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3

1 
The Study of Emotion: An 
Introduction 
Simon Clarke, Paul Hoggett and Simon Thompson 

Two views of emotions 

Emotions occupy an ambiguous place in the popular imagination.
Sometimes they are regarded as irrational passions which threaten to
destroy our calmly ordered lives. Emotions, from this point of view, are
located in the body. When people feel emotions, a violent energy arises
within them which compels them to act in ways they may later regret.
Emotions are regarded as forces beyond our control for which we
cannot be held responsible. They are disruptive forces that may even
threaten the rules and regulations on which civilization itself depends.
In this account of emotions, road rage can be seen as a typical case in
point. A driver believes another road-user has acted in a selfish or stupid
manner. He suddenly feels a surge of anger which leads him to want to
take violent revenge. It seems as if this rage has derailed his reason and
taken him over. If he does take revenge, he may well bitterly regret his
action once he has calmed down. Where this view of emotions predom-
inates, the inference likely to be drawn is that we should be guided by
our powers of reasoning, thinking through the consequences of our
actions. We should stay calm, retain our self-discipline, keep our cool.
Thus it would be best if anger and rage were effectively restrained,
disgust and hatred diminished, fear and anxiety brought under control.
In short, reason should master emotion. Indeed, adapting Freud (1930)
a little, it could be said that civilization rests on the repression of
emotion. 

At other times, however, emotions occupy a quite different place in
the popular imagination. Here they are regarded sometimes as desirable,
at other times as regrettable, but always as unavoidable aspects of our
lives. We distrust and pity people who are only ever calm and logical.
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4 The Study of Emotion: An Introduction

We regard them as cold and unemotional, lacking in the warmth and
spontaneity that makes us properly human. Our attitude to the characters
of Dr Spock and Lieutenant Commander Data in the Star Trek television
series encapsulates this feeling. We know full well that Spock and
Data, in spite of their infinitely superior reasoning ability, often make
elementary mistakes or serious misjudgements since without emotions
they lack a capacity for intuition vital to human life. Thus while
emotions may be located in the body, they are not merely brute sensa-
tions like toothache. Instead they may be sources of valuable information
about us and the world around us. Thus it is that we adore love, revel in
joy, feel we can have a right to be angry and a reason to sorrow.
Importantly, emotions are not opposed to reason. Indeed the idea of
emotional intelligence (Goleman, 1996; Szczurek, 2005) suggests that, if
humans have self-awareness, empathy for others, and the ability to love
and be loved, they will be able to lead more successful lives. From this
account, then, whilst analytic and reasoning capacities are rightly
prized, it is recognized that they are not enough. Emotions have an
important and valuable part to play in our lives. They are, amongst
other things, important indicators of our needs, and vital guides to how
we should live. In short, what is needed is not the replacement of
emotion by reason, but an understanding of the place of emotion in
reason. 

The ambiguous place that emotions occupy in the popular imagination
influences our attitudes to the role of emotions in the world of politics.
According to one view, emotions should play no part in politics. Following
on from the first account sketched above, it is felt that if political actors,
groups and institutions are influenced by emotions, then they will take
irrational and unjustifiable decisions. For instance, politicians who cannot
control their emotions are regarded as a liability. They could lose their
tempers at crucial moments in delicate negotiations, or could be para-
lyzed by fear when decisive action is required. For this reason, we have
good reason not to rely on them. We also distrust those political actors
who try to whip up the emotions of the masses in order to try to attain
their own ends. The boundary between this kind of populism and more
extreme forms of politics such as fascism is very fluid (Fieschi, 2004).
The image of the Nuremburg rallies comes to mind as a vivid example
of how a political demagogue can manipulate the emotions of a crowd
in order to get them to do what they otherwise would not. From this
perspective, then, emotions would have no part to play in politics. In
an ideal world, politics would be a matter of rational argument and
calm deliberation. Expert knowledge would be used to identify optimal
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Simon Clarke, Paul Hoggett and Simon Thompson 5

solutions to collective problems. Guided by reason, we would either
come to agreement or find a way to live with our differences. In short,
reason and not emotion should rule the political realm. 

It is possible to find another view about the role of emotions in
politics. According to this rival view, it is obvious that in the world as
we know it – rather than in the world as we might like it to be –
emotions cannot be wished away. We understand the necessary part
that emotions play in a whole range of political processes and events. The
mobilization of gay men and lesbians under the banner of gay pride, for
example, involves a strategic deployment of emotions in which shame
and fear are converted into dignity and pride (Gould, 2005). Humiliation
seemed to play a key role in the breakdown of recent talks about the
next stage of IRA weapons decommissioning in Northern Ireland. Ian
Paisley’s insistence that the decommissioning process be photographed
led Sinn Féin’s president, Gerry Adams, to reject what he referred to as
the ‘politics of humiliation’. At another level, we believe that the world
of politics should not be stripped of emotions. We look favourably on
politicians who speak from the heart. While we might not agree with
what they say, we respect the passion with which they say it. We want
our politicians to be energized by their hatred of injustice and their
desire to see it ended. This view holds moreover that even in the world
of politics emotion is not opposed to reason. In a world threatened by
ecological disaster and violent terrorism, there is good reason to be
anxious and afraid; such emotions are appropriate responses to the world
in which we find ourselves and they can motivate action to address the
danger. In this sense, such emotions are entirely rational. According to
this second view, in short, the world of politics is inevitably and rightly
a world full of emotions. 

Academic analysis of emotions 

It is probably fair to say that emotions also occupy an ambiguous place
in academic accounts of human life. It may be thought that in the
natural sciences a strongly negative view of emotions would be found.
After all, science is supposed to be the human practice which best
exemplifies the application of rationality to our attempts to understand
the world around us. The scientist is the archetype of a human being
governed by reason rather than emotion. It is not surprising, then, to
find that the study of emotions has generally been highly marginalized.
In recent years, however, emotion has become a ‘hot topic’ in science
(Evans, 2004, p. xiii). In part, this is because recent developments in
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6 The Study of Emotion: An Introduction

neuroscience have facilitated a number of important advances in the
study of emotions. Amongst other things, it is now possible to associate
different sorts of emotions – and different versions of the same emotion –
with different parts of the brain. For instance, fear of a dog straining at
its leash to attack you works through the limbic system of the brain,
whereas fear of the consequences of global warming also involves the
operation of the brain’s neocortex. It is important to note that these
neuroscientists do not reproduce the popular contrast between reason
and emotion. Rather they accept, in Dylan Evans’ words, that ‘emotions
are vital for intelligent action’ (2004, p. 33). It is argued that at least
some emotions are the product of evolutionary adaptation. Anger and
fear, for instance, underlie the fight/flight mechanism which is designed to
try to ensure an organism’s survival. Thus people are smarter if they are
animated by emotion as well as reason (Damasio, 2000; Le Doux, 2002). 

Emotions have also been a subject of abiding – if somewhat sporadic
and marginal – interest for philosophers, from Aristotle to the present
day. While none of them would attempt to deny that some emotions
seem ‘wild’ and irrational, they nevertheless argue that other emotions
have significant links with cognition and judgment. Philosophers main-
tain that emotions are ‘intentional’ – that is to say, they are about some
object in the world. To be fearful is to fear something; to be angry is to be
angry about something. It follows that each of these emotions is bound
up with a number of beliefs about the nature of the object that the
emotion is about. I fear the tiger since it presents a real and present danger
to me; I am angry about my situation since I believe that an injustice
has been done to me. What this means is that philosophers, like neuro-
scientists, do not starkly oppose emotion to reason. While very few of
them would claim that emotions are always rational, most would accept
that they are ‘not non-rational’ (Calhoun and Solomon, 1984, p. 31).
Martha Nussbaum makes the stronger claim that emotions are ‘appraisals
or value-judgments, which ascribe to things and persons outside the
person’s own control great importance for that person’s flourishing’ (2001,
p. 4). For Nussbaum, emotions are complex evaluations of the things
that these emotions are about. Thus, like the neuroscientists, philosophers
do not draw an absolute distinction between reason and emotion. 

Within the social sciences, it is sociologists who have shown the
greatest interest in emotions in the last decade or so. Here the primary
concern is not whether emotions are rational or irrational but whether
they are a product of nature or nuture. At present, the dominant view is
some form of social constructionism. This holds that emotions are not
subjective inner states but rather aspects of social relations. Mary Holmes,
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for instance, characterizes a ‘sociological definition’ of emotions as ‘one
which avoids seeing emotions as “inbuilt” mental or bodily reactions or
instincts’. Rather an emotion is ‘something we do (or do not do) as part
of our interactions with others’ (2004, p. 123). Rather than being hard-
wired into the brain, they are the products of culture, learnt in what
Rom Harré calls a ‘local moral order’ (1986, p. 6). This means that
emotions are not universal constants of human nature but rather vary
from place to place and from time to time. In Arlie Hochschild’s well-
known analysis (1983), such emotions are governed by local ‘feeling-
rules’ which are normative expectations about how to feel in different
social contexts. For example, particular rules specify that we should feel
joy at the birth of a child, and sorrow at the death of a loved one. At the
same time, there is a second sociological approach to the emotions
which does not deny their visceral embodiment and their affective power.
Simon Clarke, one of the editors of this volume, defends a ‘psychoana-
lytical sociology’ which seeks to combine a sociological understanding
of ‘the structures of modern life that uphold and facilitate phenomena
such as racism, social exclusion and inequality’ with a psychoanalytic
understanding of ‘the powerful affective forces, and the embodied, and
visceral nature of these phenomena’ (Clarke 2003, p. 159). From a social
constructionist viewpoint we have a number of conditions which affect
emotional response. In the broadest sense (after Harré, 1986) they are,
first, the local moral order. Second, the historical context of an emotion
in a given culture and in particular the local language. Finally, there is
an emphasis on political economy, and in particular the socio-economic
position of a group. In other words our emotional feelings are a cognitive
response to how we would be expected to feel in a given situation. The
problem with this view is that there is little recognition of unconscious
motivation behind response, and, as Sabini and Silver (1998) acknowledge,
it is difficult to say the least, to pin point why some people are, for
example, more envious or more prone to envy than others. Clarke argues
that a psychoanalytic sociology which incorporates a recognition of the
powerful affective forces that underlie emotional response in tandem
with constructionist ideas can give us a better understanding of emotion.
Unlike social constructionism, this approach assumes ‘some innate, or
biological basis for emotion’ but still acknowledges the importance of
‘the social world’ (2003, p. 159). For Clarke, in other words, while at
least some emotions may be universal, they are always mediated by
particular social contexts. 

In this book, it is our contention that, with regard to the emotions,
the academic study of politics is rather less advanced than these other
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8 The Study of Emotion: An Introduction

disciplines. Despite the growing public consciousness of the importance
of emotions in social and political life, the study of the relationship
between emotion, power and politics within academia has lagged behind
practice. In political analysis, we do not find philosophy’s nuanced
understanding of the role of emotions in understanding and evaluation;
nor do we find sociology’s mediation of unconscious affects and social
contexts. Instead the academic study of politics is for the most part
firmly attached to narrowly rationalist models of explanation and justi-
fication which split off head and mind from heart and body. In his
chapter in this book, Jack Barbalet suggests that politics is understood
‘in terms of one of three possible constructions’: ‘calculations of interest’,
‘structures of opportunity for action’ and ‘norms, mores and values’. On
the first account, political action is seen as the result of individuals’
reckoning of their best interests. Various forms of rational-choice theory
would fall into this category. On the second account, political action is
channelled into certain paths by already existing social institutions. On
the third account, it is patterns of cultural value which channel action
in particular directions. In none of these cases is it acknowledged that,
as Barbalet puts it, underlying interests, structured inhibitions and
inclinations are emotions. 

It should be said that over the last five years there have been some
signs of change. Much of this recent work has been undertaken by
political sociologists such as Jeff Goodwin and colleagues (2001) and
Sheldon Stryker and colleagues (2000). This body of research has largely
focused on political mobilization and social movements. The work of
another political sociologist, Jack Barbalet (2001), offers insight into
some central aspects of political behaviour and political theory. Never-
theless contributions from writers from within the discipline of politics
itself are still few and far between. Three recent exceptions are the book
by George Marcus (2002), which draws on recent developments in
neuro-psychology, the book by Susan Mendus (2000), which investi-
gates the role of love in moral and political philosophy, and Cass
Sunstein’s (2005) analysis of democracy, risk and fear. There is a stronger
tradition of political theory drawing upon psychoanalytic perspectives
(Flax, 1993; Alford, 1994) in the USA. 

This book seeks to add its voice to this small but growing chorus. It
critically addresses the intersection between power, politics and the
emotions by arguing that emotions are central to our understanding of
the social and political world. They are important at all levels, from
international relations and the global political system, through nation
states and national political parties, to social movements and groups in
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civil society. Indeed they are important not just for those engaged in
the academic study of politics, but also for political actors themselves.
In order to make this case, the contributors to this book combine theory
building with empirical case study. They are committed to both illustrating
theoretical arguments by using ‘live’ examples and illuminating ‘lived
examples’ by recourse to theory. Thus the book will address substantive
questions in this new field, including the paradoxical and ambivalent
contribution of emotions to everyday political behaviours such as the
secret ballot (Barbalet), the role of envy in racism and other political
hatreds (Clarke), the place of envy and resentment in populism
(Demertzis), the relationship between love, hate and the desire to know
otherness (Alford), the role of love and hate in pity and compassion in a
‘post-emotional’ society (Hoggett), and the role of negative emotions
such as anger in progressive struggles (Thompson). In this way, the
book aims to develop a more nuanced theorization of emotion in
politics, one which will help us to understand emotions in contemporary
social and political life. 

Four general themes 

In order to show that that emotions are central to our understanding of
politics, the chapters that follow this will develop a number of inter-
linked themes. To give some indication of their character, it will be
useful to sketch the principal features of four general themes here. 

First, it will be necessary to establish what emotions are, and what
sort of feelings and experiences they encompass. At one extreme, do
they include what Jasper calls ‘urges’ or ‘physical impulses’? At the other
extreme, can dispositions like scientific curiosity or love of the truth be
considered emotions? Deciding what is to count as emotions will strongly
influence an account of what they are. According to one account,
emotions are merely physical sensations of which one may become
conscious. A second account holds that they can be understood simply
in terms of the behaviour of the individual experiencing that emotion.
A third account, already hinted at above, contends that since emotions
stand in a complex relation with our beliefs and values their rationality
can be evaluated. The contributors to this book tend to the last of these
accounts. They challenge the traditional dichotomies which counterpose
rationalist to non-rationalist epistemologies, and explore instead the
interpenetration of reason and passion, thought and feeling. In doing
so, they do not advocate the abandonment of reason for emotion, but
instead make the case for a more complete and integrated rationalism. 
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10 The Study of Emotion: An Introduction

A second theme is closely related to the first. It will also be necessary
to determine whether there are different sorts of emotions, whether
they can be placed in different groups. For instance, some commentators
focus on the different durations and intensities of particular emotions.
Consider the difference between powerful but fleeting emotions such as
mass grief and more enduring but less perceptible sentiments which
may strongly colour a society’s culture for decades. Barbalet distinguishes
between relational emotions, iterated emotions and programmatic
emotions. Into the first group fall emotions which characterize all human
relations; hence it could be said that these are universal emotions.
However, since humans live in many different social and political worlds,
there are a second group of ‘iterated’ or ‘nested’ emotions particular to
these worlds. Finally a third group of emotions are involved in processes
of institutionalization; hence, for example, love is associated with
marriage. Jasper offers an alternative fivefold system of classification.
Physical urges including lust and hunger may disrupt people’s projects.
Reflex emotions such as disgust and surprise flare up quickly and just as
quickly subside. Affects including love and hate ‘are normally tied to
elaborate cognitions’ and can underlie political solidarities. Moods, which
lack an immediate object, ‘operate primarily as filters for perception,
decision, and action’. Finally, moral sensibilities, including compassion
and forms of anger, are related in complex ways to our moral perspectives. 

A third theme concerns the way in which emotions are related to
politics. According to Jasper, emotions are an important microfoundation
upon which more complex political processes and outcomes depend.
For Barbalet, particular political institutions and practices can be
associated with or are accompanied by certain distinctive patterns of
emotions. Here Barbalet draws upon the well-known ‘social interactional’
theory of emotions of Theodore Kemper (1978). Kemper’s position is
that emotions are experiences which result from particular sorts of
social relations so, for example, he contends that excess status leads to
shame and insufficient status to depression. Yet others believe that
emotions are features of particular human groups (e.g. Bion, 1961).
Here a connection is made between collective emotions and group iden-
tities. This third theme will also involve determining how emotions
compare to other possible explanans for political actions, such as interests,
opportunities, norms and institutions. Do, for instance, emotions sit
alongside, give rise to or energize interests? 

