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Cairo speech contains numerous examples where he, although appealing to the
Western deliberative understanding of democracy and human rights, also
reaches out beyond it. For a start, he roots these Western values, Western sci-
ence and Western civilization and progress in a Muslim tradition:

It was Islam - at places like Al-Azhar University - that carried the light of learning
through so many centuries, paving the way for Europe's Renaissance and Enlighten-
ment. It was innovation in Muslim communities that developed the order of algebra;
our magnetic compass and tools of navigation; our mastery of pens and printing; our
understanding of how disease spreads and how it can be healed. (...) And throughout
history, Islam has demonstrated through words and deeds the possibilities of reli-
gious tolerance and racial equality.

Obama here expands the horizon of Western self-understanding to an extent that
rarely leaves the confinements of academic intellectual discourse. He also at-
tempts to re-enchant politics by bringing myth into a narrative that focuses on
the shared past of Christianity, Judaism and Islam:

Too many tears have flowed. Too much blood has been shed. All of us have a re-
sponsibility to work for the day (...) when the Holy Land of three great faiths is the
place of peace that God intended it to be; when Jerusalem is a secure and lasting
home for Jews and Christians and Muslims, and a place for all of the children of
Abraham to mingle peacefully together (...) as in the story of Isra, when Moses, Je-
sus, and Mohammed - peace be upon them - joined in prayer.

It may be objected that references to religion is hardly new to American politics.
However, the sorts of references we have become familiar with are references to
Christianity and sometimes to a sacred bond between American Christianity and
Judaism. Obama instead asserts the bond between Islam, Christianity and Juda-
ism, their origins and holy places and perhaps most importantly he invokes
shared suffering, tears and blood. In a similar manner, to strengthen the narra-
tive of shared suffering as a basis for unity, Obama invokes the memory and
feeling of cultural trauma, one for each of the collective identities he addresses.
He mentions “colonialism that denied rights and opportunities to many Mus-
lims”; the “enormous trauma” of 9/11; and the Holocaust. Addressing the Pales-
tinians he talks about “the daily humiliations - large and small - that come with
occupation” and he mentions the African Americans’ suffering “the lash of the
whip as slaves and the humiliation of segregation.”

The speech finally contains several examples where Obama evokes the
feeling of his own embodied and personal experience. He talks about his child-
hood in Indonesia and most notably he offers his own embodied experience as a
symbol of the possibility of reconciliation:
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T am a Christian, but my father came from a Kenyan family that includes generations
of Muslims. As a boy, I spent several years in Indonesia and heard the call of the
azaan at the break of dawn and the fall of dusk.

Obama invites the listener to hear and feel with the speaker and to sympathize
with and trust his personal experience. He thereby invokes his own inescapable
corporeality conveyed through his skin colour and his personal, multi-ethnic and
cosmopolitan biography, through which he embodies the possibility of unity and
the hope of a better world accessible not only to him but to everyone: “My per-
sonal story is not so unique.”

The Politics of Resentment

Resentment is of interest here because it is an emotion that pertains to the poten-
tially antagonistic relationship between collective identities; classes, status
groups, ethnic groups, and so on. Resentment is defined by Meltzer and Musolf
(2002: 241) as “a feeling of displeasure induced by being insulted, offended, or
deprived” and Kemper (2001) classifies resentment as a response to the with-
drawal of status from the subject. But as argued by Barbalet (1998) a personal
experience and a direct relationship between perpetrator and victim is not neces-
sary. Resentment is likely to appear where a person believes that a social injury,
unjust or unfair treatment affects the group s/he identifies with. It may be a
reaction to discrimination, stereotyping, racism, sexism and other kinds of ver-
bal and/or physical abuse. Direct relationships and personal experience is how-
ever likely to intensify the feeling of resentment and to blend it with a desire for
revenge (Barbalet 1998). As most potentially disruptive emotions, resentment is
regarded with suspicion in late Western capitalism (Stearns 1994) but Barbalet
points out that it is a key emotion behind many social movements’ claim for
their rights, dignity and recognition. “The active recognition that a person has
been subject to intrusion, interference, and offense is precisely in their acting
with moral anger, and in circumscribed manifestations of vengefulness and
resentment” (Barbalet 198: 139).

Three points should be made here: First, the collective feeling of resent-
ment does not automatically lead to mobilization and rights claims. 19" century
philosophers like Nietzsche and Scheler considered resentment similar to the
feeling of inhibited vengeance but as it was curtailed by power relationships and
social subordination it settled for imaginary revenge instead (Meltzer and Mu-
solf 2002). Demertzis (2006) develops this idea to suggest that resentment pro-
vides the fertile ground for political mobilization. Seen from this perspective,
collectively felt resentment is ‘powerless’ as long as the social circumstances
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and power relations are generally seen as unchangeable, as the way things are
(Barrington Moore 1978; Smith 2001). Changing political opportunities and/or
the emotion work inherent in movement mobilization contribute to the trans-
formation of resentment into moral anger and vengeance in terms of rights
claims. Depending on the circumstances, such as the framing of movement
actors, their media and communication strategies and so on, the expression of
resentment in collective action may be met by sympathy by the public or resent-
fully rejected (Benski 2005).

The second point to be made is that not all movements are ‘good’ move-
ments, i.e. engaged in the expansion of democratic values and resentment in
movement is not always expressed in circumscribed ways. Connected to this is
the third point: Contrary to the classic theories of resentment, Barbalet (1998)
argues that resentment is not exclusively a feeling of the subordinate classes:
“Resentment is not necessarily an emotion of subordination...rather it is an
emotional apprehension of departure from acceptable, desirable, proper, and
rightful outcomes and procedures.” (Op. cit.: 138). Such an understanding of
resentment opens up the concept for the obvious possibility that it may also be
felt by privileged groups against those that challenge their norms and values.
Resentment in this case is felt when the sacred symbols of a taken for granted
order of things, and the status and privileges tied to this order, are threatened
(Collins 2004). When resentment is unleashed in extremist movements, right-
eous anger and circumcised vengeance may instead be expressed as hatred and
malevolence (Ahmed 2004).

The present conservative and extreme right wing movement against
Obama’s suggested reform of the United States health care system is a case in
point. Paul Harris reports in the Observer’ from a recent protest rally in Califor-
nia that Obama was depicted as Hitler and protesters carried posters reading
“Death to Obama, Michelle, and two stupid kids”. Referring to the general po-
litical climate, Harris continues:

“Obama has been labelled as a threat to democracy and an anti-white racist by sen-
ior presenters on the TV Channel Fox News. Republicans (...) have called him a so-
cialist who plans ‘death panels’ for the elderly. Rumours have circulated that Obama
was not born in America and that he plans to ban firearms.”

Resentment among white racist groups pertains to their continuous loss of privi-
leges and status over blacks (and other ‘strangers’) during the 20™ century (Ah-
med 2004), crowned as it were by the election of a black president of the US. To
these groups Obama is bound to symbolize a threat for the very same reason that

3 Sunday 16 August 2009
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he symbolizes a promise and a hope of change to many structurally discrimi-
nated and oppressed groups who demand his recognition. Obama’s task then, in
order to reach the unity that is one of his trademarks, is to manage resentment.

In recalling suffering and trauma, the Cairo speech recognizes conflicts
and expresses sympathy for the resentment felt by all the groups addressed. But
it is circumcised resentment that is recognized, while “violent extremism in all
of its forms” is fiercely rejected. The only true way to win full and equal rights
is “peaceful and determined insistence” upon key democratic ideals. Importantly
the speech contains promises to end also the violence committed by USA such
as forms of torture, unlawful imprisonment, declarations of war without interna-
tional support, and so on. There is both surreptitious and straightforward critique
of previous American foreign policies; “[V]iolence is a dead end. (...) That is
not how moral authority is claimed; that is how it is surrendered.”

The Obama phenomenon is attached to the fact that Obama, like Simmel’s
stranger appears to be close and remote at the same time (Simmel 1971). His
body and personal experiences bear witness of his involvement and offer a piece
of something familiar to everyone, but also assert that he is committed to no one
(except his formally patriotic duties as a president). It is this mix between dis-
tance and involvement that renders trustworthiness to his performance of leader-
ship with ‘moral authority’. But it is also what makes his Cosmopolitan stance
position alien and suspicious to resentful local identities. We will now proceed
to look at the cosmopolitan stance as a way to manage resentment.

The Politics of Cosmopolitanism

Cosmopolitanism generally denotes the idea of a global human community,
based on moral, political, cultural, economic, or romantic principles and doc-
trines (Kleingeld 1999). Kleingeld shows how cosmopolitan ideas flourished
during the Enlightenment but in the 19" century ceded way to nationalism. In
the late 20™ century, cosmopolitanism seemed to be resurging again, obviously
entangled with the discourse and practice of modern globalization (Delanty
2000). While the definitions of the concept of cosmopolitan as well as the con-
cept of local — which are traditionally taken to be opposites — are historically
contingent, in today’s debate cosmopolitan generally means global while the
local is understood as the nation-state. The argument is that following globaliza-
tion the nation state, national identities and national citizenship are becoming
increasingly obsolete (Beck 2002; Delanty 2000; Nussbaum 1994). According
to Beck (2002) while we already see a process of “cosmopolitization” from
within driven by globalization, politics and social sciences are encumbered with
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“methodological nationalism” that is concerned with “future implications of a
nationally shared past, an imagined past” (Beck 2002: 27). He contrasts this
with the suggested paradigm shift into a “methodological cosmopolitanism” that
engages with “the present implications of a globally shared future, an imagined
future” (Ibid). The urgent imperative behind such a shift is based on the concern
with universal risk and crisis that are the hallmarks of our time.
Cosmopolitanism as a stance and an identity per se is perhaps less tied to
the context of globalization as it denotes a general orientation towards diversity
and engagement with the Other (Hannerz 1990; Kleingeld 1999; Nowicka and
Rovisco 2009). The cosmopolitan perspective in this sense is driven not only by
a deeply felt attachment to the idea of equality and human community but, as
argued by Hannerz, inherent to this disposition is also the celebration of toler-
ance and diversity and “a willingness to engage with the Other” as different: “It
is an intellectual and aesthetic stance of openness towards divergent cultural
experiences, a search for contrasts rather than uniformity” (emphasis added,
Hannerz 1990: 239). The cosmopolitan perspective is thus premised on the
existence of local cultures. Acquiring cultural codes and experiencing the world
from an alien perspective contributes to the cosmopolitan’s self-image and self-
reflection. “Through cosmopolitan education, we learn more about ourselves”
Nussbaum (1994: 4) says, and Hannerz argues that the cosmopolitan perspective
contains a streak of narcissism; “the self is constructed in the space where cul-
tures mirror one another” (Hannerz 1990: 240). Cosmopolitanism here implies
physical mobility and temporary immersion into alien cultures that enable in-
volvement without commitment. Free will, choice, the possibility to exit, ap-
pears to be key to its sustained open-mindedness and cultural curiosity.*
Globalization does however bring about alternative ways to cultivate a
cosmopolitan stance. Whether we travel or not, we may reach the world through
the media and the internet, and the world reaches us through international net-
works, international migration and the local expressions of a variety of cultures.
Beck (2002: 28) talks about “banal cosmopolitanism” as an everyday experience
of integrating the global into the local as a consequence of, for instance, youth
cultures, the mass media, the Internet, food and so on. While the cosmopolitan
perspective described above may seem inherently elitist, available to groups of
people who move around by free will (e.g. diplomats, development aid workers)

4 As noted by Hannerz (1990) tourism and business travel do not necessarily bring a cosmo-
politan perspective. Tourists tend to extend their local space by travelling (what Hannerz calls
“home plus”), leaving their sense of local identities and its norms and values untouched but
adding e.g. sunshine, nature, exoticism.The same, Hannerz argues, can be said about many
migrant workers and refugees living in exile who travel by force and seek home plus work or
home plus security.
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banal cosmopolitanism seems to pertain more to a daily experience of globaliza-
tion potentially available to all. It is not self-evident however that banal cos-
mopolitanism leads to cosmopolitanism as a stance. As a moral commitment
and a conscious stance cosmopolitanism seems to require the level of self-
reflexivity that comes with experience and/or education (Nussbaum 1994).