Fourth, it will be necessary to distinguish the different levels at which
emotions play a part in politics. Here it may be useful to think of
emotions operating at the following five levels: 
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1. They can be regarded as a part of the human condition, providing
part of the base material of society. It is here that basic emotions –
such as fear and aggression – are located. To focus on emotions oper-
ating at this level is to remind ourselves of the psychosomatic soil of
the emotions. It is also to accept that there are certain dynamic qualities
to such emotions which operate irrespective of the particular shape
and meaning that the emotion might assume in a particular culture. 

2. Emotions also operate at the organic or epochal level, characteristic
of an ‘age’ or ‘period’. At this level we find what Raymond Williams
calls ‘structures of feeling’, regarded as means of understanding ‘the
particular quality of social experience and relationship . . .which gives
the sense of a generation or a period’ (1977, p. 131). The idea of
‘structures of feeling’ refers to enduring configurations of affect
which give expression to an era or epoch, where this is regarded as
something which stretches beyond the contingencies of a particular
regime, nation or class but which may nevertheless find exemplification
within a regime or nation at a particular time. One thinks of obvious
candidates such as fin de siecle Europe and, in a more contemporary
vein, a cogent case could be made for arguing that anxiety has, to use
a Chomskyian metaphor, become the affective deep structure of late
modernity. The particular social forms that this gives rise to, such as
the American culture of paranoia (Clarke and Hoggett, 2004), then
have to be understood in terms of the articulation of this deep structure
through the particularities of national histories and traditions. 

3. Emotions can take the form of what Jasper elsewhere (1998) refers to
as ‘abiding affects’. Here emotions are conjunctural phenomena,
organized and enduring but more specific to the experiences of a
particular social grouping. At this level, emotions are less an expres-
sion of fundamental changes in economic and social structure and
have more to do with the particularities of social formations within
the boundaries of the nation. At this level, once could include states
of terror to be found, for instance, in Stalin’s Russia (see Overy, 2004).
In this book Nicolas Demertzis provides an analysis of ressentiment
and populism in post-war Greece which can be considered as an
example of an abiding affect. 

4. Sometimes emotions can be seen as strategically organized responses
to political predicaments, what Barbalet calls ‘programmatic emotions’.
‘Structures of feeling’ and ‘abiding affects’ draw our attention to the
way in which economic, social and institutional forces give rise to
enduring configurations of emotion, emotional cultures if you like.
But these configurations are not just expressions of structural forces;
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they have a dynamic quality of their own. They do not just set
‘effective limits on experience and on action’ (Williams, 1977, p. 132)
but also provide the energy which galvanizes new cultural and political
interventions. Thus political actors can seek to harness particular
emotions, using them to achieve their own ends. Gail Holst-Warhaft’s
study of the Mothers of the Disappeared in Argentina (2000) shows
how their refusal to mourn helped them to achieve their political
purposes. 

5. Finally, emotions can be regarded as more fleeting reactions, typified
by the phenomenon of moral panics. This is the way in which
Gustave Le Bon understood emotions, in his famous study The Crowd
(Le Bon, 1952). Today it is important to understand the vital role
that the mass media play in the development of moral panics. Indeed
the role of the media in constructing citizens’ emotional responses is
now so considerable that it has led some critics such as Stjepan
Mestrovic (1997) to speak of ‘the post-emotional’ society, one where
the simulation of feeling has become increasingly confused with ‘the
real thing’. In this context, it can be argued that the management of
citizens’ emotional reactions has become one of the key strategic
objectives of what has been called the modernized political party
(Swanson and Mancini, 1996). 

Structure 

The book is divided into two parts, conceptual foundations and applica-
tions to political theory and action. The Foundations chapters both
provide a critique of existing rationalist models of political action, and
address normative and epistemological questions about the emotions in
the light of an explanatory model that integrates reason and passion.
James Jasper explores Emotions and the Microfoundations of Politics. He
argues that political analysts need new microfoundations upon which
to construct more realistic explanations, as the building blocks
provided by both traditional psychoanalysis and rational-choice theory
have reached their limits. Cognition has provided a range of additional
foundations, but emotions promise an even broader set of conceptual
tools for understanding action. Yet in exploring this new area, we need
to recognize that there are disparate types of feelings that most languages
lump together as ‘emotions’. 

In Chapter 3, Jack Barbalet proposes an approach to the role of
emotions in politics that indicates both the indispensability of emotions
to political analysis and the key role of particular emotions in different
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types of political practices. This perspective corrects a number of
conventional misapprehensions concerning emotions in political proc-
esses and sets out a way of incorporating emotions in methodologies for
understanding political processes. The chapter then applies this approach
to two case studies at opposite ends of the spectrum of possible political
practices, namely the electoral ballot and suicide terrorism. In accounting
for each of these different types of political processes in terms of the
emotions that animate and characterize them, this chapter not only
enhances our understanding of emotions but also contributes to a broader
theoretical grasp of voting systems and political institutions and also a
highly significant but under-explored form of extremist political
activism. 

The second part of this book addresses the practical application of the
study of emotions in everyday life through the work of Alford on hate,
Clarke on envy, Demertzis on ressentiment and populism, Thompson
on anger and finally Hoggett on compassion. This part of the book has
its own introduction which pulls together the various theoretical and
methodological perspectives on the practical application of the study of
emotional life and politics. 
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2 
Emotions and the 
Microfoundations of Politics: 
Rethinking Ends and Means 
James M. Jasper 

Only the love of honor is forever young, and not riches, as some
say. Honor is the delight of men when they are old and useless. 

Pericles

For at least 2400 years observers of the human condition have debated
whether humans were rational or irrational, which itself is a variation
on the question of whether we are basically good or evil. We cannot be
good if we are irrational, although being rational does not guarantee
that we will be good. In fact, part of the genius of modern economics is
to insist that we are rational and selfish (although economists notori-
ously save the game by arguing that the invisible hand of the market
balances selfish individuals to make for a good society). Thanks to
economics, images of rational calculators have recently triumphed over
images of irrational crowds in this age-old clash of political theories.
Emotions have always been at the heart of these controversies. 

Students of politics have recognized the central influence of emotions
but usually dismissed them as a diversion from rational purposes. This
“disruption” view has taken diverse forms (Marcus, 2000). One, which
reached its apogee in psychoanalysis, sees characteristic emotional reac-
tions as expressions of character or personality – which meant they
interfered with more objective adaptations to external circumstances.
At the opposite extreme, emotions cause individuals to do things they
normally would not, giving in to the immediate situation in ways that
undermine longer-term projects. Gustave Le Bon perfected this tradition,
formulating a theory of crowds – almost universally accepted in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries – as imposing a kind of
madness on participants (McPhail, 1991). A third tradition, under the
influence of modern science, has linked emotions to evolution or to
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physiology – again suggesting that emotions are not part of rational,
conscious projects. (Extreme biologism naturally inspires its opposite, a
cultural constructionism that denies biology a bit too thoroughly:
Armon-Jones, 1986.) 

Only recently have approaches developed that link emotions to
cultural and social processes more permanent than crowds. One links
them to positions in social hierarchies, so that interactions with superiors,
with subordinates, and with equals tend to arouse different emotions
(Kemper, 1978, 2001). A similar view highlights the strategic display of
emotions, usually as commanded by employers (Hochschild, 1983).
Finally, a cognitive approach sees emotions as evaluations of the world
in terms of how well things are going for oneself (Nussbaum, 2001). As
a result, attention to emotions in politics is expanding rapidly (for an
overview, see Marcus, 2000; on international relations, Crawford, 2000;
on social movements, Goodwin et al., 2001, 2004, and Jasper, 1998). 

Today one obstacle to understanding emotions in politics is that our
natural languages class numerous phenomena under the same term.
“Emotion” is an enormous, heterogeneous category. Depending on what
emotions we take as exemplars, we arrive at different visions of emotional
processes. Crowd traditions favor eruptions of anger. Psychoanalysis
adds anxieties and other behavioral neuroses. Cultural constructionism
often prefers complex moral emotions such as compassion or jealousy. 

As a way out of this seeming morass, in the next section I follow
Griffiths’ (1997) lead in distinguishing several basic types of emotion
(although my list is not quite the same as his). I then attempt to
distinguish the ways that emotions are related to ends of action and
means of action, accepting these as basic components of purposive
action. In some cases emotions are ends or means of action, in others
they affect ends or means. I also address the ways in which emotions of
solidarity help to form and maintain the collective political players who
are capable of having ends and means in the first place. 

Part of the allure of understanding emotions is that they are an
important microfoundation upon which more complex political proc-
esses and outcomes depend. They could enhance the current search for
causal mechanisms to replace unrealistic general theories (Hedström
and Swedberg, 1998; Elster 1999a). Researchers in the rational-choice
tradition have clearly specified the micro-level foundations upon which
they build: self-interested and normally materialistic individuals. Critics
of this tradition, in both structural and cultural versions, have simply
not presented the same kind of detailed microfoundations for their work.
The results are often vague concepts, metaphors without clear or
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observable empirical referents. Emotions are clearly a promising cate-
gory of microfoundation, in that they are easily seen as interpersonal
rather than individual and subjective. They are also compatible with
recent research in cognitive psychology and behavioral economics that
is (despite last-ditch efforts to label it “behavioral game theory”) rapidly
undermining rational-choice and game theory. This new vision is
comfortable with emotion, cognition, and morality, and therefore may
be able to reach out to more cultural traditions of research on politics. 

Types of emotions 

I have found it useful to distinguish several types of emotion, which
may operate via different neurological and chemical pathways (Griffiths,
1997, Goodwin et al., 2004, Jasper, 2006b). They run, roughly, from the
more physiological end of a continuum to the more cultural end. I have
been unable to find a theory of emotions that deals equally well with
each of the categories. 

Urges are physical impulses that demand our attention and crowd out
other goals until they are satisfied. Jon Elster (1999b), who calls them
strong feelings, includes addiction, lust, fatigue, hunger and thirst, and
the need to urinate or defecate. Urges such as these derail political projects,
for instance under conditions of extreme deprivation, but otherwise
they have relatively little relevance to politics. 

A second category near the physiological end of the continuum are
reflex emotions, quick to appear and to subside. Inspired by Darwin,
Paul Ekman (1972) has described these as universal and hardwired into
us, sending quick signals through the hypothalamus and amygdala to
set off automatic programs of action – facial expressions, bodily
movements, vocal changes, hormonal discharges such as adrenalin. His
list includes anger, fear, joy, sadness, disgust, surprise, and contempt.
Although reflex emotions often seem to trigger actions we later regret,
Frank (1988) has argued that they may send important signals about
our character. Being prone to anger may encourage compliance from
others; disgust and contempt may encourage humans to keep their
commitments. And if nothing else, an important part of politics consists of
efforts to elicit reflex anger in others, who may in the heat of the
moment do things that discredit or disadvantage them. Our opponents’
blunders are often our greatest opportunities (Jasper and Poulsen,
1993). 

Affects last longer and are normally tied to elaborate cognitions more
thoroughly than urges or reflexes are. They are positive and negative
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clusters of feelings, forms of attraction or repulsion. Examples include
love and hate as well as respect, trust, ressentiment (see Chapters 5 and
7 in this book), suspicion, and perhaps dread. They are felt orientations
to the world that we go to great lengths to maintain (Heise, 1979).
Affects include the solidarities behind collective identities, as well as the
negative emotions toward outsiders that are often equally important
(Polletta and Jasper, 2001). 

Moods typically last longer than reflex emotions but not as long as
affects, differing from other emotions in not having a definite source or
object (Clore et al., 1994). We frequently carry them from one setting to
the next – although in some cases they are relatively permanent aspects
of temperament or personality. They have a biochemical basis, one
reason that drugs affect them so directly. Most esthetic responses, which
have puzzled many students of emotions, seem to fall in this category,
as we try on feelings such as sadness or joy with art replacing the usual
triggers for these moods. In my view, moods operate primarily as filters
for perception, decision, and action – especially by giving us more
confidence or less. 

My final category consists of complex moral emotions such as compas-
sion, outrage, and many forms of disgust, fear, and anger. These latter
three, although they have their counterparts in reflex emotions, appear
here in more cognitively processed forms: the fear we feel about an
automobile suddenly veering toward us is more automatic than the fear
we feel about a hazardous waste dump down the road. Shame, pride,
and jealousy are also complex results of our moral visions of the world
(although evidence of something like shame in primates suggests that it
too may have a counterpart in reflex emotions, upon which the more
complex forms possibly build). 

In addition, acting morally carries its own feelings of satisfaction,
perhaps a special form of pride and also relief at overcoming temptation.
(Spinoza was right and Kant wrong about this.) Moral emotions may
express explicit principles that we hold, or mere intuitions that we have
never fully articulated. Note that a great deal of politics is aimed at
articulating or appealing to those inchoate moral intuitions (Jasper,
1997). 

Not all emotions fit neatly into these categories, in part because we
frequently use the same term to connote very different feelings. The gag
reflex we suddenly feel has little to do with the more abiding disgust
and contempt we feel for certain groups. Fear and shame, too, come in
both sudden reflex forms and more abiding, cognitive, affective forms.
(Although drive theories would claim, implausibly in my opinion, that
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more complex emotions are built upon and can be explained by a small
number of basic impulses.) Any feeling that persists well beyond its
initial stimulant can have the effects of a mood, especially pride. None-
theless, I think a typology of this sort offers some analytic advantages,
so that we no longer need to lump so many different processes together
simply as “emotions.” No single theory will explain them all. 

Emotions and ends 

Much human action has purposes, goals toward which we strive. When
these goals require interaction with others, especially through coercion
but also sometimes through persuasion or payment, these actions are
political in the broadest sense (or “strategic,” as I suggest elsewhere:
Jasper, 2006a). Too many political analysts have either ignored the many
goals humans pursue or assumed they knew the most important ones.
Worst of all, they have assumed that one goal (either wealth or power)
inevitably dominates the rest. Understanding emotions as ends suggests
ways to avoid this kind of oversimplification. 

Urges are immediate-term goals of action, not usually interesting for
politics, except that their urgency suggests conditions under which
humans are distracted from political goals. We are near the bottom of
Maslow’s famous hierarchy of needs, and urges prevent us from moving
up to other needs until the basic urges are satisfied (Inglehart, 1977).
A king or politician may take enormous risks to longer-term projects to
satisfy his lust of the moment. Those suffering famine or other deprivation
will not devote time and resources to political organizing. 

But not all urges are unforeseen. We may go to great lengths to set up
the conditions to satisfy them or to prevent painful urges. We make
elaborate plans, often over a long period, to satisfy our lusts. We work
especially hard to avoid severe deprivation, for ourselves and others.
These projects are sometimes political. 

Individuals can be taken over by particular urges, especially addictions
and lust, so that these become part of their personalities: Scrooge, who
cares only about money; Don Juan, obsessed with sex. We may pity
such stunted personalities, but we cannot deny that they pursue clear
goals in a rational – all too rational – manner. Any kind of goal, not
simply urges, can become an obsession. 

Even the most immediate, unforeseen urge can have long-term conse-
quences. At least in the case of lust. Homer portrayed the greatest war of
all time as the result of Paris’ simple, perhaps impulsive choice of love
(in the shape of Helen) over wisdom or power. The resulting war was an
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unforeseen consequence of his urge, not one of Paris’ ends. In the tradi-
tional disruptive view of emotions, unforeseen consequences are
especially likely to result from emotional choices – and urges and
reflexes, being so short-run, are especially likely culprits. But these are
only a small number of emotions, and unforeseen consequences can
also follow from the most carefully calculated, emotionless actions. 

Reflex emotions will prove more important as means than as ends,
with one important exception. Sudden anger is capable of derailing any
number of political projects, and our opponents are forever trying to goad
us into losing our tempers for this very reason. But the public figure
who lashes out, physically or verbally, can be viewed as satisfying an
immediate-term goal at the expense of longer-term goals. She is also
pursuing her own personal satisfaction at the expense of her broader
team. From their point of view, she has made a mistake. From hers, she
has gained one satisfaction at the expense of others. (I assume here that
the anger discredits her, but in many cases angry intimidation is
effective in the short and the long term.) 

Affects provide some of our most basic goals. Melanie Klein believed
that love and hate are the basic categories of human existence, a position
compatible with Carl Schmitt’s analysis of politics as dividing the world
into friends and foes (Schmitt, 1932/1976; Alford, 1989). To the extent
we love other humans (or places, organizations, or other species), their
well-being becomes one of our goals alongside our own well-being. And
we take satisfaction in harming those we hate. As the well-known fable
of the prisoner’s dilemma shows, it may be impossible to compare or
rank-order personal and group goals. Certainly, there are times when
the group goals are so important that individuals are willing to sacrifice
their lives for them. We cannot understand zealots and martyrs unless
we can grasp love and hatred for groups. Abiding affects can be pleasurable
in and of themselves – and thus can be a goal – but more often they
suggest goals for our actions (harming foes, helping friends). 

Hatred for others should never be underestimated as a human motive.
The power of negative thinking, as I have called it (Jasper, 1997, p. 362),
captures our attention more urgently than positive attractions, most of
the time. Blame is at the center of much protest, requiring that protestors
identify the humans who have made choices that harmed others. In
any political engagement, it is possible that players begin to concentrate
on harming opponents rather than on the original stakes available in
the arena. Mutually destructive polarization then occurs, in which each
side is willing to bear enormous costs to harm the other side. Disgust,
normally a reflex gagging, reappears as part of the bundle of negative
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images and affects humans can develop toward others, usually highly
stereotyped categories of others. (Debates have raged over whether
disgust can be rehabilitated, redirected from prejudices about out-groups to
outrage over human rights abuses, in other words to buttress empathy:
Nussbaum, 2004, argues not.) 

Basic affects can cause individuals to defect from group projects by
providing alternative goals, such as rebels who go home to protect their
families or couples who fall in love and retreat into their own little
world. Goodwin (1997) has detailed this issue in the revolutionary Huk
movement in the Philippines, whose leaders denounced participants
who withdrew to be with their spouses and children. This is a recurrent
dilemma for any collective effort: affective ties to the group aid cooper-
ation and persistence, but those loyalties can attach instead to a small
part of the broader whole. I call this the band of brothers dilemma, which
applies not only to comrades who fall in love but to soldiers who care
more about their immediate buddies than the broader war effort, and to
any movement with small cells or affinity groups (Jasper, 2004, p. 13). 

Like reflex emotions, moods are probably more important as means
than as ends. But there are some moods we seek out as directly pleasurable.
We feel a surge of self-confidence and power when we are on a winning
team, for instance. Or a kind of joy when we lose ourselves in crowds
and other coordinated, collective activities such as singing, dancing,
and marching (Lofland, 1982; McNeill, 1995). A great deal of political
mobilization is aimed at transforming debilitating moods into assertive
ones. Nationalism, which combines affects and moods, developed in large
part when political elites needed to mobilize populations for war without
wishing to share decision making with them: a belligerent mood of
pride, combined with hatred for others, was sufficient. 

Drawing on Durkheim and Goffman, Randall Collins (2001, 2004)
has analyzed the interaction rituals that create collective effervescence
when groups come together and share a focus of attention. Individuals
crave the emotional energy that comes from being a focus of attention,
and thus they enjoy the mutual attention from interactions. But this
satisfaction, while an end in itself, also provides the confidence and
energy for further action and participation, partly independently of the
craving for more attention. By examining chains of interactions,
Collins sees the microfoundations for broader structures. 

Finally, the special satisfactions of moral emotions generate many
important goals, especially when they are feelings about ourselves
rather than about others. Foremost, we feel pride in doing the right
thing, and in being the kind of person who does the right thing. In
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part, this is an elated mood similar to that when we participate in a
crowd activity – which itself is satisfying in part because we are giving
voice to deep moral commitments. Moral pride also involves our
success at acting like the kind of person we want to be, mixed with
some relief at having done the right thing when we had a choice. (Just
as we feel guilty when we fail to do the right thing.) Thomas Scheff
(1990, 1994, 1997) views pride and shame as the basic drives of human
action, especially in that they attach us to or detach us from (respec-
tively) human relationships. 

Honor is the form pride takes in societies where there is agreement
over the moral rules that determine pride and shame. As Pericles recog-
nized, it was more important in ancient Athens than wealth, and even
today reputation ranks as a goal far higher than most political theory
recognizes. Reputations are fundamental human values. As with affects,
pride is satisfying in itself, but it also generates goals concerning one’s
reputation. 

Other moral emotions include pity and compassion, the emotions
that victims are supposed to arouse. These are a kind of empathy, in
that we feel pain at the plight of others. This displeasure moves us to try
to remove the sources of pain. Photographs have proven an especially
good means for arousing gut-level empathy, especially for suffering
children or animals who are easily portrayed as victims. As the philosopher
Richard Rorty (1993, p. 118) put it, “The emergence of the human rights
culture seems to owe nothing to increased moral knowledge and every-
thing to hearing sad and sentimental stories.” Social-movement organizers
frequently aim to expand public compassion, building a case for
victimhood, blame, and pain. At first it seems that compassion is a means,
leading us into actions, but I see it as adding a goal to our repertory. Like
affective bonds, we care directly what happens to others; their suffering
makes us suffer. Empathy for strangers is a recent triumph that it took
humans a long time to accomplish – and which remains all too fragile. 

In addition, morals help shape our affects, which in turn restructure
our goals. We admire those who embody our moral principles, including
large collectives to whom we attribute (accurately or not) moral virtues.
The charisma of leaders comes from the moral (and practical) virtues we
admire in them. 

In a variety of ways emotions make us care about the world around
us, so that it is hard to imagine goals of political action that are not
shaped by them. Even apparently objective goals such as material
resources are not exempt: some crave them passionately, others do not.
Love of money must be explained, not taken for granted. 
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Emotions and means 

Emotions permeate our political tactics as thoroughly as our goals.
Frequently, an emotion tied to ends for a voter or grassroots participant
is a means for the politician or organizer who tries to arouse that emotion
in her. It was in this rhetorical context – in which a creator of meanings
aims at effects on audiences – that Aristotle discussed emotions and
what causes them in the fourth century BCE. 

It is probably rare to find urges used as means in democratic politics,
but they may appear this way in cases of coercion. In war, commanders
have been known to encourage their troops to rape civilians (although
criminologists debate whether rape is a matter of lust or violence).
Interrogators often use fatigue to pressure their subjects or to catch
them in a lie. But in such cases, we manipulate other people’s urges as
our own means. For those feeling fatigue or lust, these remain ends
more than means (although soldier-rapists may combine the two, using
their own lusts as means to terrorize). 

Reflex emotions are similarly open to manipulation. The classic (and
overused case) is to goad opponents into anger so that they make
mistakes. Or we may try to startle or frighten them in order to paralyze
them. Whoever or whatever causes the reflex emotion, once in motion
it certainly affects our ability to act. Evolutionary theorists believe that
these deeply programmed emotions developed precisely to launch us
into actions that we needed to undertake immediately, without
thinking, typically as a way of moving us out of harm’s way. In other
words, they are pure means packaged in an automatic, preprogrammed
sequence unavailable to conscious thought. For instance the adrenaline
that accompanies reflex emotions may propel us into action more
quickly and more forcefully. But the accompanying actions may be
relatively short term and not typical of political action. 

Anger can be a carefully cultivated performance as well as a direct
reflex. Mediators “lose” their temper to gain compliance from recalci-
trant parties, just as diplomats often do in the hope of intimidating
others. Medieval aristocrats, at least the men among them, were known
for quick tempers and angry outbursts, which often yielded advantages
in social relations (Barton, 1998). It is not that people in these examples
do not feel anger, it is that they have considerable control over how to
express it, following cultural scripts that advance strategic projects (just
as Japanese cultural scripts regularly dampen the expression of anger). 

In the case of affects, some appear primarily as ends, others as means.
Love and hate are basic loyalties that are hard to see as mere means
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(again, organizers arouse these in followers as means, but for the
followers they become ends). But trust and respect for others are means
that allow many actions to be fulfilled at lower costs, as “social capital”
theorists emphasize (Paxton, 2002; Putnam, 2002). At least, the trust I
feel for you allows us to interact more easily. In addition, it may give
me confidence in my own actions, especially as they relate to you. 

Perhaps the clearest case of affects as means lies in followers’ feelings
toward their leaders. Love, trust, and respect for leaders ease a great
number of activities carried out for the larger group. Attention to
emotional dynamics may allow us to revive the concept of charisma,
now out of favor, as a way of understanding the psychological benefits
that leaders offer their followers (Madsen and Snow, 1991). More generally,
organizations devote considerable resources to making others trust
them, through a number of symbolic activities and promotion (Meyer
and Rowan, 1977). 

Moods clearly affect our means for carrying out political ends. Self-
confidence aids any player, from the soldier in combat to the prime
minister making a speech (Jasper, 2006a). Moods of resignation or
cynicism, on the other hand, can cripple anyone’s willingness and
ability to pursue her goals. The extreme is depression, a sadness which
robs us of both goals and means to act. Some medium-term types of fear
operate as moods, which can be manipulated to inspire or to freeze
action – much like anxiety. In many cases shame must be reworked into
pride for action to occur or be sustained (Gould, 2001). 

The effects of moods can be complex, often forming a u-shaped curve.
Hope, for instance, like other forms of confidence, stimulates action
because we think it can be successful. But too much hope may under-
mine realistic assessments of a situation and discourage information gath-
ering (Lazarus, 1999). Similarly, a sense of threat can spur action, but if
that threat is seen as overwhelming it can discourage action. Anxiety,
too, stimulates action at low levels but cripples it at high levels. There is
some evidence that bad moods improve decision making – by increasing
attention to detail and improving analysis (Schwartz and Bless, 1991). 

Whereas moral emotions we have about ourselves seem best classified
under goals, those about others are probably better described as means
(although the distinction blurs somewhat in these cases). Outrage and
indignation are the emotions associated with blame: not only do we
pity victims, but we identify a perpetrator responsible for the suffering.
Pity for victims by itself does not lead to action, until we also feel
outrage toward the villain. Compassion provides the goal, outrage the
spur to action. 
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Affect-control theorists have argued that the basic dimensions of
emotions are whether they are associated with dominance or vulnerability,
whether they are associated with activity or passivity, and whether they
are pleasant or unpleasant (Morgan and Heise, 1988). Emotional states
that are dominant and active, such as outrage, anger, and excitement,
are presumably better spurs to political action than those that are
vulnerable and passive, such as sadness (Lively and Heise, 2004). Both
moods and morals fit well in this picture. 

Enormous effort has gone into the study of cognitive dimensions of
decision making, and the many ways that our worldviews and other
cultural filters shape what we perceive and do. But many of these
dynamics have as much to do with emotions as with cognition. Our
moods, preexisting affects, and past emotional experience heavily
shape what information we accept and what we do with it (Nygren,
1998). Although traditional views saw emotions as derailing rationality
in decisions, Blight (1990) has argued that the presence of fear during
the Cuban missile crisis focused the attention of Kennedy and his advisors
and prevented their being distracted by nonrational factors. Emotional
tags may also help us sort and recover memories more rapidly (Derryberry,
1991; May et al., 1995). 

David Hume carved out a large role for emotions when he portrayed
them as the source of human goals, with rationality as mere means for
attaining them. But we can also see emotions as deeply permeating our
means as well. Indeed, some have argued that emotional displays are
signals to others about our intentions – and may even have been the
source of symbols in early primates and humans as well as providing an
infant’s first experience with expression (Greenspan and Shanker,
2004). By connecting us to a number of social and physical contexts,
and providing immediate evaluations of those contexts, a number of
different emotions are crucial means in political action. 

Interactions 

Emotions interact with one another in devilishly complex ways. For
one, not every party to an event or activity feels the same emotions; as I
have said, organizers may consciously manipulate others’ emotions –
through maneuvers such as relabeling the emotion, reinterpreting its
causes, or changing the accompanying facial and gestural expressions.
Those who feel pride in a rights march hope to influence those who still
feel shame (on transformations of shame into pride, see Gould, 2001;
Scheff, 2001). There is an asymmetry to many emotions in politics: very
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often, the emotions I hope to arouse in you are purely means for me but
closely tied to ends for you – the reason that rhetorical approaches to
politics need to take their place alongside economic traditions that rely
on objective interests. We devote enormous energy to trying to shape
others’ goals. 

There is also interaction between short- and long-term emotions.
Political organizers try to rework reflex emotions such as fear and startle
into more abiding moods or affective loyalties. I have tried to get at this
interaction between short term and long term through the concept of
moral shock, in which fear, surprise, and outrage are used to articulate
new moral principles and reasons for acting politically (Jasper, 1997).
Whistleblowers are a common example, as they are morally disgusted
by what they experience. As Fred Alford (2001, p. 20) puts it, “The
greatest shock is what the whistleblower learns about the world as a
result – that nothing he or she believed was true.” Similarly, we will see,
political intellectuals try to spin actions into the essences of players, in
the form of ongoing characters, making an action into a symbol of
some permanent trait. Often, an emotion is used to transform people’s
cognitive understandings, for instance by drawing attention to symbolic
events or characters. 

There is often an element of moral end in the most quotidian political
means. We develop tastes in tactics so that we find virtue in certain
kinds of activities and vice in others (Jasper, 1997). The most striking
case is possibly nonviolence, in which a strong moral end is placed at
the center of a set of strategies meant to accomplish other ends. But this
interweaving of means and ends does not wash away the distinction
itself, only the overly simplistic versions of it such as those found in
game theory. 

The role of intimidation and fear in politics, still poorly understood,
involves transformations of emotions. To prevent their partisans or
troops from being paralyzed in the face of repression or other intimida-
tion, a leader must rapidly change terror and perhaps shame into anger
and outrage – emotions that help rather than hinder action. Electoral
defeats can be transformed into additional mobilization if they are
attributed to skullduggery or treachery. Revolutions succeed through
indignation over state repression. In response to repression in 1978,
Iranian revolutionaries fabricated a tape in which the Shah himself was
heard ordering his generals to shoot demonstrators in the street
(Kurzman, 1996). 

The Freudian emphasis on our need to manage internal conflicts is
also a form of interaction between means and ends. Our compulsive
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behaviors come to take on the quality of ends, which we need to repeat
over and over, but these interfere with other, more externally oriented
projects. In this way, past experiences have too great an influence over
us, preventing the most effective adaptation to present circumstances.
In the gentler light of the cognitive revolution, we can see this as simply
working with the psychological and cultural tools we have, in a web of
meanings that we cannot do without: an inevitable part of the human
condition rather than a pathology to be overcome. But pathologies
remain. As Martin Seligman showed in his famous concept of learned
helplessness (1975), repeated events can affect how we interpret and act
in the world, in this case robbing us of a sense of mastery (I would label
this a “mood”). 

Emotions in collective identity 

Despite efforts in rational-choice traditions to define strategic players
on the basis of objective interests, collective players are more an accom-
plishment than a given. This is best seen for social movements, where
organizers must work hard to promulgate a collective identity that can
draw potential participants. Considerable research has shown how
collective labels are necessary for action, even though they are largely
fictional (Gamson, 1995). The same efforts to achieve a collective identity
are necessary to create and sustain other political players: states (Ringmar,
1996), nations (Anderson, 1991), perhaps even formal organizations
(Meyer and Rowan, 1977). And what is party loyalty other than – as the
authors of The American Voter put it 45 years ago – “affective orientation
to an important group object” (Campbell et al., 1960, p. 121)? 

Although most commentators have viewed collective identities as
cognitive boundaries between insiders and outsiders (Polletta and Jasper,
2001), such boundaries have no bite without positive emotions toward
fellow insiders (I have called these reciprocal emotions: Jasper, 1998),
shared emotions about outsiders and the state of the world, and –
frequently – negative emotions toward some perceived threat or opponent.
(In Chapter 6, Fred Alford emphasizes that our hatred for others helps
define us.) Drawing on Collins, Erika Summers-Effler (2005) shows how
collective solidarities are built emotionally, especially through ritual
and shared laughter. 

Collective identity neatly demonstrates the interplay between one
person’s means and another’s ends. Someone promoting collective
identity is trying to arouse loyalties in others that will be ends for them
but are means for the organizer. This is true even if the organizer

1403_996814_05_cha02.fm  Page 26  Thursday, February 2, 2006  4:54 PM



James M. Jasper 27

fervently believes in the good of the collective (although more obviously
so if she does not). Organizers are well aware of the rituals that build
emotions of solidarity (Epstein, 1991). 

It is almost universally assumed that shared structural positions –
economic activity, legal and political status, strong cultural expectations –
make it more likely that a group will develop a shared collective identity.
Potential members of the group will have had the same experiences, and
through consciousness raising of some sort will come to realize this.
Rarely made explicit are the shared emotions that arise from those posi-
tions and experiences that make the identity possible and motivating.
Sociological research has shown that characteristic emotions arise from
dominant or subordinate positions in hierarchies, and from changes in
those positions and the power and status that accompany them (Kemper,
1978; Hochschild, 1983; Morgan and Heise, 1988). For instance we are
contemptuous of those who claim more status than we think they
deserve, angry at those who do not grant us the status we think we deserve
(Kemper, 2001). When political players interact in the context of
ongoing hierarchies, characteristic emotions will arise that may advance or
hinder collective identities and the accompanying programs and actions. 