Globalization transforms the meaning of local. The inherent tension be-
tween local-cosmopolitan I suggest is thus not primarily tied to geographical
spaces but rather to emotional regimes, abstract collective identifications and the
production of solidarity. In this sense, “a local stance”, as opposed to the cos-
mopolitan stance, means identification with a single collective above all others
which produces “high conformity within the group, along with strong distrust of
outsiders and alien symbols” (Collins 1990: 38). Carriers of a local perspective
may well travel but do not necessarily deviate from their preferred group or
learn something form the cultures they visit (Hannerz 1990). Of course, the
cosmopolitan may also be oriented towards his/her own (cosmopolitan) com-
munity but in so far as cosmopolitanism stands for an orientation towards diver-
sity and engagement with the Other the group is characterized by “relatively
weak feelings of conformity to group symbols, emotional coolness of tone, and
general trust in a wide range of interactions” (Collins 1990: 38). Thus cos-
mopolitanism neither necessarily implies physical mobility nor excludes at-
tachment to particular places or communities. “Localism” is premised upon
exclusive attachments to a group but this neither necessarily requires attachment
to specific places nor excludes global networks.

In terms of emotional regimes, as already indicated, the cosmopolitan per-
spective tends to embrace ambivalence and non-conformity. The resentful reac-
tions to violation of its sacred symbols (such as tolerance, open-mindedness etc)
are cautious and tempered: “[Plersons in these situations respond by amusement
to minor ritual violations by others, and with embarrassment, contempt, and a
desire to exclude perpetrators of more serious violations” (Collins 1990: 39). It
does not mean that the cosmopolitan has no passion but that s’/he manages and
accepts tensions, conflicts, and ambivalences as part of his/her acquired multi-
cultural competencies (Nussbaum 1994). According to Beck a central defining
characteristic of a cosmopolitan outlook is “dialogic imagination” including:
“The clash of cultures within one’s life; globally shared collective futures (...);
a sense of global responsibility (...); a commitment to dialogue against violence;
and a commitment to (...) stimulate the self-reflexivity of divergent entangled
cosmopolitan modernities” (Beck 2002: 35-36). Although also the cosmopolitan
experiences resentment when his/her values/sacred symbols are violated, s/he
will not respond with hatred and potential violent attacks, as will the ‘localist’
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whose group attachment is exclusive and whose identity relies upon the rejec-
tion of ambivalence as well as of the Other.

We have already seen in the previous section examples of how the Cairo
speech invokes Obama’s personal cosmopolitan identity. The Cairo speech also
clearly advocates a drive towards a cosmopolitan stance in the political and
moral sense. It departs from the assumption of shared humanity and the princi-
ples “of justice and progress; tolerance and the dignity of all human beings.”
Obama declares that he is “firm in [his] belief that the interests we share as
human beings are far more powerful than the forces that drive us apart.” He
refers to the globalization of risk — financial crisis, epidemics, nuclear weapons,
violent extremism and genocide — as the imperative for partnership, and to a
shared world and shared responsibility as the moral basis for unity. While re-
maining vague as to the concrete meanings of progress, partnership and unity,
the speech does not deny or displace conflict but refers to the cosmopolitan
future oriented imaginary:

[HJuman history has often been a record of nations and tribes subjugating one an-
other to serve their own interests. Yet in this new age, such attitudes are self-
defeating. Given our interdependence, any world order that elevates one nation or
group of people over another will inevitably fail. So whatever we think of the past,
we must not be prisoners of it. Our problems must be dealt with through partnership;
progress must be shared.

The suggested Other of the cosmopolitan unity is characterized by “the forces
that drive us apart” and “violent extremism”: “We will...relentlessly confront
violent extremists who pose a grave threat to our security.” Obama here narrows
down the meaning of ‘we’ to denote ‘the American people’ referring to his
“duty as President.” However, he returns to the fact that terrorism is a globally
shared threat “irreconcilable with the rights of human beings” that requires a
unified effort to combat. He mentions partnership “of forty-six countries”
against terrorism and particularly addresses the Muslim community: “Islam is
not part of the problem in combating violent extremism - it is an important part
of promoting peace.”

Based on Obama’s personal cosmopolitan stance the Cairo speech sum-
mons collective identities while skilfully manoeuvring their specific cultural
codes. It appears that he also distances himself from the local stance of Ameri-
can patriotism. Thus balancing between the local/national and the cosmopolitan
stance Obama may sacrifice local trust in his leadership in favour of building up
trust in his cosmopolitan leadership. The balance act is a dimension of the man-
agement of resentment discussed above because Obama is vulnerable both to
domestic resentful rumours that he is not real/ly American and to international
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suspicions that he is executing the same old American politics in a cosmopolitan
disguise.

Goffman (1959) mentions the importance of trustworthiness in the drama
of social life; we must take care to perform the presentation of self as an authen-
tic self. Successful performance here builds as much on cognitive coherence as
on a convincing display of emotion. In the Cairo speech, Obama makes frequent
reference to speaking the truth: “we must say openly the things we hold in our
hearts”, “I will try to (...) speak the truth as best I can, humbled by the task
before us...”. Summoning “the truth” can be understood as a way to strengthen
Obama’s authentic performance by distancing his politics from the previous
American administration and by addressing those who suspect him for keeping
hidden agendas or hidden resentment/qua revenge. Only if we believe that
Obama can both be the American president and a cosmopolitan leader, both
share the experiences of the Other and embrace Western democratic ideals and
principles, only then can he escape the dilemma of the cosmopolitan stranger
who is welcome everywhere but nowhere at home and whose mistakes are al-
ways taken to reveal his/her ‘true’ identity.

Conclusion

What is so hopeful about Obama? Obama instigates hope because almost every-
body seems to get a share of the cake. Intellectuals and cosmopolitans recognize
themselves in the way he masters emotions and promotes unity through the
cosmopolitan imaginary, oppressed and structurally discriminated groups rec-
ognize his rise to power as their triumph and he offers to Muslims restored dig-
nity and a place in history (albeit with Western frames). Obama brings this
‘global’ appeal to bear in a politics that is also hopeful: He merges his privately
lived experience with the sacred of religious myths and with Western democ-
ratic ideas. He skilfully manages resentment by balancing the cosmopolitan and
the local stances and he uses the cosmopolitan imaginary to show that recogni-
tion of conflict does not prevent dialogue and mutual respect. His performance
of moral authority and wise leadership in this respect appears authentic insofar
as he applies the principles of human and democratic rights to himself and to his
own country by dismantling the politics of resentment and revenge that was the
hall-mark of his predecessor. Finally, Obama may instigate hope worldwide
because the particular historical context of his entering on his duties renders
mythological dimensions to the event. It bears resemblance with the heroic saga
of the return of the King at the time when the power of the dark Wizard seemed
to have grown invincible. We all know that in order to succeed the King has to
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do the impossible, which is in many ways what Obama seems to be doing. It is
an open-ended saga but so far Obama is indeed “still standing for hope and
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glory”.
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Desiring Politics
Wanting More in the Age of Obama

Deborah Gould

This essay' considers political hope — its variegated sources, contours, and ef-
fects; its different temporal horizons; the sorts of practices, affects, capacities,
and socialities it can spur; and what the presence, or absence, of different types
of political hope illuminates about people’s relation to ‘the political’, broadly
defined. I focus primarily on hope in the ‘age of Obama’, in a moment, 18
months after Barack Obama’s election to the presidency of the United States,
when some argue that “Hope Is Fading Fast.””

Hope understandably gets a bad rap these days. Indeed, for those seeking
progressive or radical social change, it is hard not to be cynical about hope and
Obama. U.S. war-making in Afghanistan and Iraq not only continues, it has
spread to Pakistan; the “war on terror” seems endless. At home, Obama contin-
ues the Bush/Cheney attacks on civil liberties. He also frequently sides with
corporate America, including the financial services and oil industries. And
meanwhile inhabitants of the U.S. witness growing economic inequality and
increasing numbers of people who are below the federal poverty line, homeless,
and going hungry; a jobless economic ‘recovery’ — figures from early 2010
show a 17.2% unemployment and underemployment rate while the Dow regains
much of its losses since September 2008 and bailed-out banks report record
profits and bonuses (Rich 2010a; Schwartz 2010); health care reform that leaves
the for-profit system intact; further erosion of the already-eviscerated welfare
state in the form of an Obama administration proposal for a multi-year freeze on
“non-security” spending to begin in 2011. The list goes on, providing reason
enough for political cynicism and depression among those seeking greater jus-

1 Ongoing thanks to my Feel Tank Chicago comrades, in this case especially for discussions
during the campaign and after Obama’s election. Big appreciations as well to Mayanthi Fer-
nando, Lisa Rofel, and Danilyn Rutherford for comments on an early draft. And to Laurie
Palmer, gratitude for comments and for engaging me in discussions about political desire.

2 As a critique of Obama’s failure to pursue a progressive agenda, Freshjive’s Rick Klotz
created a t-shirt in the fall of 2009 with the words “Hope Is Fading Fast” underneath a
streaked version of the Obama campaign’s iconic “HOPE” poster (by Shepard Fairey), the
poster colors running, seemingly a result of the wearer’s tears.

M. Engelken-Jorge (Eds.) et al, Politics and Emotions, DOI 10.1007/978-3-531-93201-9 8,
© VS Verlag fiir Sozialwissenschaften | Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden GmbH 2011
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tice and equality. It is tempting to give up on hope in the realm of intellectual
inquiry as well: the hope surrounding Obama now seems fleeting, transitory,
ephemeral, and perhaps, therefore, inconsequential and unworthy of study.

But the phenomenon of hope in this last presidential election, its very pres-
ence, offers an avenue into crucial questions about political participation and the
meaning of politics to people in the context of their, our, everyday lives. As
well, the widespread circulation of hope during the presidential campaign raises
important questions about the sources of people’s attitudes about what is and
what might be, and how those senses of political possibility shift over time. This
moment of political hope, in its multiple registers, offers much to be plumbed,
intellectually and politically. Indeed, if we are intent on grappling with ques-
tions about people’s relations to ‘the political’, we must attend to political emo-
tion, that is to the ways that feeling states permeate, are shaped by, play out in,
and influence all things political, conceived both narrowly, in terms of the elec-
toral realm, and broadly, in terms of any and all arenas where claims-making
and struggles over power occur.