Let me mention one aspect of collective identity that receives little
attention: the characters that collective players create for themselves
and others (part of the content of those identities). By this I mean the
work of characterizing, often relying on traditional literary character
types of hero, villain, victim, and (to fill in the 2 by 2 table formed along
the dimensions of strong versus weak and good versus bad) sidekick or
clown. To initiate political action, it is often useful to present yourself
as a victim who is becoming a hero, to triumph over a villain and his
minions. This mini-narrative encourages audiences to take sides,
expressing sympathy for the victim, admiration for the hero, and
hatred for the villain and his sidekicks. Other potential plots include
the conversion of villain into hero (whistleblowers, for instance), and
the martyrdom of a hero who sacrifices herself. Characters like these
almost demand certain feelings toward them (although it is possible to
play against type; for instance there are lovable villains and feared
heroes). Even though flat characters like these have fallen out of favor
in serious fiction, as a form of epideictic rhetoric they live on in political
propaganda as efforts to shape our understandings of and feelings about
the world. (For this reason they are aimed at affects and moral
emotions, I suspect, more often than at reflexes, urges, or moods.) 

Affect-control theory, by the way, shows why characters are
important, as emotional reactions depend partly on role expectations. If
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you have successfully negotiated a clown role in the past, you will be less
devastated by events that make you look foolish – and can sometimes
turn them to your advantage. You will not lose confidence to as great a
degree, and those around you will not change their opinions of you if
outcomes are consonant with your character. (Plus, we all work hard to
make them consonant with our roles or characters.) 

As Schmitt pointed out, the construction of friends and foes – and the
demonization of the latter – are the heart of politics. Not only political
parties and protest groups, but nations themselves craft images of
competitors that motivate considerable mobilization (Volkan, 1988). In
international relations, realists assume fear and hate to be omnipresent
and powerful – but perhaps for that reason they give them little theoretical
attention. But without strong emotions, their elaborate cognitive and
strategic models collapse. 

Emotions as disturbances 

Having examined some of the many roles of emotions in politics, we
can return to the traditional image of emotions as bumps in the path of
rationality. We can see some truth in this image and yet still see how
small a part of the picture it is. We can see that anger is only one of several
reflex emotions, and that reflex emotions are only one of several types
of emotion. Yes, urges and reflexes can cause players to do things they
later regret, concentrating on momentary satisfactions that undermine
broader ones. 

But we need not see even these actions as irrational. I would prefer to
view them either as an extreme privileging of the short run over the
longer run, or as mistakes later recognized as such. Lust may lead us to
sleep with someone we know we should not, but the subsequent costs
of doing so may range from nonexistent to devastating. The greater the
resulting costs, the more we are tempted to call it an irrational act, but
there is no clear cutoff point. For me, irrationality lies in an inability to
learn from our mistakes – perhaps for psychoanalytic reasons such that we
are trapped in reactions that do not change as our environment changes. 

If, as I hope to have shown, emotions are an integral part of both our
ends and our means in politics, then they are a fundamental part of
rational action, not a diversion from it. This is especially true in that
emotions entail processing information and appraising the world. They
cannot be fully distinguished from cognitions, much less contrasted with
them. They are no more or less likely to be irrational or lead to mistakes
than cognitions are. 
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Building back up 

If emotions such as I have described are to be microfoundations for
political explanations, how can we build back up to entities such as
states, parties, social movements, and international relations? After all,
one of the problems with rational-choice traditions is that they have
never satisfactorily made that transition from individuals to complex
entities. And the recent wave of behavioral research examines only indi-
viduals, never larger entities. The behavioralist revolution in political
science, in the late 1950s and early 1960s, had similar limitations in its
view of individuals – as well as attaching its microfoundational approach
to an overly strict positivist methodology. And older traditions, often
under Freudian influence, have merely treated complex players as though
they had minds and feelings like individuals, which can hardly be the
case. Can we do better? 

First, emotions are not the only microfoundations. A number of cogni-
tive processes, from symbolic carriers of memory to biases in decision
making, have been well documented by cognitive and political psychol-
ogists. Strategic decisions themselves, whether taken by individuals or
collective actors, are also important building blocks for political explana-
tion (Jasper, 2004, 2006a,b). It is the interactions among decisions – and
the resulting outcomes – that have made game theory a lively approach,
for all its limitations. These various sorts of microfoundations need to be
used together, not artificially contrasted and segregated. 

But how do we put these pieces together? One possibility is to aggregate
across large numbers of individuals, through traditional survey methods
designed to produce representative samples. If we know how large
numbers of voters are feeling as well as thinking, we may be able to
understand how they act, which symbols will appeal to them, and so
on. Getting at their emotions may not be any harder than getting at
their beliefs – although the difficulties of doing that are notorious
enough. 

In political and other strategic engagements, however, not all indi-
viduals are created equal. Some have more influence on events than
others, whether this is in a local interpersonal network or in geopolitics.
Tony Blair’s emotions, thoughts, and choices have broader ramifications
than mine do. Scholars have long studied “leaders” from a variety of
perspectives that incorporated their emotions and recognized that these
individuals matter. Too many of these studies, perhaps, have been done
from a single point of view, namely psychoanalysis. And they inevitably
focus on top leaders, rather than influential individuals at various other
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levels of politics. Worse, the rest of us have found few ways to incorporate
their insights about individuals into research that examines political
structures and outcomes. But that could be done. Individuals at many
levels have emotions and cognitions, which enable them to make strategic
choices, which in turn interact to form the larger entities we are accus-
tomed to calling “structures.” 

Both these approaches, one of which looks for a large sample of repre-
sentative individuals and the other for a small number of influential
ones, are needed in political research. They are rarely combined, since
they draw on very different research techniques. But they each get at
important ways that emotions form the building blocks with which we
can understand political actions and outcomes. Emotions are generated
by characteristic interactions in social structures (Kemper, 1978; Barbalet,
1998), but at the same time they help reproduce or transform those
structures. 

Emotions have returned to political analysis, to take their place
alongside more cognitive and more structural factors so favored for a
generation now. In our enthusiasm for incorporating them, we should
avoid overextending them to cover too much. I hope that distinguishing
among several ways they matter will help us avoid that. Modesty will be
a better long-run strategy for rehabilitating the study of emotions than
overextension.
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3 
Emotions in Politics: From the 
Ballot to Suicide Terrorism 
Jack Barbalet 

Introduction 

Politics and emotions have always gone together. The German sociologist,
Max Weber, famously observed that action in a political community is
‘determined by highly robust motives of fear and hope’ (Weber 1970,
p. 79). It is of interest that almost identical statements were expressed at
the very beginning of the period of early modern politics. The English
statesman and philosopher, Francis Bacon, wrote that ‘civil states’ offer
bribes and punishments, ‘employing the predominant affections of fear
and hope’, a possibility that arises from the fact that the ‘government of
states’ relies upon ‘the government within’ (Bacon 1905, p. 145; emphasis
in original). Similarly, the French writer, Jean-François Senault, in De
l’Usage des Passions first published in1641 and translated into English
only a short time later, wrote: 

Policy seems to have better intentions than Rhetorick; for when she
excites fear or hope in man, by promises or by threats, she endeavours
the welfare of particulars (Senault 1671, p. 174). 

Indeed, the archetypical political instruments of persuasion remain
the carrot and the stick. It is the really astute politician, however, as we
are reminded by such otherwise dissimilar figures as Weber, Bacon and
Senault, that has no need of either carrot or stick in the knowledge that
particular emotions – hope born of a promise and fear spurred by a
threat – are sufficient to get the job done. 

While politics has always had an emotional element, the emotionality of
politics has typically been seen as applying to a segment only of political
populations. That is, political emotions are largely held to be characteristic
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of those subjected to political rule, namely the political masses, rather
than elites. Given that masses are usually regarded as only subordinate
and therefore without significant political initiative, it follows that
emotions (located in the masses but not elites) are unnecessary to take
into consideration in serious political analysis. Political elites have always
regarded their own enthusiasms as rational, which they hold in stark
contrast to the emotional enthusiasms of the political mass. Conventional
political analyses similarly tend to operate without acknowledging the
importance of the underlying emotions of political elites. 

Political analysis and commentary typically operate in terms of three
possible constructions. The first of these centres on the calculations of
interests of political actors in the allocation or competitive distribution
of resources. Second, there is focus on structures of opportunities for
action by political actors within institutional frameworks. Third, there
is regard to persistent norms, mores or values within cultural systems
that influence the inclinations and propensities of political actors. It is
necessary to add that underlying each of the key categories of such
accounts, namely interests, structured inhibitions, and inclinations, are
emotions. Indeed, it should be unexceptionable although it is seldom
acknowledged that a leading function of the political state is to legitimate
some emotions and differentially encourage, contain and dissuade others.
All political organizations in fact, and not just the state are engaged
with emotions in the promotion of various dispositions, actions and
inhibitions. Before developing this theme it is necessary to say that if
we are to take emotions in politics seriously we shall have to go beyond
simple mechanical statements of the type we find in Weber, Bacon and
Senault, as insightful as they are, which leaves the emotions category
itself unexplored and untheorized. 

Associated with the neglect of emotions as a category of serious political
analysis is the practice of referring to political emotions in general as a
level apart from and opposed to political rationality. Such a distinction
is in fact self-defeating: to simply privilege emotions against another
party that privileges rationality offers no analytical advantage. The
opposition between emotion and rationality is internal to our language,
certainly; but we should not let the words we use do our thinking for
us. The supposed opposition of emotion and reason collapses under
scrutiny, and as various philosophers, sociologists and even neurologists
have shown, reason and rationality requires emotions: the separation
between them has to be replaced with an understanding of the facilitation
of reason by emotion and the continuities between the two (Barbalet,
1998, pp. 29–61). Neither should we simply use conventional emotions
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terms, like hope and fear, without being aware that their received sense
and meaning comes from a usage that may not properly serve political
analysis. An interest in understanding politics in terms of its emotional
processes requires an appreciation of emotions that reflects appropriate
research methods and purposes. This point can be demonstrated by
considering such dissimilar political means as the ballot and also suicide
terrorism in terms of emotions. But before doing so it is necessary to say
something about the types of distinctions that might profitably be
made when treating emotions in political and social life. 

Conceptualizations of emotions 

The ideas that persons have about emotions do not necessarily arise
from their own direct experience of them, but rather from the work of
people whose job it is to develop and circulate ideas about emotions.
These have included psychologists and, more recently neurologists. It
goes without saying that their purposes are not the purposes of political
analysis, and their methods may not, indeed are unlikely to, elicit the
emotional experiences in their experimental subjects that occur in
everyday and even exceptional political and social circumstances. While
some emotions may rise and fall within a short time frame, for instance,
it is not a necessary characteristic of emotions that they are of short
duration, and many politically relevant emotions are frequently experi-
enced over long periods of time. Yet psychological experimentation, for
instance, chiefly studies reactive and highly visceral emotions readily
elicited from experimental subjects, and discharged and dissipated
during the brief course of a bench-work exercise, as established by
pioneering psychological experiments (Garrett, 1941, pp. 317–45). This
has coloured conventional understandings of emotions and expectations
concerning their operations. Many politically and socially important
emotions, however, are not brief and episodic but enduring and ongoing. 

The evolutionary perspective that informs much psychology and
neurology has been used to support a distinction between basic and
non-basic or primary and secondary emotions that characterizes emotions
in terms of the presence or otherwise of species-general biological survival.
This distinction is held to be fundamental by its proponents, but readily
shown to be inadequate for an understanding of a range of particular
human emotions (Solomon, 2002). While there may be a meaningful
history within the development of natural science that supports such a
typology, the resulting understanding of the differences between distinct
emotions has little value for political research and cannot be sustained
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in terms of the social experience of emoting human subjects. The
reflexive, historical and culturally diverse nature of the human condition
requires a further set of distinctions in addition to those drawn from
evolutionary premises in order to adequately characterize human
emotions experienced in social interactions and political practices.
A rather different set of distinctions, more fitted to social and political
research, can be indicated here. This is the distinction between relational
emotions, iterated emotions and programmatic emotions. These are not
three different types of emotions so much as distinct conceptualizations
of emotions. 

Relational emotions are those emotions that arise in persons as a
result of their relations with others. Psychologists and neurologists are
largely concerned with what goes on within the body and brain. The
psychological and physical processes of feeling state, autonomic arousal,
motor expression, cognitive stimulation and so on – which these disci-
plines typically treat as the emotion – are at best regarded as so many
internal indicators of emotional experience. Emotional experiences
typically arise through the emoting subject’s relationship with the
world and in human subjects that world is essentially social and political.
It is necessary to say, then, that emotions may be conceptualized for
our purposes in terms of interactions or relations between persons. In
their interaction with others persons find that their participation invar-
iably generates a sense of involvement. This involvement may be
positive or negative, strong or weak, but in any event it includes an
evaluation of the other and the relationship with the other that registers
in the person’s physical and dispositional reactions and inclinations.
This is what is properly meant by an emotion. As Klaus Scherer has
put it, ‘one of the major functions of emotion consists of the
constant evaluation of external and internal stimuli in terms of their
relevance for the organism and the preparation of behavioural reac-
tions which may be required as a response to those stimuli’ (Scherer,
1984, p. 296). 

Given the significance of emotion in evaluating the situations persons
experience it is unavoidable that a very large proportion of emotions
will ‘result from real, imagined or anticipated outcomes in social
relationships’ (Kemper, 1978, p. 43). In terms of their formal properties,
social relationships can be understood as containing at least two signi-
ficant dimensions. First is the dimension of coercion and domination in
which a relationship can be characterized in terms of the assertion of
one participant over another. This dimension is that of power. Another
dimension of social relationships is found in the provision of support,
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sympathy and regard between participants such that one participant
accords a certain standing or status to the other. This is the status
dimension of social relationships. It can be shown that these formal
properties of social relationships are the basis of a comprehensive
account of a large range of particular emotions (Kemper, 1978). This
can be demonstrated with a few simple examples. 

Assume the two dimensions of power and status in social relationships
and the participation of self and other. The outcome of any social rela-
tionship may be an increase, decrease or absence of change in the power
of each participant and similarly for the status of each participant. On
this basis there are twelve possible outcomes of any episode of a social
relationship. Each of these possible outcomes gives rise to a particular
emotional experience. For instance, if a person’s own power decreases
in an interaction or the power of the other increases, then it is likely
that that person will experience fear. If a person enjoys an increase in
the regard of another, an increase in status, they are likely to experience
happiness, while a decline in a person’s status is likely to lead to depres-
sion. This very simple model can be made a little more complex by
acknowledging the significance of perception of responsibility for an
outcome of social relationships. Consider a case of status loss. If the
agent of a loss of status for a person is impersonal and unavoidable – fate
or chance – then that loss will be emotionally experienced as depression.
If the agent responsible for the loss of status is the person himself or
herself, then it is likely that loss will be emotionally experienced as
shame. If the agent of status loss is the other person in the relationship,
however, the loss may be emotionally experienced as anger. In addition
to the question of agency is evaluation of whether the power or status
acquired or lost in a social relationship is appropriate to the relationship
itself. For instance, a person may experience an increase of power that
they evaluate as in excess of what is required for the relationship. In
that case the emotional feeling generated in the relationship is not
satisfaction but guilt. 

It is clear in all of these examples that emotional experiences can be
accounted for in terms of the formal properties of social relationships.
As these latter are ubiquitous so in that sense such an account is universal
and applicable across cultures and through historical time. The social
and political world, though, is paradoxically plural not universal, and
therefore local or cultural considerations must be given their due. This
is the domain typically occupied by doctrines of social or cultural
construction. But it is necessary to move away from such formulations
because they leave the impression that emotions are reducible to
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cultural cues and mores and it is appropriate to give more room to the
shaping power of emotions themselves in the formation of cultural
differences. Indeed, cultural distinctions can be marked by differences
in particular emotional reactions to relational emotions. In this way
relational emotions and culturally specific emotions can be conceptualized
as continuous and not opposed or alternative formulations. 

Because cultural distinctions can be marked by differences in particular
emotional reactions to relational emotions they can be characterized as
iterated or nested emotions. Jealousy, for example, seems to be a universal
emotion. But in ‘traditional’ or ‘Mediterranean’ societies people are proud
of feeling jealous, whereas in ‘modern’ or ‘western’ societies people may
be ashamed of their jealousy. The difference between cultures, in this
sense, is in the distinct emotional apprehension of relational emotions.
This may be particularly evident in the cultural formation of collective
personae, such as masculinity or femininity, in which young males, for
instance, may feel proud of being angry or may be afraid of experiencing
or at least expressing fear. 

This account of cultural difference in terms of (local) emotional reactions
to (universal) relational emotions must meet two types of objections;
first, that some emotions are only ever located in a particular culture,
without broader representation and, second, that cultural difference
can be located in the absence of particular emotions in one culture that
are present in another, as in Briggs’ ethnography which reports an
absence of anger in Utku society (Briggs, 1970). A frequently presented
example of a culturally local emotion with no universal elements is that
of amae, widely treated as an exclusively Japanese emotion in which
there is a feeling of pleasure in helplessness conjoined with satisfaction
in indulgent dependence on another’s kindness or affection (Morsbach
and Tyler, 1988). While the adult desire for dependence on others has
to be appreciated in terms of particular aspects of Japanese society, the
emotion amae is arguably a local elaboration of the universal emotion of a
child’s pleasure in dependence on a parent (Bowlby, 1978, pp. 393–423).
Finally, those emotions that are simply unknown in certain cultures
although unavoidable in others are also likely to be a consequence of
iterated or nested emotions. In historically modern Western experience
a hallmark emotion is the ‘blasé feeling’, identified in Georg Simmel’s
classic account, which is the emotional antidote to self-regarding emotions
under conditions of metropolitan life (Simmel, 1971). Indeed, the
apparent absence of an emotion in one culture acknowledged in another
is prima facie evidence of emotional suppression of an emotion, a clear
variant of an iterated emotion. 
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The question arises, then, concerning the mechanism or determina-
tion of iterated and nested emotions: what particular local conditions
produce the emotion that modifies universal or relational emotions? A
predominant culturalist explanation is in terms of ‘feeling rules’ as
described by Arlie Hochschild (1979), for example. Such feeling rules, as
far as I am aware, have never been satisfactorily located and operationally
described. There are a number of reasons why this is so. First, as Pierre
Bourdieu has shown, cultural regularization is a consequence of practice,
not its cause (Bourdieu, 1992); feeling rules arise out of emotional experi-
ence and its preconditions, they do not determine emotional experience.
Indeed, a close reading of her classic paper on emotion work and feeling
rules reveals that Hochschild in fact demonstrates that feeling rules do
not do what she claims for them. While Hochschild shows that two
respondents consciously engaged in emotion work, the evidence she
provides indicates that their endeavours to effectively change their
emotions failed (Hochschild, 1979, pp. 561–2). Similarly, in her account
of ‘rights’ in the context of feeling rules, Hochschild confuses rejection
of a right with refusal to lay claim to a right (Hochschild, 1979, p. 565).
A corrective reformulation of her argument would be to say that a
respondent’s mixed feelings may be resolved by what Hochschild calls
‘emotion work’. Although Hochschild claims that emotions are induced
in the subject or constructed through emotion work, it is more likely
that when mixed emotions – or more properly, a mix of emotions – are
experienced through complexity of situation or circumstance, particular
emotions are backgrounded while others are foregrounded. In this way
contextual practices in which this occurs are generative of cultural
mores. 

Rather than focus on culture as an independent variable in explaining
what emotions predominate, what emotions predominate is the basis
for characterizing or explaining culture. The latter largely derives its
quality from what are called here ‘programmatic emotions’. In their
laboratories psychologists work on subjects who are experimentally
induced to experience reactive emotions of short duration, as suggested
above where it was held that the correlative type of emotional experiences
are commensurate with the methods and purpose of psychology rather
than revealing something about emotion in general. Yet the psychological
construction of the emotions category has led to a theoretical supposition,
namely that expression of emotion dissipates or discharges the emotion.
Freudians encourage this view by holding that non-discharged emotions
lead to neurotic symptoms. These claims may be true of some emotions,
such as shame (Lewis, 1971) but many emotions and possibly some of
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the most important for human sociality are not discharged through
expression, but expression of them reinforces and intensifies these
emotions. 

These latter are the emotions that William James, for instance, says
endue the world with value, interest and meaning (James, 1902, p. 150).
These are the emotions that sustain our commitments (Frank, 1988). In
providing examples of emotions that give direction to a life that otherwise
would not arise, James mentions love, fear, indignation, jealousy, ambition
and worship (1902, p. 150). The list is neither definitive nor exhaustive
but it does indicate some key emotions that lead those who experience
them to accept courses of action that are unlikely to be engaged by
persons who did not share such emotions. This is because such
emotions encourage a behavioural disposition that is distinct from and
may indeed be contrary to a person’s narrowly conceived interests and
mundane and routine practices. These emotions and others like them
commit those who experience them to act in ways that could not be
explained except in terms of the relevant emotions. That is why they
are called here programmatic emotions. They are not reactive but
sustained and have consequences that are continuous or serial rather
than merely episodic. They are involved in processes of institutionalization
and organization, as love relates to marriage, vengeance to criminal law,
greed to capitalist corporations, and so on. We shall also see that they
are implicit in political institutions and practices. This is not to say that
programmatic emotions can be politically constructed, for their formation
is subject to the causation and constraints of relational emotions in
general. But once formed through relevant social relationships, program-
matic emotions are potentially available to be used strategically by
activists, as we shall see in the discussion of suicide terrorists. 

With these types of distinctions in mind, between relational, iterated
and programmatic emotions, it is possible to discern the operations of
particular emotions where it is often denied that emotions operate at all
in political processes. This will be demonstrated in what follows by
beginning with a consideration of voting and the ballot before moving
on to consideration of an arguably polar opposite form of politics,
namely that of suicide terrorism. 

Voting systems and emotional patterns 

There is broad agreement that of all political institutions the ballot is
the least interesting. This is because functionally it appears to be a
means of keeping elections free of corruption and intimidation, and
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historically it seems to be a result of a process of political rationalization
through which working-class voters were not only isolated from their
class organizations, but also from each other. Indeed, the ballot neutralized
both the threat of working-class electoral solidarity and the formation
of working-class crowds that became a problem in England during the
nineteenth century, for example, with the registration of new voters
through expansion of the franchise with each successive political
reform, embodied in the Acts of 1832, 1867 and 1884. Before the
advent of the secret ballot in 1872 with the passage of the Ballot Act,
open voting, in which electors at large gatherings publicly indicated
their preference for one candidate over others, generated carnivalesque
if not riotous gatherings of voters. At the time open voting involved not
simply nominations and speeches at open hustings, but also the provision
of entertainment, food and especially drink in order to influence the
vote (see Barbalet, 2002). 

While secret voting may be thought to be devoid of emotions, such a
view will be dispelled by an account of the history of the introduction
of the ballot that requires an understanding of the riotous and rebellious
emotions of open voting on the one hand, and ruling-class fear of the
disruptive influence of an enlarged working-class electorate on the
other. It is not my purpose here to depart from the argument that
ruling-class fear led to the containment strategy of legislative reform of
electoral procedures. At the same time, an explanation of the advent of
the secret vote in England in 1872 in terms of emotions should not lead
to a conclusion that secret voting was itself devoid of emotions. 

During the nineteenth century, European ruling classes faced a serious
dilemma: the demands of the masses for wider participation, which was
destructive of established order, could be contained only by extending
to them formal political incorporation. Such an enlargement of the
political community threatened to endanger the very institutions that
supported ruling-class privilege. Thus nineteenth-century political elites
experienced a dual fear: fear of emergent working-class power and fear
of loss of class privilege. The fear of the masses by political elites was
sublimated in a perception that the masses were driven by uneducated
passion or emotion. Thus the fear of the one was explained by the
emotionality of the other. Nineteenth-century ruling classes attempted
to remove the source of their fear by extending the franchise in a
manner that, among other things, suppressed and rendered politically
irrelevant working-class emotionality. Indeed, this was the principal
result of introducing secret voting, an institution largely ignored in
historical, political and sociological accounts, but crucial for an
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understanding of modern politics, and the modern constitution of
emotionality. 

It is possible to gauge how the emerging working classes were regarded
by political elites with reference to contemporary documents such as
Walter Bagehot’s 1872 ‘Introduction to the Second Edition’ of his classic
text, The English Constitution, that includes a projection of the conse-
quences of the Second Reform Bill of 1867, brought down just after The
English Constitution was first written. In this ‘Introduction’ Bagehot
warns of the dangers inherent in giving the vote to workers who are not
only propertyless but also prone to excitement and emotion. It is this
that Bagehot fears for himself and the class he addresses. He was unre-
strained in expressing his own feelings about the new political agenda
when he wrote ‘I am exceedingly afraid of the ignorant multitude of the
new constituencies’ (Bagehot, 1964, p. 281). This ‘multitude’ is a source
of fearfulness for a number of reasons. Most superficially is the fear that
in seeking the vote of the newly enfranchised worker existing political
parties would compete to satisfy the worker’s ignorant desires (Bagehot,
1964, p. 277). This is the fear that working-class votes would change the
quality of politics. Of greater concern was the fear that the working
class would combine to form a solid political block. Bagehot does not
treat this in terms of a working-class political interest but in terms of the
possible realization in the political system of ignorance: 

a political combination of the lower classes, as such and for their
own objects, is an evil of the first magnitude; that a permanent
combination of them would make them (now that so many of them
have the suffrage) supreme in the country; and that their supremacy,
in the state they now are, means the supremacy of ignorance over
instruction and of numbers over knowledge (Bagehot, 1964, p. 277). 

The solution to this problem, which Bagehot immediately goes on to
indicate, is to prevent the working class acting together, a thing which
will require ‘the greatest wisdom and the greatest foresight in the higher
classes’. 

The ‘supremacy of ignorance’ that Bagehot fears is not an absence of
knowledge but an opposition to reason through emotion and passion.
This is the most significant fear Bagehot has of the working class, namely
its emotionality. He writes: ‘democratic passions gain by fomenting a
diffused excitement, and by massing men in concourses’, which means
a real danger of ‘a wild excitement among the ignorant poor, which, if
once roused, may not be easily calmed’ (Bagehot, 1964, p. 282). Bagehot
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directly links open voting with destructive passions. The solution to
this problem is obvious and clear: disaggregate the mass politically, and
thereby dissolve its emotionality. This can be achieved by electorally
isolating each voter from the other, which is a key function of secret
voting or the ballot. 

The attitudes and feelings described here were not unique to Bagehot
but current in nineteenth-century European political elites. Fear of the
masses is the constitutive emotional basis of a large reactionary literature
that began in response to the French Revolution, most notably in the
work of Edmund Burke and Hippolyte Taine in the late eighteenth
century and which continued into the late nineteenth century with
Gustave Le Bon’s The Crowd. But not only reactionary and conservative
writers feared working-class emotionality; the progressive liberal reformer
and champion of the extension of the suffrage, John Stuart Mill, agreed
that while ‘everyone ought to have a voice’ the idea ‘that everyone should
have an equal voice is a totally different proposition’ (Mill, 1960, p. 283).
This claim is part of a discussion in which Mill expressed an interest in
the ‘education of the intelligence and of the sentiments’ of the ‘lowest
ranks of the people’ (1960, p. 277), and asserted that democracy would
increase both intelligence and patriotism. Patriotism in particular is
able to ‘educate’ sentiment or emotion, because those who experienced
patriotic feelings would be integrated into the national political
community (1960, pp. 277–78). Indeed, Mill defended plural voting
based on occupation and education on the grounds that it would over-
come the dangers of a situation in which the majority of voters are
manual labourers (Mill, 1960, p. 283). 

Mill changed from an earlier position of supporting the ballot to
opposing it. He came to believe that the vote was not a right, and there-
fore not an individual possession, but a trust for the public. As a public
duty, voting should be ‘performed under the eye and criticism of the
public’ (Mill, 1960, p. 300). Public voting, Mill continues, leads the
voter to have ‘sure grounds of their own’, because it is performed under
the scrutiny of others (1960, p. 305). He goes on to say: 

People will give dishonest or mean votes from lucre, from malice,
from pique, from personal rivalry, even from the interests or prejudices
of class or sect, more readily in secret than in public (1960, p. 306). 

Thus Mill’s argument, like Bagehot’s, hinges on the fact that secret
voting separates or cuts off electors from their relationship of duty to
the community. Their different attitudes to the ballot do not arise from
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different assessments of the nature of the working class, but from the
fact that Mill but not Bagehot believed that sufficient defence against
working-class emotionality could be found in patriotism sponsored by
democracy and plural voting. Additionally, Mill valued the educative
potential of voting as a public responsibility, which, according to him,
can only be achieved with open not secret voting. 

A description of the advent of the ballot as part of a process of political
rationalization does not mean that this process led to the expulsion of
emotion from politics. Rather, it is necessary to appreciate that the
process is one of eradicating a particular set of emotional patterns from
political life and replacing it with another set. To put the matter this
way raises questions not adequately treated in the standard accounts.
Indeed, an acknowledgment that ‘[in] secret voting the individual adult
is cut off from all his roles in the subordinate systems of the household,
the neighbourhood, the work organization, the church and the civil
association and set to act exclusively in the abstract role of a citizen of
the overall political system’ (Rokkan, 1966, p. 117), while insightful of
the structural change brought with the introduction of the ballot,
makes no reference to the mechanisms through which the voter is
alienated from non-electoral roles. These mechanisms are the emotional
transformations that underlie the organizational changes Rokkan refers
to. It is typically assumed that rationalization entails an elimination of
emotion, not the generation of a particular set of emotions commensurate
with it. In fact, though, emotions cannot be eliminated from social and
political processes, and even rational activity has a necessary basis in
particular emotions. What is important, then, is to show which emotions
in particular operate under conditions of open voting, and which
emotions operate under conditions of secret voting. 

Secret voting or voting by ballot is the norm in modern electoral
systems. It is part of an organization of political practices in which
voting is seen as an instrumental act, expressive of an interest and regis-
tering a preference for one candidate, or policy, over another. This is its
rationale. A cognitive consequence of this rationale is an awareness on
the part of the voter that no single vote can determine an electoral
outcome and therefore that the voter’s individual preference cannot in
itself be politically effective, let alone decisive. That electoral choices are
seldom between different policies but rather between unreliable and
promise-breaking politicians simply exacerbates this problem. The
emotional dimensions of the ballot must include, then, a feeling of
impotence and loneliness. Indeed, the emotional pattern of political
rationalization in the practice of voting is the same as that of religious
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rationalization, classically captured by Max Weber in The Protestant
Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, especially the feeling of inner loneli-
ness and the subsequent feeling of distrusting others (Weber, 1991,
pp. 104, 107). 

These consequences of voting by ballot have not been highlighted in
the relevant literature. Voting studies typically examine the behaviour
of electors, and the degree of relationship between their social back-
ground and party preference or allegiance. While familial influences on
voting behaviour has long been established, the difficulty in attaining
high voter turnout for all polities, which rely on elections as a legitimating
mechanism, suggests not voter sociality but indifference and alienation
from the electoral process, and elector powerlessness. 

The feelings of loneliness and impotence inherent in secret voting are
associated with, if not symptomatic of, the emotions of depression and
shame. These result respectively from loss of regard or standing
(Kemper, 1978, pp. 225–36) and loss of self-efficacy (Scheff, 1990,
pp. 71–5), which loneliness and impotence describe. It is not being
suggested here that people who vote are themselves necessarily depressed
and ashamed, but rather that these are the emotional patterns that
emerge from the institution of the ballot. While this institution does
not absorb the social universe, and the voter is therefore involved in a
number of other institutions, relations and interactions that have their
own concomitant emotional patterns, the point is that in the act of
secret voting the emotions of depression and shame are implicit, and
the situated actions of voters tend to reflect the fact. 

The behavioural consequence of depression and shame is withdrawal,
and it is therefore possible to understand major components of the
syndrome of modern politics in terms of the emotional pattern established
by the institutionalization of the ballot. In particular, voter apathy,
cynicism, low registration and turnout are each predicted in terms of
the emotional pattern implicit in the ballot. This is particularly interesting
in the light of the fact that studies typically account for these things in
terms of ideological convergence of political parties, the behaviour of
politicians and other external features of the system, not the structurally
contexed emotions of voting. Presented here, on the other hand, is an
approach that indicates the inherent susceptibility to political alienation
in the emotional pattern associated with the ballot itself. 