Emotion has not been entirely absent from political theorists’ discussions
of politics, but as Barbara Koziak (2000: 1) argues, “reason and the image of the
reason-ruled person have long dominated political philosophy”; emotion, when
discussed, mostly has figured as the dangerous cousin to rationality. Political
theorists’ central concern regarding emotion has been whether it undermines or
aids democracy, and conclusions typically align with a theorist’s views about
the relationship between emotion and reason: those who construe emotions as
undermining reason tend to argue that emotions imperil democracy; those who
think emotions aid reason tend to argue the opposite.’

While important, this debate about whether emotion undermines or aids
democracy imagines only a limited role for emotion in political life. Suppose we
were to move beyond that debate and instead take as a given that reason requires
emotion (see Damasio 1994; 1999), that both feelings and thought can lead to
irrational behavior but need not (see Jasper 1998), and that passion is not neces-
sarily or inevitably a threat to democracy (see Marcus 2002). What other ques-
tions about emotion and politics might arise?

For starters, rather than wondering whether human emotionality makes
people unfit for democracy, we might better flip the question on its head and ask
whether representative democracy speaks to people’s political hopes and de-
sires.* Does democracy, as practiced in the U.S. context for example, address

3 See Marcus (2002), Marcus, Neuman, and MacKuen (2000) and Neuman, Marcus, MacKuen,
and Crigler (2007).

4 I bracket here the diversity of human political desires and pose the question in a general
sense, as political theorists do with regard to the question of emotionality and democracy.
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what people want with regard to, say, ways of structuring society and ways of
living? Does it allow the governed to view the political realm as a site where
alternative worlds, responsive to people’s expressed needs and wants, can be
discussed and even enacted? The hope and enthusiasm surrounding Obama’s
campaign and election were striking because we rarely see that sort of passion-
ate political engagement in relation to a politician. In light of their usual rarity,
the very presence of those feelings in this instance raises questions about politi-
cal desire, about people’s expectations regarding political leaders, and, most
generally, about people’s relations to the realm of the political. These are the
questions I pursue in this chapter.

I begin this inquiry into political hope with the 1992 election to the presi-
dency of William J. Clinton who, after all, billed himself as “The Man from
Hope.” That discussion sets us up to consider different sorts of political hope
and its various political effects. Next I explore the markedly different meanings
and significance of the political hope surrounding Obama’s campaign and elec-
tion. Here, against the dominant view that that hope was in Obama the man, I
posit that the hope instead was in large part hope in ‘ourselves’ and in the sense
of opening political possibilities that Obama helped to generate. I conclude with
a consideration of the political potentialities activated on this new imaginative
and affective terrain, exploring in particular the difficulties of being prepared for
‘something better’ and reasons why progressive/left activism has seemingly
stalled even as the Tea Party right has taken off.

Hope in 1992

An interest in how leftists have characterized the ‘Obama phenomenon’ par-
tially motivates this essay. As I discuss below, during and immediately follow-
ing the campaign, many leftist luminaries expressed anxiety about the hope and
enthusiasm surrounding Obama. In an effort to illustrate why political hope
might raise concerns among some leftists, but also as a way to suggest that po-
litical hope arises, when it does, from different sources, takes different forms,
and generates different effects, I begin with a discussion of a moment of hope
that helped to demobilize a movement — the hope in President Bill Clinton mani-
fested by some in the direct-action AIDS movement in the United States, ACT

5 That was the title of the official campaign video shown at the 1992 Democratic National
Convention, a biography of Democratic presidential candidate Bill Clinton who was born in
Hope, Arkansas.
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UP.® Based on my own participation in ACT UP and subsequent research, I
propose that ours was an exhausted and defeated hope that both ceded our po-
litical agency to a politician and his administration and encouraged withdrawal
from political activism.”

Over the life of the movement, ACT UP participants experienced wide
swings in our feelings of political efficacy and senses of possibility. In ACT
UP’s early years from 1987-1989, amid numerous victories, participants felt
optimistic about our capacity to effect change; our overriding goal was to save
lives and we did indeed believe we could do that. Concrete victories that pro-
longed the lives of people with HIV/AIDS continued into the early 1990s, but
with deaths continuing to accumulate and movement on the treatment front
stalling, many of us began to feel despondent, and pessimistic about the move-
ment’s political prospects.

We experienced the 1992 presidential campaign from that affective land-
scape. As the Democratic presidential nominee, Bill Clinton made big promises
regarding AIDS: a dramatic increase in AIDS funding; implementation of the
recommendations of the National Commission on AIDS (including controver-
sial proposals in favor of explicit safe-sex education and needle-exchange pro-
grams); further expedition of the Food and Drug Administration’s drug-approval
process; expansion of clinical drug trials for promising treatments; and admis-
sion into the United States for HIV-positive Haitians being held without medical
care in camps at Guantanamo Bay Naval Base.® In echoing a number of ACT
UP’s demands, Clinton sounded promising. Given twelve years of what we saw
as genocidal inaction on the part of the Reagan and Bush administrations, many
people with HIV/AIDS and others in the movement felt a sense of urgency
about the election, and when Clinton won, optimism swept through the AIDS
movement.

I argue elsewhere that Clinton’s election — and the resurgent hope his elec-
tion generated within the direct-action AIDS movement — contributed to ACT
UP’s decline (Gould 2009). How and why it did so tells us something about the

6 Hope in Clinton was not limited to AIDS activists, of course. Cultural theorist Michael
Bérubé argues that such hope initially was widespread among liberals and progressives, many
of whom felt they had “found a home after more than a decade in the wilderness.”
http://www.michaelberube.com/index.php/weblog/party time/ (last accessed September 12,

2009).
7 This section draws from Gould (2009, Chapter 7).
8 The George H. W. Bush administration’s use of the Guantanamo Bay Naval Base to confine

Haitians with AIDS seeking medical care in the U.S. raises the question of whether the U.S.
government’s war against people with AIDS during the 1980s and early 1990s was training
ground for George W. Bush’s “war on terror.”
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character of political hope in the Clinton moment, allowing a comparison to
hope in the age of Obama.

Most important, hope in the newly elected president Clinton derived from
the growing despair among many ACT UP participants. Combined with activ-
ists’ exhaustion after years of being on the front lines of the AIDS war, despair
crushed our belief in our own collective political agency, in our ability to effect
change through collective direct action, and created a desire to pass the torch.
We were ripe for hearing that someone else would fight the battle, and that is
essentially what Clinton offered. ACT UP/Chicago member Tim Miller suggests
that ACT UP members wanted to trust in Clinton, indeed, given our exhaustion
and despondency, needed to. As Miller puts it, “Everybody just breathed a sigh
of relief [when Clinton won].” Continuing in a mocking and self-mocking tone,
Miller offers an incisive analysis of the forceful desire to surrender our political
agency to the government:

‘Oh, our savior is here. We’re done with the Reagan/Bush folks. Now we’ve got this
liberal youngster in the White House who’s gonna give us everything that we could
ever ask for’. (...) I think people were exhausted and were happy to pass on the torch
to the White House. And hopefully they were gonna take care of everything. Make
everything beautiful again (...) [Clinton’s] a smart guy. And we bought it. I bought it,
and I think a lot of people bought it. We wanted to buy it. And yeah, we should’ve
returned it. (Miller 1999)

We should have returned it not only because Clinton failed to implement many
of his promises but also because transferring to Clinton any remaining hopes we
might have had in ourselves and our own activism, and thereby surrendering our
power to him, contributed to the demise of the direct-action AIDS movement. In
Miller’s view, Clinton’s election and our hopeful belief that Clinton would be
“our savior” was “the worst thing to ever happen to the [AIDS] activist move-
ment. Although, I mean, I voted for him. I was so happy that Bush was not in
office. But I think it was the worst thing that ever happened to the activism. It
just fell apart (...) That was the final straw” (Miller 1999). ACT UP/Chicago
member Darrell Gordon similarly links the decline of ACT UP to the hope that
Clinton, as our protector, would allow us to retreat from the political realm.
“There was this hope that Clinton (...) was going to save us. I think it had a great
effect [on ACT UP] (...) People thought that (...) Clinton was going to take care
of us, take care of the people in the queer community” (Gordon 2000). We ex-
perienced Clinton’s election as offering relief from tending to this crisis largely
on our own and in the face of unrelenting government hostility. After twelve
years of murderous inaction and punitive policymaking from the government,
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escalating deaths, caretaking and taking to the streets, all of that amid growing
exhaustion and despair, we wanted and needed a break from activism.

There is, of course, no necessary connection between intense activism and
activist depletion and exhaustion; indeed, activism is often rejuvenating. But in
this context, where exhaustion was joined by a forceful despair, the prospect of
someone else taking up our battle, the President of the United States no less,
was alluring. The contrast between what Clinton seemed to stand for and what
had occurred during the Reagan/Bush years — the criminal negligence, the puni-
tive legislation, the active ignorance, the intense homophobia that rendered
acceptable the deaths of tens of thousands of gay and bisexual men — was dra-
matic. How could we not feel some hope? Many ACT UP members, of course,
were cynical about Clinton. Nevertheless, the contrast between the Reagan/Bush
years and the possibility of better leadership on AIDS from the top was so clear
that the skepticism and criticism were initially rather muted. While in retrospect
Billy McMillan from ACT UP/Chicago thinks that he was “very naive,” he
recalls being thrilled when Clinton won, and moved to tears.

I was watching his inauguration at home alone. Maya Angelou was reading her
poem, and I was just bawling my eyes out (...) I really had hope that maybe we were
going to be moving into a new era, that maybe something positive would happen.
The Democrats were back in the White House, and I really believed that Clinton was
somehow going to help improve things. (McMillan 2000)

Clinton’s victory created a sense among many ACT UP members that there was
no longer a need to be in the streets: “I think what happened after Clinton’s
election was that a lot of people felt that things were going to be different and
better. Many of us let our guard down and placed hope and trust in him (...)
[TThat was probably the final nail in the coffin of a lot of ACT UPs” (McMillan
2000). In this moment, political hope prompted more ACT UP members to exit
the movement, exhaustedly optimistic that the U.S. government would now do
the right thing even absent activist pressure. It was, then, a form of hope that not
only transferred political agency from the people to a politician, but also be-
stowed faith in the state as the bearer of change and thereby inspired activist
withdrawal from the political. Facing little activist pressure, Clinton hardly
mentioned AIDS in his first six months in office, during which time close to
twenty thousand people in the United States died of AIDS-related complica-
tions. Even worse, he did not act on many of his AIDS-related campaign prom-
ises. This history obliges an acknowledgment that hope can quiet and pacify,
with disastrous consequences.

After eight years of George W. Bush’s regime, the hope surrounding
Barack Obama’s campaign and election perhaps similarly has been prompted by
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exhaustion and even despair, but this hope feels different, in terms of both its
texture and potential. As I discuss later, it seems more activating than what
some AIDS activists felt upon Clinton’s election. It is a hope with affinities to
what cultural and queer theorist Lauren Berlant talks about as “desire for the
political” (Berlant 2008a; 2008b).

Enthusiasm, Apathy, and the Ineloquence of the Political

I begin my analysis of the structure and contours of hope in the age of Obama
with a brief discussion of the positive affective intensities that swirled around
Obama from the point when he announced his candidacy through the primary
season, his election to the presidency, and the first months of his administration.
The enthusiasm and excitement that marked this instance of political engage-
ment are striking, especially against a backdrop of widespread political with-
drawal. Hundreds of videos on YouTube capture people across the country, and
indeed the world, spontaneously flowing into the streets when hearing news of
Obama’s presidential victory.” They document people hooting and hollering,
laughing, crying, screaming, hugging, singing, chanting, twirling, beaming,
jumping, weeping, cheering, grinning, spinning, high-fiving, dancing — the sorts
of reactions we expect when a sport teams wins, not when a U.S. presidential
candidate does. If, as political economist Albert Hirschman argues, “boredom
and feeling[s] of powerlessness” often characterize political life in a democracy
(1982: 106), we have to acknowledge that something quite different was hap-
pening here.

The large number of volunteers who joined the Obama campaign suggests
extraordinary excitement and enthusiasm as well. Approximately three thousand
organizers recruited thousands of volunteer leadership teams which mobilized
one and a half million volunteers to hold house meetings, solicit contributions,
work the phones, and knock on doors rallying people for the election (Dreier
and Ganz 2009). The Obama campaign declared the scale of their campaign
operation to be “unprecedented” (Hughes 2008), calling it “the largest field
organization in the history of American politics” (Hass 2008a)."° Political soci-

9 Putting the words “Obama victory celebrations” into the search field on YouTube pulls up
955 videos: http://www.youtube.com/results?search_query=obama-+victory-+celebrations&
search_type=&aq=f (last accessed September 9, 2009).

10 Others concur: during the primary season, Tom Hayden, Bill Fletcher, Barbara Ehrenreich,
and Danny Glover — launching a new organization, Progressives for Obama — noted the “un-
precedented numbers of people mobilized in [Obama’s] campaign” (Hayden et al. 2008). Co-
founder of the techPresident blog and editor of Personal Democracy Forum, Micah Sifry,
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ologists Peter Dreier and Marshall Ganz write that “the Obama campaign in-
spired an unprecedented grass-roots electoral movement” (Dreier and Ganz
2009)." While this mobilization certainly was facilitated by social networking
technologies, the campaign escaped the asociality and passivity of “internet
activism” by engaging in phone-banking, door-to-door campaigning, house
strategizing meetings, and other face-to-face events. “Individuals in all 50 states
(...) created more than 35,000 local organizing groups, hosted over 200,000
events, and made millions upon millions of calls” (Hughes 2008). Speaking just
before the Democratic National Convention, Deputy Campaign Manager Steve
Hildebrand estimated that 70 percent of the campaign’s volunteers had never
before been active in a political campaign (Mooney 2008). Indeed, according to
one of the organizers at the campaign’s blog headquarters, My.BarackObama.
com, many volunteers “had never seen themselves as political” before getting
involved (Hass 2008D).

Voting statistics indicate immense enthusiasm for Obama as well.”? His
campaign not only registered millions of new voters (Hendricks 2008), it also
“drew in legions of voters who had been disengaged and voiceless,” according
to the New York Times (2008: A30). U.S. Census Bureau data show that the
number of voters overall increased by 5 million from 2004, with almost all of
that increase coming from African American, Latino, Asian, and young voters
(U.S. Census Bureau 2009).” Although the Pew Research Center for the People
& the Press found that Obama did only modestly better among white voters than
John Kerry did in 2004, Obama did do better, and even more, he made “large
gains” among specific groups of whites: the young, the well-educated, and the
affluent (Kohut 2008a).

The enthusiasm only increased after Obama’s victory. One week after the
election, Andrew Kohut from the Pew Center noted that Obama “has received a
landslide greeting from the American public” (Kohut 2008a). Despite the dire
economic crisis pummeling the country, indeed, the near-collapse of the global
economy, Pew found the public to be “highly optimistic that Obama will suc-
ceed” (Kohut 2008a). Indeed, “67% of voters believe Obama will be successful
in his first term, and 65% in a Gallup survey said the country will be better off

writes that Obama’s campaign mobilized “the largest volunteer base any presidential cam-
paign has developed in history” (2009).

11 Marshall Ganz was also “the architect of Barack Obama’s grassroots organizing juggernaut”
(Sifry 2008a).

12 So does the fact that there were 13.5 million contributors to Obama’s campaign (Dreier and
Ganz 2009).

13 95% of black voters, 67% of Latino voters, 62% of Asian voters, and 66% of voters aged 18-
29 chose Obama over McCain (New York Times Exit Polls, http://elections.nytimes.com/
2008/results/president/exit-polls.html, last accessed April 18, 2010).
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four years from now.”" In striking contrast, “Only 50% saw improvement for
the country ahead after Clinton’s election in 1992 and Bush’s in 2000.” It is
perhaps unsurprising that immediately following Obama’s victory 96% of De-
mocratic voters felt “hopeful,” but it is notable that more than two-thirds of
Independents (68%) and more than one-third of Republicans (38%) said they
did as well (Pew Research Center 2008).

The mobilization and enthusiasm continued in the months between
Obama’s election and inauguration. Enacting their desire for continuing political
engagement, in December volunteers held over 4000 “Change is Coming” house
meetings in 2000 cities in all 50 states to reflect on the election and discuss how
to “bring change to both Washington and their own communities.”"* Just prior to
Obama’s inauguration, Pew found Americans to be “enthusiastic about Obama”:
“Fully 79% of Americans — including 59% of Republicans — say they have a
favorable impression of Obama, almost 20 percentage points higher than Bush’s
personal favorability shortly before he took office in 2001 (60%)” (Pew Re-
search Center 2009a). Regarding the inauguration itself, according to the New
York Times, “the vast crowd that thronged the Mall (...) was the largest to attend
an inauguration in decades, if not ever” (Baker 2009). A letter-writer to the New
York Times that same day who described himself as a strong supporter of
McCain acknowledged his disappointment at the election results but continued:
“I can honestly say I was not depressed (...) Obama is honest, extremely intelli-
gent and very capable. He has inspired a groundswell of enthusiasm and opti-
mism greater than any I can recall in my lifetime” (Zinberg 2009)."° The Pew
Research Center found that high levels of enthusiasm and optimism continued
into spring 2009 and were well above any such sentiments surrounding other
recent presidents during their first one hundred days in office (Pew Research
Center 2009b and 2009c; see also Pew Research Center 2009d).

Obama’s approval ratings dropped significantly in the summer of 2009
from the low 60% range in June to the low 50% range in September, remained
steady in the low 50% range throughout the fall, and then dropped further, into
the mid-40% range, in the spring of 2010 (Pew Research Center 2009¢; 2009f;
Jones 2009; Gallup 2009; 2010). But while this decline in Obama’s approval

14 “Nearly all Democrats (90%) are optimistic about Obama’s first term, as are 67% of inde-
pendent voters. Republicans are nearly evenly divided; 41% believe Obama’s first term will
be successful and 44% say it will be unsuccessful” (Pew Research Center 2008).

15  http://my.barackobama.com/page/content/changeiscoming/ (last accessed December 1, 2008);
and Hass 2008c and 2008d.

16  For Gallup Poll data that similarly point to very high rates of optimism at the moment of
Obama’s inauguration, see Saad (2009).
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ratings is marked, it is not unexpected given the rough and tumble of partisan
politics.

The surprise is the widespread enthusiasm initially surrounding Obama,
especially given frequent descriptions of U.S. Americans as politically apa-
thetic. Indeed, that enthusiasm demands that we reconsider standard explana-
tions of political withdrawal as due to apathy, disinterest, and indifference. As
my collaborators in Feel Tank Chicago argue, political detachment might in-
stead signal precisely what it is assumed to lack: political desire.” A desire, for
example, that the state and its representatives actually speak to people’s needs,
wants, and imaginations, and disappointment that they infrequently do so. That
is, rather than being due to disinterest and indifference, high rates of political
nonparticipation in the U.S. might better be understood as a response to the
ineloquence of the political when it comes to people’s desires. Ineloquence
specifically in the sense of non-address. Why, indeed, should people care about
mainstream political matters, why get involved or even pay attention, if politi-
cians rarely seek to understand and, more rarely still, attend to, people’s desires
about society and its functioning?

Politics hasn’t always been negatively understood. In ancient Greece and
Rome, the word ‘political” concerned citizens and public life and connoted judi-
ciousness, prudence, and statesmanlike behavior.” Today, U.S. Americans tend
to see politics as a corrupt and dirty business, controlled by elite moneyed inter-
ests and populated by scheming, deceitful individuals; we have come to under-
stand politics as “out of reach to ordinary people,” “made by a few,” “something
distant, done to others,” (Colombo and Mascarenhas 2003: 461). We are politi-
cally cynical, knowing better than to believe in politicians or expect anything
good to happen in the realm of mainstream politics.

Obama’s campaign broke through what Berlant characterizes as “a frost-
bite-like defense against wanting something — from the mainstream political
sphere” (Berlant 2008a, emphasis hers). Obama’s strong and effective challenge
to a habituated political cynicism is evident, for example, in the comments of
Duaily Kos contributor ‘Ligerol’ who describes himself as a jaded guy whom the
campaign transformed into an active Obama supporter."

EEINT3

17 Feel Tank defines apathy in our “Feel Kit,” a keywords project, available at https://coral.
uchicago.edu:8443/display/utopianfutures/FeelKit (last accessed December 6, 2009). See also
Hirschman who argues critically that the vote “acts as a safeguard against an excessively ex-
pressive citizenry” (1982, especially ch. 7).

18  “Politic,” Oxford English Dictionary Online, (last accessed September 4, 2009).

19  Ligerol’s post, written in December 2009, asserts that the Democratic Party squandered this
moment of movement-building.
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This Movement was all the more remarkable (...) in that so many of it’s [sic.] mem-
bers were people like myself, guys who had gotten jaded in recent years. Guys like
me were disgusted; we pretty much realized that there were really very few differ-
ences between the two political parties (...) [TThings never changed because the real
people in power, no matter if there was a Democratic or Republican administration
officially ‘in power’, those real leaders called all the shots behind the scenes. We all
knew these things going into the 2008 election; they were hard lessons learned over
the years. Our dreams of a political revolution were long dead. Then along came
Obama, and a Movement took hold.

“Armies of the jaded,” continues Ligerol, “got caught up in the excitement.”
Indicating both the difficulties and possibilities for counteracting entrenched
political cynicism, Ligerol concludes: “although we certainly had our share of
doubters who said ‘you guys are crazy if you think Obama can really change
anything,” we joined up anyway” (Ligerol 2009, emphasis his).”