It is important to emphasize that the point being made here is that
the institution of the secret vote or ballot has an accompanying emotional
pattern associated with depression and shame. To reiterate, this is not
to say that voters are necessarily depressed or ashamed. This is because
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voters as persons are involved with many more institutions and rela-
tionships than the ballot and each one of them will have its own
emotional concomitants. Indeed, it is important to add that within the
political process are constraints and opportunities that carry their own
emotional complexions that at any given election may predominate for
an individual elector so that in particular cases those latter emotions
will override the affective structure of the ballot. Previously excluded
groups new to the formal political process, for instance, may be elated
in exercising their vote. Strategically organized voters may similarly
experience emotions that arise from the purposes they strive to achieve
that are quite unlike the depression and shame argued here to be
concomitant with the ballot. It is treatment of the ballot without regard
to extraneous patterns of involvement that is required to construct a
model of the emotional pattern it produces. Under these conditions the
emotional complexion of the ballot itself are readily identified as
depression and shame. 

An obvious difference between the ballot and open voting, implicit in
Mill’s description of it as indicated above, is that whereas the former is
non-interactive the latter encourages interaction. This is not a superficial
difference but points to the fact that voting under open conditions may
be ‘consumatory’, to use a term drawn the work of the American philos-
opher John Dewey, as opposed to ‘instrumental’. Mill’s opposition to
the ballot was supported by the proposition that voting ‘performed
under the eye and criticism of the public’ (Mill, 1960, p. 300) leads the
voter to be more sure of their grounds (1960, p. 305). While this latter
requirement might mean, as Mill no doubt meant it, that the open
voter’s decision will be based on evidence and argument, sociologically
it would mean that the open voter’s decision would be taken to avoid
social rejection, or, to say the same thing positively, to lead to social
acceptance. These two possible meanings of Mill’s thesis are not opposed. 

As a consumatory and interactive activity open voting carries its own
emotional pattern. A key element of this pattern is trust, the feeling
that one can be dependent on others. Dependency’s illegitimate side is
corruption and blackmail, the likelihood of which diminishes as the
size of electorate increases. Associated with trust are feelings of duty and
belonging. These are essential in organizational growth and operations,
as is embarrassment, a social emotion that facilitates interaction by
allowing those who perform unacceptably to indicate remorse and
therefore signals their continuing suitability for social acceptance. 

These remarks are not designed to endorse open voting against secret
voting, but to emphasize the different emotional patterns associated
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respectively with open and secret voting and thus appreciate that they
imply different types of politics, based on the contrasting emotional
patterns each sponsor. 

Terror and suicide terror 

At the furthest polar end of the spectrum of political means from the
ballot is terror, especially suicide terror. Terror is essentially an instrument
of social and political practices. These practices themselves require
particular conditions which, when met, make available a means, namely
terror, which can be applied to a number of possible ends including
economic as well as political purposes. Terror can be characterized as
violence or the threat of violence enacted to contribute to achieving
some extrinsic purpose by inculcating fear of violence in persons other
than the immediate target of the (threatened) violence. In this broad
sense terror is not only a political instrument but at the core of protection
rackets (Gambetta, 1993; Volkov, 2002), for example, and similar
economic extortions, possibly including certain forms of tax collection
especially colonial imposition of head or hut tax. It is also a means that
can be applied to political purposes by groups that are not conventionally
called ‘terrorist’, such as political states or their agents (Stohl, 1983;
Stohl and Lopez, 1984). 

The basis of the efficacy of terror as a means of controlling persons is
the fear of violence inherent in terror that is experienced beyond the
direct targets of violence. Fear is typically understood as an emotion of
displeasure about the prospect of an undesirable event (Ortony, Clore
and Collins, 1990, pp. 112 ff). But the emotion provoked by terror and
necessary for its operation is not merely fear of an event in this narrow
sense. Because the fear essential to terror is of the possibility of violence
beyond the direct target of threatened violence, the audience emotion
is more undifferentiated than fear of a discrete event and constitutes
also reactions to possible or potential agents of terror. This means that
the victim of terror, that is any potential victim of the violence of terror,
is angry with those who cause their fear. This combination of anger and
fear produces a hate type of emotion (Kemper, 1978, pp. 124–5). It is
not difficult to understand, therefore, why in an era of fear of terror
identifiable sections of the population thought to have some quality in
common with known terrorists (such as religion) are subjected to public
hatred. 

The nuances presented in the previous paragraph are well understood
by the sixteenth-century Florentine writer Niccolò Machiavelli. When
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considering whether it is better for a prince to be feared or loved, Mach-
iavelli famously counselled ‘that one ought to be both . . . but . . . it is
much safer to be feared than loved, if one of the two has to be
wanting . . . Still, a prince should make himself feared in such a way that
if he does not gain love, he at any rate avoids hatred’ (Machiavelli,
1950, p. 61). The difference between a strategy provoking fear as
opposed to hatred, Machiavelli goes on to show, is whether the violence
and its effects are confined to the immediate targets or generalized to a
larger population. Machiavelli’s advice is very much against the use of
terror even though he endorses the use of violence. This is because the
prince must remain on good terms with his subjects, the distance between
the prince and his subjects must be contained within a particular range.
A corollary of this proposition is that terror becomes available as a
means of control in social relationships when the social distance between
those applying it and those subject to it is very great. 

The first social condition that must be met if terror is to be applied in
social relations as a means of social control, then, is ‘social polarization’
(Senechal de la Roche, 1996, pp. 115–22). Indeed, most instances of
collective violence of any sort involve groups that have different collective
identities, based on religion, ethnicity, region, nationality, or some other
basis of significant cultural distance, including economic inequality. In
the case of criminal protection rackets social polarization is achieved,
independently of those factors already mentioned – which may or may
not apply – by the cultural qualities of criminal gang membership and
criminal activities which place the racketeers at considerable social
distance from their victims, who are typically shopkeepers, householders
and mundane industrial or bureaucratic workers. 

The archetypical condition of social polarization is to be found in
medieval estate society, for instance, in which the cultural formations
of the different estates share very few common elements even though
there is functional interdependence between them. Under these circum-
stances the different social groups fail to share common reference points
cognitively and affectively, that is to say they literally live in different
worlds. As a result they fail to satisfy the conditions that the eighteenth-
century Scottish writer Adam Smith (1976), for instance, sets out in his
account of a theory of moral sentiments, namely sympathy. We are
sympathetic with another when we can imagine ourselves in their
circumstances and therefore imagine the emotions they might experience.
This is the basic condition for what George Herbert Mead calls ‘role
taking’, on which is based his account of sociality (Mead, 1934). The
emotional dimension that is absent under conditions of social
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polarization, then, that would otherwise give access to a sense of the
emotional feelings of the other, means that the humanity of the other
is simply not accessible under conditions of social polarization. It is for
this reason that in estate society it is possible for one group to inflict the
most horrid cruelty on the other: in the absence of sympathy or fellow
feeling it is not possible to form a sense of the other’s emotional feelings
and therefore of their suffering in particular or their humanity in general. 

While social polarization is necessary for terror to occur in situations
of both criminal economic extortion and political duress, a difference
between them, in addition to social polarization, is that in the political
but not the economic use of terror social polarization is overlain with
‘moral polarization’. Terror becomes a means of social control in political
situations when those who apply terror and their victims are not only
at great social distance but also at great moral distance. The perpetrators
of political terror typically regard their victims as responsible for or
implicated in some serious moral transgression, including theft of a
national territory, threat to the integrity of national or international
organization, despoliation of the religiously sacred, serious social and
cultural dislocation, or some other significant moral transgression. While
social polarization operates in terms of the absence of the emotional
elements of sympathy and fellow feeling, moral polarization involves
an intense but negative emotional engagement. Those who are held to
be responsible for the suffering of the other are hated, the sufferer both
fears those responsible for their suffering and is angry with them. The
victim of terror and the perpetrator of terror are involved in a hate–hate
relationship in which anger and fear intermingle. 

The significance of moral polarization is essential in understanding
the etiology, incidence and level of the application of terror in political
contexts. First, in overlaying social polarization, moral polarization
intensifies the distance between perpetrator and victim, increasing the
likelihood of application of terror in any conflict involving the polarized
groups and accounting for the level of ferocity in any violent conflict
between them. Second, the substance of the perceived moral transgression
is the basis of an articulated discontent that takes the form of a principled
position which functions as a means of mobilization, converting a
grievance into a movement. Third, the perceived moral transgression
legitimates with a wider population the movement formed to address it,
so that terrorists have a support population from which they draw
comfort and recruits. 

To summarize the discussion so far: Terror is a means to achieve some
extrinsic purpose, and is a means of social control in which violence or
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threat of its use creates fear or anxiety and also anger in a target population
larger than the immediate victims of violence. Those who apply such a
means are typically socially polarized from those who are subject to it,
and in the case of its application in political disputes social polarization
is typically overlaid with moral polarization. 

In the simplest terms, ‘suicide terror’ is a form of delivery of a means
of terrorist violence that in order to succeed requires the death of its
immediate operative. What is being referred to by this term, then, is not
in the first instance a type of terrorist nor a form of terrorism, but a
mode of delivering violence, or more properly terror. The proliferation
of this means to terror since the 1980s is an index of its efficiency. The
tactical advantages of a bomb attached to a human operative are that it
(1) decreases the possibility of detection – a suicide bomber appears to
be like any other person and the bomb to which he or she is attached is
ostensibly indistinguishable from any jacket or car or truck or fully
fuelled Boeing 767, as the case may be; (2) it increases the possibility of
positioning a bomb for effectiveness – a bomb attached to a person can
be manoeuvred to a difficult-to-reach or moving target in a way simply
impossible for inanimate bombs; (3) it eliminates the most difficult part
of any clandestine operation – there is no need to devise an escape
route; (4) it enhances security – the risk of capture or some other breach
of security is significantly reduced. 

Suicide terror has been used by a number of quite different groups.
These include Hezbollah in Lebanon during the 1980s; the Liberation
Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) in Sri Lanka from 1990 to 2002 and
possibly continuing; Hamas in Palestine–Israel intermittently from 1994;
the Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK) in Turkey during 1996 and 1999;
al-Qaeda from 1996; Kashmiri rebels from 2000; Chechnyan rebels
from 2000; and various insurgent and foreign groups in Iraq since 2003.
This list should quickly dispel one popular explanation of suicide terror,
namely that it is a consequence of Islamic religious peculiarities, especially
associated with heavenly rewards of martyrdom. Other frequently
expressed popular explanations of suicide terrorism can also be quickly
dispelled: neither depression or other mental illness, nor despair, poverty
or lack of education, is a characteristic feature of suicide bombers (Hassan,
2001, p. 3; Atran, 2003, pp. 1535–7). 

The classic account of altruistic suicide by the French sociologist,
Emile Durkheim (1970), contributes to an explanation of suicide terrorism,
for it refers to a commitment on the part of the individual to kill
himself or herself in order to satisfy a collective need, either by way of
obligation or by encouragement through acquisition of prestige
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(Durkheim, 1970, pp. 221–2). It is appropriate to mention that organi-
zations that engage in suicide terror also have activities that contribute
to the generation and dissemination of collectivist values and beliefs
that enhance the type of social integration that Durkheim refers to
here. Both Hamas and LTTE, for example, have extensive involvement
in provision of educational, welfare and recreational services. These
function, among other things, to disseminate a collectivist ideology in
which altruistic suicide has salience and also to legitimate organizations
practicing suicide terrorism and enhance recruitment to them. 

The type of social structure in which an individual’s identity is defined
in terms of their positive obligations to the collective, sociologically
summarized as ‘traditional’, can be explained not only in terms of
historically enduring structures and cultural patterns but also in terms
of a society’s more recent experience, as in Georg Simmel’s account, for
instance, of the consequences of a conflict of a group with another
group on the former’s inner structure. Simmel describes this as ‘central-
ization of the group’ in which ‘individual deviations from the unity of
the coordinating principle’ is not tolerated (Simmel, 1969, pp. 87–94).
Indeed, the galvanizing quality of the social structure that supports
terrorist organizations is primarily its conflictual subjugation to an
external power and only secondarily its ‘traditional’ form. In this sense
any religiosity in terrorist groups is as likely to be a consequence of the
social conditions facilitating their engagement in terrorism as its cause. 

The density of social solidarity through conflict, as background to the
advent of suicide terror, is insufficient to account for the incidence of
suicide terrorism but its veracity is enhanced by a common feature of
suicide bombers, namely that they had lost a family member or close
friend through the military action of those they oppose. This is the
singular basis of recruitment to the Chechnyan Black Widows suicide
squads, and it is also reported as a feature of recruitment of Hamas
suicide bombers (Ganor, 2000, p. 4; Brooks, 2002). Also frequently
reported is the intense loyalty of the bomber to organization and cause.
The qualities of loyalty may be appreciated by comparing it with trust.
Whereas trust, which is a commitment to rely on another, preserves
individual prerogatives and a sense of individual benefits, loyalty, on
the other hand, is a commitment to subordinate individual prerogatives
and benefits for the sake of a collective entity (Barbalet, 1996). 

Yet none of this in itself explains the genesis of suicide terror. This is
because suicide terror is a technique not a movement. It is not the result
of individual attributes (mental disorder) or social conditions (poverty,
oppression, social solidarity), but of a political decision to use it. Once
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that decision is taken, then certain social or organizational conditions
are required to operationalize it, that is to select, train and control
suicide bombers, and each of these also involves particular emotions. 

The Palestinian case 

There is a literature that discusses the selection, training and control or
running of suicide bombers. It shows how the relevant organizations
attempt to select able, competent and reliable persons who are already
motivated for such operations and it shows how, in addition to
providing technical training, the organizations use various methods for
maintaining commitment (Hassan, 2001; Davis, 2003). The emotional
elements of these matters are clear and readily understood. Rather than
focus on this aspect I want to consider to what ends or purposes suicide
terror might be put in order to understand the programmatic emotions
at work. 

Like all political activity, suicide terrorism has to be understood in its
context. Although suicide terror is not a unique feature of the Pales-
tinian–Israeli conflict, this conflict does provide a particularly well-
documented case study. The Palestinian organization, Hamas, commenced
a suicide campaign in late 1993 in an endeavour to sabotage the Oslo
accords signed between the late Yasser Arafat’s Palestine Liberation
Organization (PLO) and Israel. In its founding charter Hamas was
committed to the replacement of Arafat’s government with an Islamist
state in the West Bank and Gaza, and the destruction of Israel. The
suicide bombing of this period, conducted by Hamas and to a lesser
extent Islamic Jihad, was relatively light with 9 incidents from April
1994 to August 1995, 4 in 1996 and 3 in 1997. Although the victims of
Hamas and Islamic Jihad terror were Israeli citizens, the campaigns of
this period must be seen as directed against the PLO and its agreement
with Israel on a peace settlement. The use of suicide terror in intra-
movement differences should not be overlooked as a significant factor
in Palestinian politics. The suicide campaigns of this period were not
widely supported within the Palestinian population. 

While there was much support in principle for Oslo in the West Bank
and Gaza, conditions in these regions deteriorated significantly after
the Oslo agreement was signed. Economically, the standard of living
declined 30% and the unemployment rate went to 50%. At the same
time Jewish settler populations increased and the protective buffer
zones around Jewish settlements were enlarged without compensation.
Israeli restrictions on trade, investment and water resources added to
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Palestinian concerns. Finally, in its endeavours to enforce Oslo the
Palestinian Authority behaved increasingly harshly, closing independent
media and jailing opponents. The prevailing climate that dominated
the Palestinian areas was fear and despondency. 

In late September 2000 the then Israeli opposition leader, Ariel
Sharon, visited Temple Mount, which led to large riots in Jerusalem and
to Sharon’s victory in a general election in February 2001. This exacer-
bated the despondency among Palestinians. These events initiated a
new campaign of suicide terror by Hamas and Islamic Jihad. The following
year groups that had not previously been involved in suicide terror,
namely the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) and the
Al-Aqsa Martyr Brigade, joined the new campaign. The incidence of
suicide attacks is summarized in Table 1. 

The involvement of the Al-Aqsa Martyr Brigade in suicide terror
began in 2000 in response to the Israeli assassination of its commander,
but its operations were limited to military targets. It attacked civilian
targets with suicide missions from 2002 in response to Hamas operations,
but unlike Hamas was prepared to run female bombers. 

The use of suicide terror in this campaign has been difficult to explain
strategically: targets are typically civilian rather than military, and when
military personnel have been targeted they have not been strategic in
either rank or function. This has led commentators to argue that these
suicide operations within Israel are retaliatory against Israeli incursions
into territory controlled by the Palestinian Authority. Additionally, it
has been argued that to the degree that Hamas suicide terror is strategic
it has been used to disrupt negotiated outcomes it considered unsatis-
factory or inadequate. But neither of these accounts can explain the
suicide campaign of 2001–2004. 