What makes the enthusiasm surrounding Obama’s campaign and victory
especially stunning, then, is that it emerged against a backdrop of pervasive
political cynicism, resignation, and withdrawal. Cynicism provides immunity to
political desire and the attendant risks both of being exposed as wanting some-
thing and of being disappointed.?' Political enthusiasm lets its guard down. Al-
though now obsolete, a meaning of enthusiasm that was dominant in the 17th
century — possession by a god, supernatural inspiration, prophetic or poetic
frenzy — shares a connotation of mystical transport and being overtaken by pas-
sion with the current principal meaning: rapturous intensity of feeling in favor
of a person, principle, cause.”” Enthusiasm, with its bodily euphoria, fervor, and
senses of possibility, is the opposite of cynicism.

Obama is a ‘phenomenon’ precisely because his campaign generated en-
thusiastic, expectant political participation. The very existence of such feeling
states within, and indeed generated by, the electoral realm raises questions about
their more typical absence and why they emerged around Obama. As I’ve sug-
gested, answers to both questions are found in the fact that the mainstream po-
litical realm rarely speaks to our desires. Obama, in contrast, did.

Hope, Now

The enthusiasm about Obama was complex and multiple. It certainly stemmed
in part from the perception that Obama’s candidacy and victory might close the

20 See also Moore (2008) who claims that “Obama appealed explicitly to people turned off by
traditional politics.”

21 On cynicism offering immunity to politics, see Eliasoph (1998, chapter 6).

22 “Enthusiasm,” Oxford English Dictionary Online (last accessed October 10, 2009).
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door on this country’s racist past and interfere with its ongoing racist present.
Obama’s candidacy offered white Americans a chance to redeem ourselves and
the nation, as if by voting a black man into the presidency we might leave white
supremacy behind, and the United States could then, finally, become the great
nation it was destined to be.”? Obama invoked this redemptive, post-racial, na-
tionalist fantasy of unity throughout the campaign: “We are one people. We are
one nation.””* In addition, some of the enthusiasm was likely sheer relief that the
Democrats had a candidate who might sweep the Republicans and the disastrous
eight years of the Bush administration into history.

I propose that the widespread enthusiasm derived as well from Obama’s
resurrection of the idea of government as a force for good and, more powerfully,
from his incitement to a renewed relation to the political. Amid an epic global
economic meltdown that has brought tremendous suffering and has challenged
both the ideology and practice of neoliberal capitalism, Obama spoke on behalf
of political desire, by which I mean he presented the political realm, and gov-
ernment itself, as a site that should and could be responsive to the citizenry’s
desires and thus as a site worth engaging. Consider Obama’s inaugural address:
the question, he asserted, “is not whether our government is too big or too small,
but whether it works — whether it helps families find jobs at a decent wage, care
they can afford, a retirement that is dignified.”” Indeed, throughout his cam-
paign, Obama challenged an anti-government ideology that has prevailed since
Ronald Reagan’s presidency, proposing in its place a federal government that
assists ordinary people struggling to construct lives on an uneven playing field.
Obama not only addressed U.S. Americans who want more from government (a
desire expressed by 66% of respondents in the University of Michigan’s Na-

23 Drawing on an analysis by New Yorker writer David Remnick, Danilyn Rutherford argues
that “Obama’s ‘message’... throughout the campaign, rested on the slipperiness” in his usage
of the pronoun ‘we’ (Rutherford 2010). In his speeches, which stylistically drew on “the fa-
miliar cadences and syntax of the black church” (Remnick 2008), the ‘we’ of African Ameri-
can struggle became an American ‘we’. “Non-African American listeners slide into the posi-
tion of an American ‘we’ by way of pronouns etched in the history of the civil rights struggle.
Difference is not erased in this moment, but inhabits the ‘we’ in a spectral fashion. What ‘we’
feel is an exhilarating passage through otherness to a new sense of self” (Rutherford 2010), a
self that ostensibly transcends racist history and takes part in the building of a new, more
hopeful and united, America.

24 See, for example, the remarks of Obama on New Hampshire Primary Night, available at
http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Remarks of Senator Barack Obama on New Hampshire Pri
mary_Night (last accessed April 22, 2010).

25  Available at http://www.whitehouse.gov/blog/inaugural-address/ (last accessed May 4, 2010).
Reagan, in contrast, promoted hatred of “big government,” stating in his 1981 inaugural that
“government is not the solution to our problem; government is the problem.” Available at
http://www.reagan.utexas.edu/archives/speeches/1981/12081a.htm (last accessed May 4,
2010).
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tional Election Survey in October 2008);* the enthusiasm surrounding his cam-
paign and election suggests that he also inspired many to believe that ‘change’ is
indeed possible, and that the political itself — even mainstream electoral politics
— can be a site of possibility.

In addition to the thrill of a candidate and victor speaking even mildly on
behalf of a government that addresses the populace’s needs, then, people
cathected to Obama’s incitement to a more active relation to the political realm.
That is not to deny that Obama’s statements during the campaign and on the eve
of his election were instrumental; he is a politician. But regardless of Obama’s
intentions, consider the effects of repeated injunctions to “believe” not just in
his ability to bring about real change, but, more importantly, “in yours.”” How
might people’s political subjectivities be affected when a candidate repeatedly
states that “real change comes from the ground up” and, following that logic,
creates “Obama Organizing Fellowships” intent on training a new generation in
“the basics of organizing” and grassroots movement building?** Berlant conveys
her astonishment at candidate Obama’s recurring incitements to grassroots po-
litical action: “after 30 years of political parties that wanted apathetic voters,
that wanted the political to be delegated to them, we have a mainstream politi-
cian who wants people to build their political skills for activism. OMG!”
(2008a).

In stating on the eve of his election that “this victory alone is not the
change we seek — it is only the chance for us to make that change,” Obama in-
vited continuing collective political engagement — in the electoral realm, but
also in the realm of the political more broadly construed. Indeed, throughout the
campaign Obama argued that continuing political involvement would be neces-
sary, “remind[ing] supporters that the real work of making change would only
begin on Election Day” (Dreier and Ganz 2009). Linking Obama’s victory to the
campaign’s successful, market research-backed creation of the Obama brand of
hope and change, Naomi Klein (2010) argues that his electoral win “proved

26  The National Election Survey found that 66% of those surveyed — a 9-percent increase since
2004 — believe “there are more things government should be doing” compared with 32% who
believe “the less government the better” (Campaign for America’s Future and Media Matters
for America 2009). This statistic provides a counter to Tea Party rhetoric which naturalizes
and universalizes sentiments against government.

27  Obama made the following statement in speeches, it permeated his campaign literature and
videos, and it remains header on his Organizing for America website, BarackObama.com:
“I’m asking you to believe. Not just in my ability to bring about real change in Washington...
I’'m asking you to believe in yours.” http://www.barackobama.com/index.php?splash=false
(last accessed 13 April 2010).

28  The campaign created these organizing fellowships in June 2008; see http://my.barackobama.
com/page/s/fellowsapp (last accessed July 7, 2010).



168 Perspectives on Politics & Emotions: The Obama Phenomenon

decisively (...) that there is a tremendous appetite for progressive change [and]
that many, many people (...) very much want to be part of a political project
larger than themselves”. Against a backdrop of pervasive and long-standing
political cynicism, bolstered in no small part by conservative ideology that de-
monizes ‘big government’ but also by an ‘avoidant’ political culture that leaves
politics to the experts (Eliasoph 1998), Obama’s invitation to a renewed and
active relation to the political realm felt different and genuinely exciting to
many.

Recalling my discussion about the demobilizing effects of AIDS activists’
political hope in Clinton, we must consider the possibility that, rather than feel-
ing a renewed, more participatory relation to politics, some Obama enthusiasts
hoped that an Obama victory would allow them to retreat from the political
sphere which now would be overseen by a savior-like figure who would, of his
own accord, bring about desired change. Characterizations of the American
public as politically apathetic support that sort of interpretation: we’d rather
someone else did it for us. But I would suggest that the intensity of positive
affects swirling around Obama during the campaign and upon his election indi-
cate a different, more appetitive and activating, form of hope.

Appetitive: the hope surrounding Obama overflows with political desire.”
It has expectations and makes demands of the state. It wants and expects elected
officials to be responsive to those they represent, not in a hollow Clintonian “I
feel your pain” manner, but rather through concrete policies and actions. It risks
believing in change — change with regard to the relationship between those who
govern and those who are governed as well as broader social change, the possi-
bility of which Obama came to represent.

What I propose — and I substantiate this claim below — is that Obama’s
invitation to a renewed relationship to the political realm, and its reception by
millions of volunteers and supporters, ushered in a new, more expansive horizon
of political possibility. But now, 18 months after Obama’s election, we have to
reckon not only with the apparent return to ‘politics as usual’, but also with what
appears to be widespread political quiescence among liberals and progressives
since Obama’s victory, giving support to the idea that people have little desire
for the sort of political engagement that Obama invited, preferring instead to
leave politics to the experts. What has ensued since Obama’s victory, in other

29  In this paragraph and subsequently, I use the present tense in order to signal the non-pastness
of this political hope, even as I acknowledge that many feel disappointment in Obama and
“hope is fading fast” in some quarters. Momentarily, I’ll say more about my investment in the
present, if largely dormant, existence of this hope. For now I will simply note that the verb
tense of the emergent, the not entirely present or manifest, the real but not yet actualized — the
verb tense, in other words, of potentiality — is not immediately clear to me.
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words, calls into question my claim of expanding political horizons and my
characterization of the political hopes associated with his campaign and elec-
tion.

Hope and (Some) Leftists

Which brings me to doubts or concerns about Obama and the hope and enthusi-
asm swirling around him that some on the left aired from the start of his cam-
paign. In the face of conservative, liberal, and progressive claims that Obama
was left of center, a number of leftists — especially some whom we might char-
acterize as part of what political theorist Jodi Dean (2009) calls the “typing left”
— countered that Obama is a neoliberal and Democratic Party centrist. But more
than engaging in a disagreement over who Obama is, their reservations had an
emotional charge to them, tinged with anxiety about what many dubbed
Obamania.” Their cautionary warnings interest me because they indicate an
ambivalent relation to hope, one which I share to some degree. But I also am
interested in considering the possibility that these wary leftists have miscon-
strued the object of the hopeful’s hope. The political potential of the Obama
moment looks very different depending on how we understand the object of that
hope.

The disparaging ways in which some on the left characterized Obama
supporters indicate anxious concern about people’s political feelings. During the
campaign Doug Henwood, publisher of Left Business Observer, questioned the
rationality of leftists who, in his words, had succumbed to “Obama Disease” and
fallen in love with the candidate’s empty rhetoric of change (Henwood 2008).
Leftist political scientist Adolph Reed derided other leftists for going “weak in
the knees” at the invocation of Obama’s past community organizing, admonish-
ing that Obama is a neoliberal centrist and that his rhetoric of “hope and change
and new directions” is “empty” (Reed 2008a). Reed lambasted leftists for fanta-
sizing that Obama could be a source of political transformation (Reed 2008Db).

In another example of leftist anxiety that hope deludes, two weeks before
the election linguist and activist Noam Chomsky advised progressive and leftist
voters in swing states to vote “against McCain” and thus “for Obama,” but he
warned voters to do so “without illusions” (Chomsky 2008). His advice sug-
gested wariness that the enthusiasm and hope surrounding Obama’s candidacy

30  Berlant (2008d), Davidson (2008), Luis in Paris (2008), and Younge (2009) point to this
anxiety as well. J.K. Gibson-Graham (2006: 2) suggest the importance of paying attention not
only to the intellectual content of political disagreements but also to “the visceral intensities
and emotive narratives that accompany their expression”.
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might lead voters to hold dangerous illusions. He reminded people to be realis-
tic: “all the elevated rhetoric about change and hope and so on will dissolve into
standard centrist Democrat policies.” Hope here is either merely the rhetoric of a
politician or an opiate that compromises voters’ realism.

In an essay published on the internet one day after Obama’s victory titled
“Uncritical Exuberance,” queer theorist Judith Butler also worried that leftists’
feeling states were dangerously deluding them (Butler 2008). Reminding her
readers that “fascism relied in part on (...) seamless identification with the
leader,” Butler cautioned leftists (and others) against their “exuberant identifica-
tion” with Obama. Many on the left, wanting to feel unambivalent love, risk “an
uncritical exuberance even when we know better.” More warnings: in our un-
critical embrace of Obama, we are seduced into believing “that we might over-
come all dissonance,” that “unity is actually possible,” that Obama’s election is
“the end of struggle.” On this last point especially, we would, she cautioned, “be
very unwise to regard [Obama’s election] that way, even provisionally.” We
need to disabuse ourselves of our illusions “so that we might remember that
politics is less about the person and the impossible and beautiful promise he
represents than it is about the concrete changes in policy that might begin, over
time, and with difficulty, [to] bring about conditions of greater justice” (Butler
2008). Do not let your hopeful political imaginings and renewed sense of possi-
bility get the better of you, Butler instructed, because politics is a messy busi-
ness and real change has not yet arrived.”

Writer and activist Naomi Klein worried about progressives’ and leftists’
hope too. In an April 2009 essay in The Nation, Klein argued that hope in
Obama not only had pulled the wool over many people’s eyes, blinding them to
the reality that Obama is a centrist Democrat, but also had led them to political
passivity vis-a-vis the new administration. But now, finally, progressives and
leftists were getting their feelings and reason in order:

A growing number of Obama enthusiasts are starting to entertain the possibility that
their man is not, in fact, going to save the world if we all just hope really hard. This
is a good thing. If the superfan culture that brought Obama to power is going to
transform itself into an independent political movement, one fierce enough to pro-
duce programs capable of meeting the current crises, we are all going to have to stop
hoping and start demanding. (Klein 2009).

Hope in Obama was an overindulgence that “felt good at the time but wasn’t
really all that healthy.” Obama fans may be nostalgic for “the rush of optimism

31  For direct and indirect critiques of Butler’s essay, see Davidson (2008), Luis in Paris (2008),
and Wang (2008).
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from the campaign trail” and forever trying “to recapture that warm, hopey
feeling,” but a hopeful posture toward Obama in the wake of his victory “is
dangerously deferential” (Klein 2009). Enough with that sort of hope.™

Guardian columnist Gary Younge summarized these sorts of comments
when he wrote that many have “sneered at [the] joy” expressed by Obama sup-
porters: “Anxious to get their disappointment in early and avoid the rush, they
have been keen to point out the various ways in which Obama will fail and
betray” (Younge 2009).

Cynical, wary, cautious, anxiety-ridden..., prominent leftist intellectuals
appealed for prudence in the age of Obama. How to understand their anxiety
about political feelings, hope and enthusiasm in particular? Most leftists privi-
lege rational argumentation above other communicative modes and practices.”
Raised on U.S. American secularism and cynicism, leftist intellectuals don’t
quite know what to do with anything that emits even a whiff of religious fer-
vor.* Historian and American studies scholar Robin D. G. Kelley (2002: 192)
suggests that such uneasiness is long-standing, noting that Marxism has never
been able to deal effectively with “magic, spirituality, and the ecstatic”. And, as
anthropologist Michael Taussig notes, Western intellectuals often correlate lack
of hope with profundity and being smart (Taussig 2003: 44-45). Who wouldn’t
rather appear clear-eyed, realistic, unsentimental, rational, and mature than
swept up by the emotion of the moment?

But, of course, all modes of knowing have their emotional dimension, and
the leftist intellectuals I cited above might be understood as occupying what
queer and cultural studies theorist Eve Sedgwick calls a paranoid position where
“bad news (...) [is] always already known” (Sedgwick 2003: 130). Paranoia
comforts in its all-knowingness: by ‘knowing’ in advance that a mainstream
politician, no matter how progressive s/he sometimes sounds, is nevertheless
beholden to the status quo, you get the pleasure of feeling like you have some
control, at least in the realm of knowledge. But as Sedgwick (2003: 130) notes,
“paranoia knows some things well and others poorly”. To be sure, we have good
reason to expect our leaders will pursue policies that systematically and drama-
tically advantage the few over the many. But a paranoid approach to politics has
consequences beyond providing a ready-made analysis. Its mode of knowing

32 By January 2010, Klein seemed to be reading hope in the Obama moment differently, now
pointing out, as | wrote above, that the “embrace of Obama’s brand” proved that “there is a
tremendous appetite for progressive change” (Klein 2010).

33 For a challenge to this rationalist bias in leftist politics, see Duncombe (2007).

34 For a discussion of secularist intellectuals’ anxiety about religious faith and fervor, see Pelle-
grini (2009).
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crowds out space for uncertainty, ambiguity, indeterminacy, and surprise, not to
mention hope.*

As my discussion of AIDS activists’ optimism regarding Clinton indicates,
I do not posit hope as an unadulterated good for progressive/left politics. But not
only do I think the cautionary warnings about the hope surrounding Obama are
misplaced — a point I return to below — I also worry that leftists’ counsel toward
political ‘realism’ fundamentally misunderstands a crucial role that emotion
plays in political life. The affective landscapes in which we find ourselves, and
which we help to create, shape our political imaginaries and thus influence what
sorts of politics are possible (Gould 2009).** We therefore need to consider the
political effects generated when we align cynicism with realism and hope with
naiveté. We need to ask what sorts of politics are possible when people feel
resigned to the corruption, hollowness, and curtailed possibilities of the political
sphere, and what becomes possible when people feel more hopeful.

Leftists’ expressed anxieties about hope vis-a-vis Obama are multiple: in
addition to risking disappointment, this hope deludes, makes stupid, misdirects,
pacifies, deactivates. Those certainly are possible outcomes, but what if wary
leftists have misconstrued both the hopeful and the object of their hope? Queer
and cultural studies scholar Lisa Duggan posits that “Obama the politician will
surely disappoint every part of the left,” but, recognizing that this surge in po-
litical hope might have legs beyond the Obama moment, she asks “what might
the impact of mobilized hopefulness nonetheless be?”” Bracketing for a moment
her suspicions and anxieties, Duggan suggests that hope “can arrive in collec-
tive, political and insurgent forms,” that it can be without delusion, and when
that is so, she asks, might hope generate “future possibilities beyond any present
expectation?” (Muifioz and Duggan 2009: 276).

Hope and Its Doings

The object of political hope matters when the question is about what futures
might flow from it. Hope in President Clinton — that he would take the torch

35  Sedgwick (2003: 129) does not argue that we should dispense with paranoid forms of know-
ing entirely; indeed, paranoiacally structured inquiry is often necessary for nonparanoid forms
of knowing.

36 Zizek (2008) puts it slightly differently, focusing on the power of fantasy and illusions in
politics: “The position of the cynic is that he alone holds some piece of terrible, unvarnished
wisdom. The paradigmatic cynic tells you privately, in a confidential low-key voice: ‘But
don’t you get it that it is all really about (money/power/sex), that all high principles and val-
ues are just empty phrases which count for nothing?” What the cynics don’t see is their own
naivety, the naivety of their cynical wisdom that ignores the power of illusions”.
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from ACT UP and implement important policy changes — helped to derail the
direct action AIDS movement. Who or what is the object of hope in the Obama
moment?

More than hope in a savior, I contend that the object of this hope is ‘our-
selves’. The ‘we’ here is vague, an amorphous imagined collectivity of people
who desire progressive or even radical social change that would challenge ine-
quality and injustice.”” Obama’s campaign made millions aware that they them-
selves and their friends, intimates, acquaintances, co-workers, colleagues,
classmates, neighbors, compatriots have desires and expectations for a different
and better world as well as the capacity to collectivize their efforts and work
toward bringing such a world, or worlds, into being. What electrified, and con-
tinues to, is politics, the experience, in philosopher Simon Critchley’s words
(2008), “of a people suddenly present to itself and aware of its awesome
power”. The experience of sensing political efficacy astonishes in its challenge
to long-standing, widespread feelings of political powerlessness. Drawing on the
work of philosopher Brian Massumi (2002),* I would use the word potentiality
to describe what swirled around Obama’s campaign and election, and what
continues to exert force in the present. Potential: what might emerge, what steps
I/you/we might take, the unpredetermined, open, unpredictable, surprising quali-
ties of any moment. People felt, and feel, the potentiality of political desire and
collective political action. That is what hope in the age of Obama derives from
and revolves around: a changed affective relation to the political and the poten-
tialities that emerge on that altered terrain.

In saying that Obama himself is not the object of hope I am not saying that
he plays no role in its generation and amplification in this moment. Indeed, the
specific content of his rhetoric and his style of oratory matter a great deal: draw-
ing from his history as a community organizer, Obama continually acknowl-
edges people’s dissatisfactions with the status quo, reminds that nothing about
what is is inevitable or immutable, expresses faith in the collective agency of
ordinary people, invokes a different future generated by those very people, and
asserts (and thereby invites) belief in that potentiality.”® His speeches repeatedly

37  “Red Pepper Obama” blogger Rob Augman also challenges the notion that the hope resides
only with Obama himself: “the radical left’s hope has not to do with Obama, but with the
grassroots mobilization that put him in office and the new political climate” (Augman 2008).
See also Younge (2010): “Some of us drew hope from the energy, activism and diverse nature
of Obama's base, which we believed might emerge as a movement. That hasn’t happened. But
it was rooted in an understanding not that he would lead us leftward but that there might now
be enough of us to push him leftward and that he might be responsive to that pressure.”

38  Massumi draws from Spinoza and Deleuze.

39  Describing Obama as someone “who takes pleasure in the language of organization and
struggle, who sees movement politics not as a sentimental exception to ordinary life but as
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offered that sort of ‘bottom-up’ theory of social change. Consider excerpts from
just two: the speech he gave about race in March 2008 in Philadelphia, “A More
Perfect Union,” and his victory speech after winning the lowa caucus in January
2008:

[W]ords on a parchment would not be enough to deliver slaves from bondage, or
provide men and women of every color and creed their full rights and obligations as
citizens of the United States. What would be needed were Americans in successive
generations who were willing to do their part — through protests and struggle, on the
streets and in the courts, through a civil war and civil disobedience and always at
great risk — to narrow that gap between the promise of our ideals and the reality of
their time.*

Hope is the bedrock of this nation. The belief that our destiny will not be written for
us but by us, by all those men and women who are not content to settle for the world
as it is, who have the courage to remake the world as it should be. That is what we
started here in Iowa (...) Together, ordinary people can do extraordinary things (...)
We are ready to believe again.”!