Table 1 Incidence of suicide terrorism by organization 

* up until March 14 
Source: Israel Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

 2001 2002 2003 2004* Total

HAMAS 10 13 9 2 34
IJ 6 6 5  17
AL AQSA 10 3 3 16
PFLP 2 1  3
UNATTRIB 4 7 2  13

Total 20 38 20 5 83
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As we have seen, terror functions by generating fear in the target
population. The 2001–2004 suicide terror campaign does that, but it
does something else in addition. Unlike other terror campaigns it gener-
ates high levels of anger against Israel in the Palestinian population. It
is able to do this because the suicide campaign has reliably been able to
provoke Israeli reprisals. Before discussing the details it is necessary to
say something about the differences between fear and anger. 

While both fear and anger share an element of distress, displeasure
about an undesirable event, they have quite different, even opposite
dispositional consequences. This is because anger includes an element
of reproach, absent in fear, that is disapproving of someone else’s
blameworthy action (Ortony, Clore and Collins, 1988, pp. 112, 147).
Fear in times of civil unrest and military oppression tends to politically
isolate individuals and contract their activities. While fear tends to
deplete a person’s power of assertion, anger, on the other hand,
increases it (de Rivera, 1977, p. 89; see also Holmes, 2004; Ost, 2004).
De Rivera points out that the ‘most evident [physical] effect’ of anger is
to ‘increase [a person’s] volitional capacity’ and that anger functions ‘to
strengthen the person’s will’, and anger is therefore: 

necessary for the maintenance of will in the face of the opposition’s
position and possible use of retaliation. If the anger is unavailable, or
insufficient, the person folds and fails to assert himself (de Rivera,
1977, p. 87). 

Thus it was necessary for Palestinian political organizations to produce
anger in the face of objective conditions post-Oslo leading to fear and
despair. This has been the purpose and outcome of the suicide campaigns
of Hamas, Islamic Jihad and the al-Aqsa Martyrs Brigade from 2001.
Expression of such anger does not dissipate the emotion but intensifies it. 

Palestinian anger is provoked by the structure of social relationships
that characterized life in Gaza and the West Bank. But this anger is
enhanced by wrapping the terror campaign against Israel in a mantle of
martyrdom through suicide bombings. In Arabic the suicide terrorist is
known as a shahid, a martyr. To suffer and indeed to die for a cause as a
martyr attributes the responsibility for the death neither to the person
who dies, nor even to the cause for which they die, but to the force
opposed to that cause. The cause itself is seen in terms of the shahid’s
representation of the community from which they are drawn. The
martyr’s act is blameless; those whom the martyr opposes are reproachable.
Palestinian reproach against Israel fuels Palestinian anger and energizes
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the Palestinian movement. In addition to the cultural element another
necessary component of the suicide campaign productive of Palestinian
anger is the provocation of Israeli retaliation, upon which these suicide
campaigns are dependent if they are to produce the requisite anger. 

Israeli policy requires demolition of the suicide bomber’s or their
family’s house. There is also usually arrest of family members, friends
and associates. In addition there are targeted killings of Palestinian
militants. The geometry of suicide attack and reprisal can be seen in a
single case. A Hamas suicide bombing occurred at a pizzeria in the
centre of Jerusalem on 9 August 2001. Fifteen people were killed,
including 7 children, and about 130 were injured. Israeli reprisals
included a humiliating confiscation of a Palestinian building in east
Jerusalem, a strike by F-16 fighter jets firing 3 missiles at the Ramalla
Police Station causing damage to about 80% of the building, and a
Palestinian security position shelled in Gaza in which 27 people were
killed. The suicide raid itself was in retaliation for Israeli-targeted killings or
decapitations of Palestinian militants in preceding months through
which Hamas lost 9 activists (Malakunas, 2001). 

If we consider the death rates from Palestinian suicide bombings and
Israeli reprisals for the period 2001–2004, as in Table 2, we can see that
it averages out to just over 5 Israeli deaths and 30 Palestinian deaths for
each suicide mission. The terrorist organizations and the Israeli authorities
know this ghoulish proportionality. And so does the Palestinian popu-
lation: It is a further source of the anger of ordinary Palestinians. 

It is interesting to note that suicide bombing had a quite different
structure and effect in the first historically recent instance of its wide-
spread use, by Hezbollah in the early 1980s. Here suicide bombers were
directed against military and diplomatic targets to remove American

Table 2 Numbers of deaths associated with suicide bombings. 

* to April 
Sources: Israel Ministry of Foreign Affairs; Palestinian Red Crescent Society.

 Number of suicide
bombings 

Number of Israeli
deaths 

Palestinian deaths 
through IDF actions

2001 20 81 577
2002 38 197 1068
2003 20 139 664
2004* 5 33 187

Total 83 450 2492
Ratio 1 5.4 30
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forces from Lebanon. The most extensive use of suicide missions has
been by the LTTE. Their use of suicide bombers has been against military
targets and also in assassination attempts against prominent military
and civilian leaders, practically all successful, the best known being the
assassination of Rajiv Gandhi by belt bomb in May 1991. Similarly,
Iraqi insurgents and foreign fighters have targeted military and police
patrols and installations with suicide bombs, although increasing numbers
of civilian victims are reported. The Palestinian suicide campaign of
2001–2004 had the particular purpose of generating anger in its support
population. 

Conclusion 

In a pioneering work of political analysis, The Process of Government, first
published in 1908, Arthur Bentley (1949) devoted nearly a hundred
pages of the first chapter, ‘Feelings and Faculties as Causes’, discrediting
the idea that emotions can be of primary importance in political proc-
esses and therefore of interest to political analysis. Having dispelled
emotions from explanation of political events and organization,
Bentley returns to the question of emotions towards the end of the
book. He now writes that his argument of the first chapter contained
‘certain exaggerations’ and ‘shades of overemphasis’ (Bentley, 1949,
p. 443). While he still wishes to insist that feelings or emotions have no
‘independent existence’ his revised position is that ‘they do indicate a
very important part of the social activity’ (Bentley, 1949, p. 443). The
reason that exclusion of emotions can only compromise the explanatory
capacity of accounts of social and political phenomena is that emotions
are essential to the values, interests and meanings of those who have
any social and political involvement. To leave emotions out of an
explanation or account removes the agent responsible for an outcome
and also the consequences of an agent’s actions. As we have seen when
considering voting, for instance, it also leaves out a full understanding
of organization and institution. 

While emotions are essential in political explanation, a common sense
or popular understanding of emotions is inadequate. Like all concepts,
the meaning of the notion of emotions derives from the theory of
emotion within which it operates. It has been proposed that aspects of
some conventional understandings of emotions are less useful in political
analysis than a more self-consciously sociological approach to emotions,
briefly outlined in the first section of this chapter. In particular, it is
important to keep in mind that some emotions, and especially emotions
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relevant to significant political processes and organizations, endure
over long periods of time and that expression of emotions does not
necessarily mean their dissipation but their possible reinforcement.
Also, the distinction between relational, iterated and programmatic
emotions was proposed. The importance of relational emotions in indi-
cating the difference between open and secret voting, for instance, has
been demonstrated in the discussion above. Similarly, the relational
emotions generated in social and moral polarization that is the basis of
adaptation of terror as a means in political conflict has also been
demonstrated. The role of iterated emotions in the construction of
martyrdom in the campaigns of Palestinian organizations was noted,
and the importance of anger as a programmatic emotion in the Palestinian
suicide campaign of 2001–2004 has also been discussed in the case
study above. 

No aspect of the social and political worlds is free of emotional
involvement and any explanation of those things that ignores emotions
is to that extent of limited utility. Norbert Elias warned that ‘any inves-
tigation that considers only people’s consciousness, their “reason” or
“ideas”, while disregarding the structure of drives, the direction and
form of human affects and passions, can from the outset be of only
limited value’ (Elias, 2000, p. 408). But to this caution must be added
another: it is not sufficient to simply refer to ‘emotions’ as a generic
capacity or faculty. Only particular emotions are real and in their reality
are responsible for quite distinct dispositions, inclinations and outcomes.
As we have seen, the difference between open and secret voting, for
instance, is not that one is ‘emotional’ and the other ‘rationalized’.
Emotions are inherent in both; the difference lies in the distinct specific
emotions of each. Analysis of emotions and explanations that draw
upon them must always refer to and contribute to our understanding of
particular emotions, be it fear, anger, shame, contentment or any one of
the vast number of emotions of which humans are capable, indicating the
detailed particulars of their specific involvements in all aspects of
politics. 
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4 
Applying Theory in Practice: 
Politics and Emotions in 
Everyday Life 
Simon Clarke, Paul Hoggett and Simon Thompson 

Introduction 

Now we have established some of the microfoundations of emotion in
the previous two chapters we want to turn to the practical application
of the study of emotion in everyday life. To reiterate some of the
themes thus far, we have argued that emotions occupy a place of ambi-
guity in the popular imagination or consciousness. Emotion is often
seen as an eruption of the irrational, for example, of a rage where the
individual is unable to contain his or her feelings and act in a rational
manner. We tend to see eruptions of such ‘negative emotions’ as bad or
destructive whereas it is quite all right to fall in love. Academically, there
has always been a tension between what we might call a social construc-
tionist view of emotions and that of a biological standpoint. In other
words are emotions part of cultural socialization or are they an innate part
of the structure of our biology? At times the counterposition of social
constructionism to biological reductionism, the nature-versus-nurture
debate if you like, has detracted from their study. Several of the chapters
in this second part of the book take a far more reconciliatory view. They
carve a path between what we might term ‘learnt behaviour’ and the
idea that we may also have certain innate predispositions and reactions
that are driven by our unconscious mind. 

The foundations of modern research into emotion can be traced back
to three people: Charles Darwin, William James and Sigmund Freud. As
Jenkins etal. (1998) note: ‘Darwin founded ethology with his observation
of emotional responses in natural settings. James emphasized physio-
logical changes in the body.. . (and) Freud offered the method of listening
to what people said about their emotional lives’ (Jenkins etal., 1998, p. 8).
For Darwin, emotions are innate and derive from primitive states of
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physiological being. Emotion is somehow to do with our instincts, and
emotional response is a reaction which is central to survival, a reaction
to threats and dangers. In James’ model, emotion is initially a bodily
experience that becomes cognate in the sense that it is evaluated and
assigned a specific label. In other words, it is not the cause of anything,
it is an effect. So for example, we feel sorry because we cry, afraid
because we tremble. This biological basis in human emotion has put it
at odds with sociological and political thinking. But also, we have the
idea that we intimated in the introductory chapter of this book that the
emotions have been seen as something that need taming or harnessing,
preferably by the hand of reason. The emotional is always the antithesis
of that which is calm, controlled and scientific. In his early work Sketch
for a Theory of Emotions Jean Paul Sartre (1939, 2002) argues that
emotions are intentional and a way of coping with difficult situations,
emotions do not control us, we control them. We tend to aim at changing
the world but if we cannot we change our own behaviour. Sartre gives
the example of fainting, in which we magically annihilate the world by
severing our consciousness with it. Emotion arises as the world of
rationality disappears and the world of magic comes to the fore (Sartre,
1939, p. 57). Simon Williams (1998) argues that we have to rid ourselves
of the idea that emotions are the poor relation to reason – ‘without
emotions, social life, including our decision making capacities and our
ability to make informed choices amongst a plurality of options, would
be impossible’ (Williams, 1998, p. 761). 

In some sense this dichotomy between constructionist and innate
accounts of the study of emotion reached an impasse in sociological
research in a debate through a series of papers in the journal Sociology in
the mid-1990s. This debate between Ian Craib, Simon Williams and
Gillian Bendelow largely centre around the neglect of the study of
emotions in British sociology. Craib’s (1995) paper argued that the
sociological study of emotions might restrict, rather than further our
understanding of emotional life. In it he argues that men and women
are engaged in interlocking forms of emotional work and that there is
no simple relationship between the experience and the expression of
emotion. Craib is pointing to the complexity of emotional states of
being in which he argues that no one form of knowing, in this case soci-
ology, is sufficient for us to understand the complexity of emotional life.
Craib argues for a psychoanalytic rendition of the explanation of
emotion, but in a far from reductionist form. Rather, in understanding
emotion we need to draw on both social and psychological aspects of
culture and society. Williams and Bendelow (1996) are quick to point
out that Craib’s charge that sociological commentaries on emotions are
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crass and insensitive is not only an overstatement but neglects much of
the good work done by sociologists. After all, many of the founders of
sociology have touched on emotion in their work: in the Protestant Ethic
Max Weber (1978) describes the emotional powerhouse that is the basis
for development of the modern Western world and politics. Scheler
(1992) provides a rich source of material in his writing on empathy and
emotion. Simmel (1950) analyses the emotional life of the city. In Marx
and Durkheim we see the analysis of feelings of alienation and solidarity.
So, sociology has touched on the emotional and political in society. In
1997 Craib launched his fiercest attack on the sociological tradition by
arguing that social constructionism is a manic psychosis which is
unable to recognise the limits of its own discipline, unable to take on
the ideas of other disciplines and therefore unable to discover anything
new. These are strong words, and there is much irony in Craib’s paper,
but what he is arguing is that we need to take a multidisciplinary stance
if we are to understand the basis of emotional life. In The Managed Heart
(1983) Arlie Hochschild posits a theory of emotion which manages to
synthesise all these positions. Her model of emotion oscillates between
biological, interactionist, or social constructionist and psychoanalytic
approaches to emotion in three theoretical currents: 

Drawing from Dewey, Gerth and Mills, and Goffman within the
interactional tradition, I explore what gets ‘done to’ emotion and
how feelings are permeable to what gets done to them. From Darwin
in the organismic tradition, I posit a sense of what is there, imperme-
able, to be ‘done to’, namely a biological given sense related to an
orientation to action. Finally, through Freud, I circle back from the
organismic to the interactional tradition, tracing through an analysis
of the signal functions of feeling how social factors influence what
we expect and thus what feelings signal. (Hochschild, 1983, p. 222). 

Thus we have the idea that we can have an interactional view of biolog-
ically derived emotion, but far from reductionism, Hochschild posits a
dynamic model in which the biological or innate is a potentiality which
is shaped by the social. This is similar to Eric Fromm’s thesis – ‘Man’s
nature, his passions, and anxieties are a cultural product’ (Fromm,
1942, p. 11). Fromm does not reject Freud’s ideas, but turns them on
their head. Man’s nature, the emotional self is neither a result of innate
biological drives nor a ‘lifeless shadow of cultural’ patterns, but a
product of the tension between the two. In other words a tension
between outer and inner worlds, between social and political structure
and society. Joanne Brown and Barry Richards (2000) characterise a
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psychoanalytic sociology of the emotions which attempts to avoid
dualistic thinking: ‘we combine psychoanalytic with social theory, as
well as some more philosophical discourse lying behind both forms of
theory, with observations of social processes ranging from commentary
on complex cultural themes to microanalysis of social interaction in
specific settings’ (Brown and Richards, 2000, p. 31). 

It has in many senses been the use of psychoanalysis in tandem with
social and critical theory that has led the way in this kind of multidisci-
plinary approach and this is evident in the first two papers in the second
section of this book. Clarke and Alford make use of Kleinian psychoan-
alytic ideas to make sense of the emotions that we call ‘envy’ and ‘hate’,
as does Hoggett in his exploration of compassion. This is a tradition
that goes back to the early work of the Frankfurt School and in
particular in the writings of Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno
(1947, 1994) in the exploration of the dark side of Enlightenment
thinking. Although Horkheimer and Adorno’s work did not specifically
address emotion per se, it did seek to understand the affective and
irrational forces behind the development of modern society. Using a
critical fusion of the work of Marx, Weber and Freud, Horkheimer and
Adorno sought to explain the visceral, irrational and embodied nature
of anti-Semitism using psychoanalytic theory. In a later paper Adorno
(1991) turned to the political and specifically Fascist propaganda to try
and explain the emotional ties that people developed with certain
leaders, despite their better judgement. This multidisciplinary approach
that leans towards psychoanalysis tends to focus on negative emotions
such as hate and aggression. Frantz Fanon (1968) in Black Skin White
Masks delves into the political economy and psychopathology of colo-
nialism. Again Fanon uses psychoanalysis to understand the position
that the black finds himself or herself in the white world. Fanon
demonstrates how powerful emotional forces quite literally batter the
black person into the stereotypical imago that the white person has
constructed. We thus start to see an interdisciplinary approach to the
study of emotions that combines ideas from sociology, psychoanalysis,
philosophy and cultural studies to analyse socio-political phenomena.
In the next section we want to outline some of the key ideas and
themes in the second part of this book. 

Key themes 

The first three chapters of the second part of this book weave together
ideas around envy and hatred as an emotion and the idea of ressentiment.
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Clarke and Alford’s chapters complement each other in so far as Clarke’s
exploration of envy as an emotion lays a theoretical introduction to
Alford’s analysis of hate as an emotion. Clarke’s use of psychoanalytic
concepts configures a very different notion of ressentiment to that
portrayed by Demertzis who takes a philosophical approach to ressentiment
and populism in a political sociology of emotion. 