To believe..., not in Obama as our messiah, but in the collective action of an
imagined ‘we’ that desires, and has the capability to fight for and bring, change.
It was Obama’s call to politics specifically that aroused many. Describing his
students’ “inspired and dazzled” responses to Obama’s acceptance speech, Eng-
lish professor Joon Oluchi Lee wrote, “They are uplifted by the call for struggle,
to do something to make things happen in this country, and so am I”” (Lee 2008).
Obama spurred hope, helped to shape its content, authorized and amplified it,
but the hope is in that imagined politicized collectivity rather than Obama alone.

This hope, then, does not delude people about a leader or locate the direc-
tionality of change from the top down. Nor does it promote a passive relation to
politics, or even a limited relation a la representative government. In other
words, this hope does not entail a ceding of agency, as happened in the case of
AIDS activism. Incited and intensified by Obama’s invitation to an engaged,
participatory relation to the political, this hope in ourselves thrills, excites,
charges people up, and potentially activates.

what ordinary life requires for entrenched structures of inequality, insecurity, and injustice to
be forced to change,” Berlant (2008c) also links the hope surrounding Obama to a revitalized
relation to the political. Ganz similarly argues that “the excitement is about empowerment,
working with others to organize, advocate, and practice politics” (in Sifry 2008b).

40  “A More Perfect Union,” March 18, 2008, available at http://my.barackobama.com/page
/content/hisownwords (last accessed December 7, 2009).

41  Available on YouTube: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yqoFwZUp5vc (last accessed
December 7, 2009). Obama made similar statements throughout his campaign, from the an-
nouncement of his candidacy in Springfield, Illinois on February 10, 2007.
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The very structure of the Obama campaign’s field operation — with its
mantra of “Respect. Empower. Include.” — affirmed and radiated belief in peo-
ple’s capacities to collectivize and themselves bring change. To be sure, the
campaign was not run by the “grassroots” nor was it as bottom-up as the Obama
brand proclaims. Like all political campaigns, Obama’s listened to the big
money donors and the financial, energy, health, military sectors (Sifry 2009);
their influence is reflected in many of Obama’s positions and policies. As well,
the campaign’s message and overall strategy were determined from the top
down.” But even so, those who got involved in Obama’s campaign found a
considerably decentralized structure that, in contrast to more typical campaigns,
devolved responsibility and authority, allowing volunteers to develop leadership
skills and in many cases to exercise creative initiative.* Staff “field organizers”
enlisted volunteers to become “neighborhood team leaders” each of whom over-
saw a team working a specific “turf;” team leaders recruited volunteers to coor-
dinate different tasks (Exley 2008). By all accounts, the campaign gave volun-
teers, even those who were young and inexperienced, “responsibility galore”
(Berry 2009). As journalist Elizabeth Méndez Berry notes, “Volunteers on most
large-scale campaigns can expect to phone-bank or door-knock and not much
else. But on the Obama campaign, they could be promoted to several key roles:
team leader, campus captain, data coordinator, phone-bank captain or house
party captain” (Berry 2009). According to the training director of Organizing for
America, Nicole Derse, “Our success as a campaign depended on young peo-
ple’s leadership. At Penn State, we told our volunteers, ‘If you don’t organize
your dorms, they’re not going to get organized. If you don’t get them registered
to vote, they probably won’t vote’” (quoted in Berry 2009, emphases in origi-
nal). By encouraging volunteers “to run their own activities” rather than follow
campaign staff directives (Mirza 2008), these “technologies of decentralization
and self-organization” (Exley 2008) cultivated political skills along with inde-
pendence. As one campaign worker said,* “We’re organizing ourselves. The

42 For a critique of the Obama campaign that usefully distinguishes between distribution of
work and decentralization of power, see Teachout (2007).

43 Former MoveOn.org staff member and the Kerry campaign’s online communications director,
Jack Exley, quotes volunteers contrasting their experiences in the Obama campaign with
work on previous political campaigns. He also notes the power that decentralization gave to
the Obama campaign, writing: “After visiting my fourth or fifth [Obama neighborhood] team,
it was painfully clear that an enormous amount of power is unlocked by this incredibly simple
act of distributing different roles to people who actually feel comfortable taking them on. And
I say ‘painfully’ because I couldn’t stop thinking about all the union and electoral campaigns
I’ve worked on where we did not do this” (Exley 2008).

44 From the campaign’s “Signs of Hope & Change” video, available on YouTube: http://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=EcRA2AZsR2Q (last accessed December 7, 2009). On the campaign’s
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campaign helps us, they’re there to help us, but we’re organizing ourselves”
(BarackObama.com 2008).

That campaign structure not only empowered volunteers; it also afforded
them opportunities to experience collectivity and immersion in something larger
than themselves as well as a growing sense of political efficacy and political
possibility. The words of volunteers indicate how vitalizing, pleasurable, and
activating those bodily experiences were. Writing for the Daily Kos blog about
volunteer precinct work for the campaign, “kid oakland” (Paul Delehanty) con-
veys his feelings of empowerment.

We were last minute volunteers getting trained at Obama Headquarters in downtown
Oakland; we were to be plugged into precincts that had yet to find a captain. Each of
us was to become responsible, with a partner, for 70-100 voters. Door-knocking,
precinct walking, calling, leaving door hangers in the AM and following through
with each of our voters on election day till the polls close. The woman training us
(...) told us to act on our own convictions. To learn the script and then make it our
own. Those voters were ours (...) It’s hard work (...) My knuckles hurt from rapping
on doorjambs. I’ve been on my knees all day shoving lit under doors, I’ve been stuck
outside security trellises squinting into homes at faces I can’t see. But there’s 77
people in Oakland who are counting on me; I’ve walked and called and persuaded
today. I’'m their guy. (kid oakland 2008).

More than buttressing volunteers’ belief in their own and other people’s capac-
ity to engage politically and collectively bring change, the structure of the cam-
paign allowed them, and the wider public, to feel, viscerally, the potency of
“people power,” the power of collective political action. As historian Tithi Bhat-
tacharya wrote after attending Obama’s victory celebration in Grant Park,
“Every single woman, man and child came out (...) because they powerfully felt
that a major change had been achieved. I say achieved, as opposed to a change
that just happened (...) [A]s in the case of countless other political victories* (...)
the participants experienced a confident surge of empowerment for the gain
achieved was in part because of them” (Bhattacharya 2008; see also Berry
2009), specifically because of their active engagement in politics. In an era of
“communicative capitalism” where “[political] doing is reduced to talking, to
contributing to the media environment” (Dean 2009: 32) through, for example,
blogging, the very physicality of the campaign provided a different experience
of politics. It widened people’s senses of political possibilities, flooding them
with faith in their collective political efforts and hope about the potentialities
thereby unleashed. Writing about her experiences volunteering for the Obama

willingness to allow self-motivated volunteers to organize themselves, see also Vermonter
(2007).
45  Bhattacharya mentions, for example, the ousting of the British from India.
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campaign in Philadelphia, sociologist Magali Sarfatti Larson described what felt
so different compared to the campaign work she had done in 2004: “The interest
and enthusiasm of those we visited, those we dragged out of their homes to go
vote, those who finally voted, (...) and our own sense that something, this time,
had to change because we were doing this together” (Larson 2009). Something
felt different, even for those not directly involved in the campaign. The pleas-
ures and potentialities of collectivity. Swirling energy, feelings, creativity. New
senses of possibility. Political desire.

Is Hope Fading Fast?

What happens when the political realm comes to be seen by many as a site of
engagement and a place of possibility? What potentialities pepper this new
terrain?

It is tempting to answer pessimistically given what has and hasn’t hap-
pened since Obama’s inauguration. From a progressive or leftist perspective, the
Obama administration hasn’t so much brought change to Washington as en-
gaged in business as usual, politics in the register of the same old, same old. In
addition, liberals, progressives, leftists seemingly have engaged in little political
mobilization and activism since Obama took office. We might, then, come to
regard the hope around Obama’s campaign and election as a misplaced feeling,
more passive than I argued, and fleeting besides.

That would be to misunderstand this hope and the seeming political quies-
cence since Obama’s victory as well. Let me suggest a different way to make
sense of political mobilization since Obama’s election. First, we should consider
our sources of information. The corporate media infrequently cover progres-
sive/left activism. As just one example, the only mention in the New York Times
of the U.S. Social Forum in Detroit in June 2010 where 10-20,000 progressive
and leftist activists gathered to discuss their work and strategize was in 3 read-
ers’ comments; in contrast, putting the phrase “tea party convention” into the
New York Times’ search engine turns up 2530 results.” For those of us who get
our information from the corporate media, our perspective about how much and
what sorts of activism are happening is strongly skewed.

How we define activism matters as well. In interviews with thirty young
Obama campaign workers conducted about a year after the election, Elizabeth

46 1did both searches at http://www.nytimes.com/ on July 15, 2010. Also important as a point of
comparison, the New York Times never mentioned the first U.S. Social Forum which took
place in Atlanta in 2007.
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Méndez Berry found that “almost all (...) continued their activism well after the
endorphins of winning wore off” (Berry 2009). A few worked in Obama’s ad-
ministration, some formed and joined non-profit organizations, and many got
involved in community organizing. “Of the nineteen campaign coordinators
AFSCME [American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees]
hired last spring to work on healthcare reform, fifteen are Obama campaign
veterans” (Berry 2009). Some might not consider all of that work to be activism
— definitions vary — but the evidence indicates that many Obama enthusiasts
have remained politically engaged.”

Even so, if I am correct that the hope manifested around Obama’s cam-
paign and victory was hope not in Obama the man but rather in people’s capaci-
ties to fight for and bring change, an activating feeling connected to an expan-
sion in political horizons, then we might expect more, and more massive, politi-
cal mobilization in general in this period. The dominant model in the study of
social movements, the political process model with its political opportunity
thesis, certainly would predict increased progressive/left mobilization in the
wake of Obama’s victory, especially in this moment of economic crisis.* So,
what gives?

Most important, in my view, are an organizational vacuum and, even more,
an organizational culture that is ill-suited to meet people’s recently unleashed
political desires. I’ve argued that the hope, enthusiasm, and excitement swirling
around Obama’s campaign and victory in large part revolved around Obama’s
invitation to a more participatory relation to the political. People tasted the joys
and sensed the possibilities unleashed by collective political engagement, and
many wanted more. Revved up and ready to go, an obvious place to turn would
be Obama’s campaign organization itself. But post-victory, Obama for America
shifted away from participatory politics. Under the new name “Organizing for
America,” Obama for America was folded into the Democratic National Com-
mittee (DNC) and thereby became part of the Democratic Party apparatus with
its top-down leadership style. According to Micah Sifry, “the local base of the
Obama campaign had no meaningful say in the creation and structure of Organ-
izing for America, and there is no evidence that OFA is actually driven by any-
thing but what its DNC-paid staff and White House advisers want” (Sifry
2009).® That is not especially surprising: Obama’s rhetoric aside, no main-
stream politician or party is committed to genuine people power.

47  For more evidence, see Sifry (2010).

48  Exemplars of the political process model include McAdam (1999), Tarrow (1994; 1998), and
McAdam, McCarthy, and Zald (1996).

49  Both Sifry (2010) and Evry (2010) indicate frustration about Organizing for America among
people who volunteered for Obama’s campaign and were energized by the experience.
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Another place to turn would be toward the groups that helped to get
Obama elected and that generally support his agenda — unions, community or-
ganizations, internet groups like MoveOn.org. But those groups, according to
Peter Dreier and Marshall Ganz, “pushed the pause button” once Obama won,
replacing the “‘outsider’ mobilizing strategy” that got Obama elected with “in-
sider tactics” like closed-door meetings, lobbying, and advertising that left cam-
paign volunteers who were “all fired up” essentially “twiddling [their] thumbs”
(Dreier and Ganz 2009). Dreier and Ganz quote a volunteer from Delaware
County, PA following the election saying, “Here, all the leader volunteers are
getting bombarded by calls from volunteers essentially asking ‘Nowwhatnow-
whatnowwhat?’”’(Dreier and Ganz 2009). Similarly, Sifry (2009) mentions hear-
ing many stories “of Obama supporters who desperately wanted to keep the
grassroots campaign going after November 4th, of youthful staffers in the Chi-
cago office blindly trying to field their calls for guidance, and of leaders offer-
ing no direction”.

Desire for continuing active political engagement evidently persisted, but
existing organizations within and closely aligned with the Democratic Party did
not and have not become vehicles for that desire. And with their more hierarchi-
cal structures, insider tactics, and strong Democratic Party loyalty, most of them
are unlikely to become such vehicles. Existing progressive and left organiza-
tions have not become that vehicle either, and the shift many of them have taken
away from a participatory structure suggests that neither are they poised to be-
come such vehicles. Marshall Ganz argues that many progressive organizations
have become “top down,” professionalized, “mailing list operations” that main-
tain paid staffs that develop strategy themselves and then fight the battles in the
courts, legislatures, and the media, leaving their ‘members’ with little to do but
give money and sign petitions (Dicum 2005; cited in Duncombe 2007). From an
organization’s perspective, allowing for more participation entails greater risks:
of contestation, conflict, losing control; a top-down structure is less threatening.
With the important exception of many anarchist and autonomous Marxist or-
ganizations, even progressive/left organizations oriented toward protest politics
have tended toward a hierarchical and minimally participatory structure. Dun-
combe argues that, aside from ACT UP and its spin-offs,

the dominant progressive protest model throughout the 1980s and 1990s was dull
and deadly. It went something like this: Leaders organize a ‘mass’ demonstration.
We march. We chant. Speakers are paraded onto the dais to tell us (in screeching
voices through bad sound systems) what we already know (...) While these demon-
strations were often held in the name of ‘people’s power,” they were profoundly dis-
empowering. Structured within this model of protest was a philosophy of passive po-
litical spectatorship: they organize, we come; they talk, we listen. (Duncombe 2007:
69).
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With the current anti-war movement as an exemplar, the model that Duncombe
describes continues to characterize much progressive protest politics.” People
energized by Obama’s invitation to active political participation are unlikely to
find that more top-down organizational culture especially enticing.

In the face of relatively low levels of political activism since Obama’s
victory, we might conclude, as Sifry (2009) does, that those people who were
energized by Obama’s campaign “thought that Obama would be more of a
change-agent, and never really embraced their own role” as protagonists. There
is something to this explanation that I will say more about momentarily, but a
more accurate account, in my view, is that many people did indeed embrace
their role as agents of change but have been stymied in their efforts to actively
engage the political by the dearth of organizational venues that practice partici-
patory politics in a manner that genuinely recognizes and respects people’s
intelligence, agency, and capacities. What inspired people during the Obama
campaign? Not on-line activism where you click a button to sign yet another
vital petition, and then sit back and watch what happens. Not representational
politics where (some) people vote and decisions are delegated to the alleged
experts. Not being lectured about the correct political analysis or talked at from
the stage at another rally. Not the endless stream of commentary on blogs and
alternative media outlets. What inspired and gave hope was the sense that peo-
ple can want and even expect something from the political and can collectivize
their efforts and actively fight for, and potentially realize, their needs and wants.
Most existing liberal, progressive, and leftist organizations are not sites for the
sort of active and participatory collective political engagement that many de-
sire.”! In the face of that organizational vacuum, spectator democracy (Chomsky
1991) where passive watching replaces live engagement again becomes the
default mode of politics.

Capacities, Potentialities, Openings

There is, then, something important to consider in the claim that people have not
yet embraced their role as political protagonists. But rather than being due to

50  Although the first decade of the 21st century saw the emergence in the U.S. of more participa-
tory alter-globalization organizations, many of them are relatively small and not always visi-
ble to a wide public. Historian Barbara Epstein suggests another barrier to participation is that
many of these organizations require a level of involvement that is difficult for those with or-
dinary jobs that do not overlap with their political activity (Epstein 2009).

51  Again, there are exceptions among anarchist, autonomist, and smaller community-based
organizations.
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lack of desire, I posit that a key reason for this slow embrace is that the domi-
nant political culture in the U.S. provides little practice in political protagonism,
making it difficult to develop a more active relation to the political. As sociolo-
gist Nina Eliasoph (1998) argues, in our everyday lives and interactions we have
learned and we reproduce political passivity, keeping politics at arm’s length
and leaving policy matters and decision making to our leaders and experts; we
tend to avoid even talking about politics. Few sites exist in U.S. society where
people can unlearn that political passivity, which is precisely why the Obama
campaign, in its provision of just such an organizational vehicle, was so remark-
able.

The Obama campaign and victory is a story of potentiality, of what has not
yet occurred, but might. Those events ushered in a new affective and imagina-
tive terrain that, characterized by people’s hope and belief in their own collec-
tive political capacities, bursts with potentiality. The potentiality of people’s
changing relation to the political, of expanding political horizons among mil-
lions who have come to see themselves as protagonists, has an indeterminacy
and open-endedness to it, generating energies and intensities that could go in
multiple and surprising directions. As I suggested earlier, the Democratic Party
has captured and contained some of that potential, lassoing much of the cam-
paign’s vitality into the politically centrist and structurally hierarchical Organiz-
ing for America and Democratic National Committee; they offer the more typi-
cal message of a representative democracy: “you voted, we’ll take it from here.”
Leaders on the right, meanwhile, recognizing changes in the emotional and
imaginative landscape that the economic crisis and election unleashed, have
tapped into and (re)generated reactive emotional states that have helped to mo-
bilize conservatives who feel threatened by the potentialities unleashed by the
current political-economic conjuncture; the Tea Party movement both manifests
and regenerates the often racist resentments, hatreds, and fears circulating in this
moment of demographic, political, cultural, and economic change and anxiety.*

What about the left? The changed affective and imaginative terrain pre-
sents tremendous opportunities for leftists, but they/we have been unprepared to
meet this moment of political opening. One reason is that many leftists, with our
efforts oriented toward fundamental social transformation, are disinclined to get
involved in anything having to do with mainstream electoral politics, even if
that is the realm where a tremendous sense of political possibility has emerged
in this moment.

Another, related reason is the tendency on the left to inhabit a cynical and
paranoid relation to politics that I discussed earlier. Certain that mainstream

52 On demographic anxiety among tea partiers, see Rich (2010b).
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politicians will always disappoint, many have sat this one out. As Gary Younge
notes, “‘being on the left you are always prepared for disillusionment. That is the
psychological nature of the left” (“Holding” 2008). The real challenge, he con-
tinues, and one that leftists have not been able to muster to any large extent, is
“to be prepared for hope, and to be prepared for something that is actually bet-
ter” (“Holding” 2008). Leftists certainly have utopian visions, but they are usu-
ally futural, deferred to some distant moment after the revolution has swept
away all that is bad. The hope swirling around Obama, in contrast, is a hope in
the potentialities of our capacities now. The standard leftist genre of doom and
gloom makes us unsure how to deal with that surge in present-tense hope, our
own and other’s, except with suspicion that those feeling it are deluded and
naive.

Suspicion of the hope swirling around Obama’s campaign and victory, and
of those feeling it, leads to a third reason why leftists have been unprepared to
address the potentialities of this moment. The excitement, enthusiasm, and hope
of the Obama moment revolve(d) around Obama’s invitation to a different,
more active relation to the political. That should appeal to those on the left, but
as much as we talk about the importance of popular political participation, the
top-down, representational structure and practices of many progressive/left
organizations suggest little confidence in people’s capacities to self-organize.
An older style of politics instead prevails in many sectors of the left: distin-
guishing between leaders and led, it grants leaders a monopoly on answers to
the questions of what is to be done and how to do it, even in the face of the left’s
post-1989 loss of its eschatology and in a moment when no one is quite sure
how to proceed. Seeking assurance and surety in an uncertain world, we dis-
avow the notion that, in Rebecca Solnit’s words, “activism (...) is a plunge into
the unknown” (2004: 58). The unscripted quality of genuine popular political
participation, and thus its unpredictability and possible ungovernability by
‘leaders’, makes many on the left anxious. That anxiety helps to explain why we
don’t yet have a leftist organizational vehicle or vehicles that might cultivate
and facilitate the sort of active political participation that during the campaign
many indicated they want.

The challenge for leftists is to address this newly enlivened desire for more
active political participation, to respond to this altered affective landscape and
cultivate its political potential. More horizontally-organized groups that embrace
bottom up, DIY/do-it-together, prefigurative politics, many of which are anar-
chist or anarchist-leaning and participate in the alternative globalization move-
ment and in venues like the U.S. Social Forum, are moving the left in that direc-
tion.
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I will end here with one more point about the question of political hope
and its effects. I want to argue for a longer time horizon. Something was set in
motion by Obama’s campaign and victory, and it won’t be easily turned off. We
don’t know yet what sort of legs it has, how long they will be, where they will
go. But consider what sorts of intensities, affections, creativities, capacities are
set in motion when people cast off their resignation about the inevitability and
immutability of the status quo and come to believe that their collective political
action can bring change. New constellations of feelings have the capacity to
unravel the prevailing taken for granteds and shake people out of our deeply
grooved patterns of thinking and feeling and doing. Collectivity, reciprocity,
political agency and efficacy, new senses of possibility...one is changed after
getting a taste of those experiences and affects. We can view this period through
a paranoid and cynical lens that grants us the aura of realism and clear-eyed
unsentimentalism: Obama’s election meant nothing, nothing ever changes, noth-
ing ever will. But what might ensue if we instead acted as if something indeed
happened with Obama’s campaign and election, and tried to inhabit this new
affective and imaginative terrain? The new horizon of political possibility that
opened during the Obama campaign continues to emit a charge even if its inten-
sity diminished in the first year of Obama’s presidency. In this open moment
with no determinate conclusion, the task is to recognize “the openness of [the]
situation” and to experiment with “liv[ing] that openness” (Massumi 2003: 214)
and cultivating its political potential.
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