Clarke’s approach to the study of emotion is firmly psycho-social.
That is, it contains an analysis of the underlying unconscious dynamics
in social life as well as the conscious socio-structural elements that form
social interaction and society. Using the work of Melanie Klein (1952,
1957) Clarke explores psychoanalytic renditions of envy as an emotion
arguing that although the term is used to mean many different things
in everyday language, in psychoanalysis its meaning is far more
specific; it is an expression, projection and deflection of what psycho-
analysts call the ‘death drive’ – Thanatos. In Kleinian psychoanalysis
envy is an entirely destructive emotion as it blocks the possibility of the
greatest passion – love – existing at all, by destroying all that is good.
This has serious consequences in social and political life, argues Clarke,
as certain types of envy can be seen to form the emotional basis of
racism and ethnic hatred. Envy stands as a projective and destructive
attack on the processes that underlie many forms of the reconciliation
of difference. The racist seeks to destroy all that is good in the Other
because he or she cannot have it himself or herself. The Other is envied
not only for being sexual and disinhibited, but also for having in phantasy
stolen something that rightfully belongs to us. This, argues Clarke, is at
the heart of the new politics of fear that is currently sweeping the
United Kingdom in relation to asylum seekers and refugees. Unconscious
phantasies about the way people are and exist in the world get trans-
ferred to mainstream politics through distorted perceptions and fears.
After Richards (2000), Clarke argues that it is important that we under-
stand what is inside our politicians and leaders in order that we can vote
for those leaders who do not contain unmodulated envy and are able to
manage the rivalry that exists between groups in a nation. If we do not
then psychotic anxieties are mobilised and we spiral into a politics of
fear where the other becomes demonised and persecuted. Clarke concludes
by arguing that unless envy is modulated it becomes entirely destructive: if
excessive envy is allowed to interfere with intergenerational success;
that is, if we do not encourage our children to do better than us, then
ressentiment will damage the future for further generations to come. 

Focussing on the case of Sinedu Tadesse, an undergraduate at
Harvard University who stabbed her roommate to death while she
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slept, Fred Alford explores the idea of hatred as an emotion and more
precisely the consequences of hatred of thought. In this chapter Alford
argues that in order for us to understand the hatred that binds commu-
nities and nations together, that is an imitation of love, we need to
understand what binds those who hate to their victims. Again, in Alford’s
paper we see a co-joining of sociological, psychological and philosophical
perspectives that give a wider view of social and political phenomena. 

For Alford, hate is a relationship both with others and with ourselves;
that is, our relationship with others also constructs our own psyche, not
as mirror but in more complicated structure of knowing. The crux of
Alford’s argument is that hatred is more than simple projection or intol-
erance of others – hatred for Alford is an expression of the death drive
in the realm of knowledge, where destructiveness is mobilised against
our own thinking capacities. Using the work of Melanie Klein, Alford
argues that hate is most frequently encountered as a paranoid fear of
aggression; in other words, one’s own hatred projected onto the world.
In a discussion of envy Alford notes that this was precisely what was
reflected in Sinedu’s diary, hating her roommate for goodness that she
could never enter, let alone possess. In turning to discussion of the
nature of evil largely through reference to Arendt’s (1965, 1973) work,
Alford posits another way of conceptualising different levels – shallow
and deep evil – and relates them to thoughtfulness. In discussing the
ideas of thought and thoughtlessness Alford notes that we seem to assume
that thought is difficult and we associate it with great thinkers. But
what if thought, understood as thinking about what we are doing, is
both the easiest and the most difficult task in the world? Using Bion’s
(1984, 1989) ideas, Alford argues that the reason why some people have
trouble in thinking is tied in with Bion’s idea of attacks on linking. In
other words, it is easy to have thoughts, but more difficult to put them
together, to link them. For Alford, attacks on linking are attacks on
emotions, or more precisely the link between emotion and its object. If
you break the link between emotion and object then the emotion loses
its energy. Attacks on linking destroy thought, and it is not difficult to
say that Sinedu lost her ability to think, argues Alford; crucially this loss
consists of an inability to use symbol instead of object and word instead
of deed. Her victim’s body not only became a slate on which she
inscribed her rage (the victim was stabbed 45 times), but also her
longing and desire, what Sinedu could no longer bear to feel. Alford
concludes by arguing that there is something doubly difficult in
thinking about hate. Not only does the powerful emotion of hate make
thinking difficult, the same could be said of love, shame and desire, but
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also there is a dimension to hatred that hates thought itself. This is the
job of us all, to recognise this tendency and avoid the exploitation of
the hatred of thought in politics. 

The question of ressentiment continues in Nicolas Demertzis’ chapter,
which addresses a political sociology of the emotions in relation to
populism. In Demertzis’ work we see a shift away from the psychoanalysis
of the emotions to a political and philosophical sociology of the interpre-
tation of emotion. Demertzis is adamant that a political sociology of the
emotions should differentiate itself from an ‘emotive political sociology’
because the latter would reduce political phenomena to emotions and
feeling whereas the former would explicitly integrate an emotional
perspective in the examination of political phenomena. A political soci-
ology of the emotions for Demertzis is political sociology that uses an
affective filter to examine the objects of study. In this case Demertzis is
using ressentiment to analyse Greek populism. 

In a comprehensive overview of the concept of ressentiment Demertzis
differentiates between Nietzschean and non-Nietzschean interpretations.
Non-Nietzschean views include those of Strawson (1974) who sees
resentment as a negative reactive attitude that someone develops in
relation to another negative attitude towards him or her. Rawls (1971,
1991) defines resentment as a moral sentiment, which arises as wrongs
are done. Barbalet’s (1998) view is that ressentiment is an active feeling
determined by specific social structures which determine in turn the
intensity of class struggle. From these perspectives ressentiment is therefore
an unpleasant feeling that leads to an active posture. This is in contrast
to Nietzschean approaches where ressentiment is construed as the morality
of weak people, which leads to inaction. For Demertzis the main
proponent of Nietzsche’s view is Max Scheler who inherits the largely
negative view of ressentiment. Indeed, for Demertzis, what Scheler
means by resentful ‘transvaluation’ is a substitution where old values
stay in the back of the psyche and overcast new ones, what Scheler calls
‘value’ blindness. Demertzis concludes that ressentiment is an unpleasant
moral feeling which operates as a reliving of repressed and endless
vindictiveness, hostility and envy. In other words, it is the outcome of
repetition rather than working through or transformation. 

In trying to explain and analyse populism and in particular Greek
populism, Demertzis argues that the rise of the Greek socialists (PASOK)
in the 1970s was driven by an array of emotions which are typical of
populations undergoing rapid social change and mobility. These emotions
include vindictiveness, spite, envy and ressentiment. PASOK was
heavily supported by new middle strata with its origins in the defeat of
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the civil war (1946–49). Although they were more or less integrated
socially and economically, until mid-1970s they were politically marginal-
ised and dominated. As an effect, for more than twenty years they were
resentful against the post-civil war ‘establishment’. This resentment
came from the conflict between desire (political inclusion) and impotence
(political losers with repressed vindictiveness) and served as the social
psychological basis for the nurturing of Greek populism in the 1980s.
When PASOK took office in 1981, ressentiment led to vengeance because it
could be released and acted out publicly. Thus Demertzis gives us an
analysis of what happens when emotions are pent up over a number of
decades. Ressentiment grows and fades and is replaced by other emotions
contributing to the formation of collective identities and the consolidation
of political institutions. 

In his chapter Simon Thompson argues that close attention to the
emotion of anger can help us understand the political world. He notes
that there are two distinct and closely related ideas in the study of anger
in politics. The first is the notion that anger often leads to mobilisation;
that is, the idea that anger as an emotion is capable of motivating
people into political action and participation. Second, we have the idea
that the reason people mobilise is to often to overcome some form of
perceived injustice. Indeed, Thompson argues that the study of anger
can play a key role in both political science and political philosophy. If
anger is something people feel when they experience injustice, then
understanding anger may offer some insight into the nature of justice
itself. If anger as an emotion motivates political action, then its study
may well offer new insights into the character of struggles for power.
Bringing these together, argues Thompson, should give us a clearer
insight into why people engage in collective action in order to try and
achieve justice together. 

Using the work of Axel Honneth (1995) on recognition, Thompson
explores the notion of negative emotional reactions, such as anger,
which Honneth argues provide the motivating force behind recognition.
In sketching the fundamental elements of Honneth’s account, Thompson
concentrates on the links between negative emotions, the consciousness
of injustice and the struggle for recognition. He argues that in Honneth’s
model of recognition negative emotions such as anger perform a
twofold function. First, they provide insight into the situation of the
people experiencing these emotions. Second, they provide a motivational
function for people to break out of the situation they find themselves
in. Anger therefore performs both a cognitive and a mobilising role in
the politics of recognition. In some sense Thompson presents a positive
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aspect of a negative emotion that is in some way contra to the ressentiment
outlined in both Clarke’s and Demertzis’ work. In comparing and
contrasting Honneth’s work with that of Aristotle, Thompson high-
lights some striking similarities and differences in the work of the two
thinkers on emotion. Aristotle, argues Thompson, endorses a cognitive
account of the emotions which does not oppose emotion and reason;
rather, there are often circumstances in which it is entirely rational to
be angry or irrational to be unemotional. Similarly Honneth does not
oppose reason to emotion; rather, he believes that emotions can give us
information about a situation and therefore good reason to act. Aristotle
also believes that in some circumstances anger can be justified and in
others not. Honneth on the other hand does not consider whether
emotions can be more or less justifiable. Both thinkers however seem to
agree that emotions have a role to play in the explanation of action and
also endorse what Thompson terms an ‘ethics of recognition’. Aristotle
suggests for example that we become angry when we are not given the
respect that we expect, whilst Honneth would argue that negative
emotions arise from the violation of our expectations of recognition.
Finally, argues Thompson, both thinkers make certain assumptions
about the status order which underlies their accounts of emotion. In
Aristotle we see an assumption that promotes hierarchy; in other words,
we would feel more anger if insulted by an inferior rather than an
equal. In contrast, Honneth makes a distinction between pre-modern
societies where hierarchy reigns and modern society where we have
strong egalitarian principles. This transition for Honneth is a matter of
moral progress. 

Thompson’s rationale for this focus on Aristotle and Honneth is that
their work offers the possibility for connecting accounts of everyday
suffering, theories of justice and theories of collective action. Thompson
outlines the way in which Honneth attempts to combine empirical
analysis which seeks to explain the character of social conflicts with a
normative theory which aims to describe and justify an ideal society.
Thompson considers various ways that this link may fail and highlights
the way in which, for example, we could have hurt feelings without
injustice just as easily as we can have injustice without hurt feelings.
Thompson argues that Honneth finds himself pulled in two ways,
either he aligns himself with philosophers who defend a strongly cogni-
tive view of the emotions and thus risks overlooking the importance of
the cultural political environment or he takes into account the role that
mediation plays in the cultural political environment and thus dilutes
his insight into the cognitive and mobilising role of the emotions
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themselves. Thompson sees no way that Honneth can square this circle.
So in this chapter, we see a deeply philosophical eye cast over the role
of emotions in political life. In some sense, although Thompson focuses
on a negative emotion, his analysis holds out the hope that we can
think about anger and its constructive role in the politics of recognition
and in collective action. In a similar vein, the final substantive chapter
in this book looks at the role of compassion in post-emotional society. 

In Hoggett’s chapter we see a psychoanalytic and philosophical reading
of the notion of compassion which the author also grounds in empirical
research. Compassion feels much like a caring emotion associated with
love and empathy for the other. Sketching a resounding critique of
Martha Nussbaum’s (2001) work, Hoggett draws our attention to the
psychoanalytic concepts of identification and projective identification
to unravel the nature of the emotion we call ‘compassion’. For Hoggett,
while Nussbaum’s project of emphasising rationality in the analysis of
emotion is welcome, it tends to underestimate the affective and bodily
dimensions of compassion within a narrowly rationalistic framework.
Her framework assumes a unitary view of the human subject which, for
Hoggett, constrains us from comprehending the full complexity of the
human subject. 

For Nussbaum we can demonstrate the intelligence of compassion by
delineating three cognitive elements of judgement, which are inherent
in the make-up of the emotion. First, we have a judgement of size; we
feel more compassion if the misfortune of another is greater. Second,
there is a judgement of non-desert; in other words, did the person bring
the misfortune on himself or herself? Finally, there is a judgement,
which is eudaimonistic – is the person a significant element in the
feeler of the compassion’s project or schema of things? Hoggett argues
that Nussbaum resorts to a cognitive framework to analyse the similarity
between self and other because she does not understand the concept or
mechanism of identification which is both crucial in the development
of the infant and can blur the boundary between self and other
preventing realisation of both the difference and the separateness of the
other. Nussbaum’s cognitive view of compassion is confirmed in her
discussion of pain which she sees as wholly caused by thought rather
than having any causal independence. For Hoggett there is something
far more affective about compassion – a tugging of the heart, throbbing
and aching – because if we are not affected by the suffering of the other
then our response becomes mere duty, compliance or social conformity.
For Hoggett, a condition of compassion is that the self is affected,
moved or touched by some other, but this not necessarily empathy, and
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he is careful to distinguish between empathic and non-empathic forms
of compassion. In the latter, the suffering other seeks to get through to
an often impermeable self. This is evident for Hoggett in the institutions of
government where the liberal style of politics protects us from the suffer-
ings of others, particularly the ‘undeserving’, while seemingly being
responsive to the deserving few who are increasingly seen as ‘customers’. 

It is here that we see a real paradox in Nussbaum’s work in that to
base compassion on a judgement of non-desert turns the political into
the ethical and vice versa, leaving very little protection for those who
are increasingly termed the ‘undeserving poor’ in the modern (welfare)
state. On the one hand, we feel compassion for the victims of Chechen
terrorism and at a push the Kosovan refugees, but our own poor seem
more out of sight than the sufferings of the poor in Dafur if only they
could portray themselves as innocent victims rather than troublemakers.
Essentially Hoggett is arguing for a durable, less conditional form of
compassion, which he illustrates with examples from his own research.
After all, argues Hoggett, Nussbaum’s tidy distinctions, between innocence
and culpability, non-desert and desert break down on the housing estates
of Britain’s poor. 

Thus to conclude this introduction we can see how emotions like envy,
ressentiment, love, hate and anger proliferate in political practices and
discourse. We can also see how many of these emotions have a double
bind: the underlying ressentiment fuelling the Greek socialist party
almost certainly took it into office, but the after-effects led to vengeance.
We can also see that anger is a double-edged sword: on the one hand it
is destructive, on the other it leads to political mobilisation and parti-
cipation. Compassion too, has a double meaning, the bind often comes
between those deserving or not, those recognised or not, and those we
are able to feel empathy with. The analysis of these emotions calls for
an interdisciplinary approach drawing on sociology, philosophy, and
psychoanalysis in tandem with mainstream political studies. The
chapters that follow give a broad synthesis of these themes and
approaches in the practical application of the study of emotions in
social and political life.
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5 
Envy and Ressentiment 
Simon Clarke 

Introduction 

This Chapter explores psychoanalytic renditions of the concept of envy
as an emotion. The term ‘envy’ is used to mean many different things
in everyday language but in psychoanalysis its meaning is far more
specific – envy is an expression, projection and deflection of Thanatos –
the death drive. This is a particularly important concept in Kleinian
psychoanalysis as envy blocks the very possibility of love existing at all
by destroying all that is good. This can have serious social consequences
and the second half of this chapter addresses envy in racism, politics
and passion in everyday life, relating the concept to the social arena
and social action. 

The concept and idea of envy as an emotion is used in everyday life
on a daily basis, and often arbitrarily to describe certain social encounters,
psychodynamic situations, feelings, which lead to destructive outcomes.
Kate Barrows (2002) notes that envy was recognised as a problem long
before the invention of psychoanalysis. Paraphrasing Chaucer (1958),
Barrows explains that ‘ envy is full of sorrow in another man’s goodness
and prosperity, but joyous in another man’s misfortune’ (Barrows,
2002, p. 3). It is even used in the context of a begrudging admiration for
the achievements of others: ‘ I’m green with envy’ said with a smile and
clenched teeth. It is often used to describe the less comfortable situation
of a grudging contemplation of more fortunate persons. The term ‘envy’
then has two clear meanings: the first less destructive form in which we
have begrudging admiration, and the second form, which Barrows uses
Chaucer to illustrate, that psychoanalysts describe as the spoiling
destructive attack. The concept of envy has been addressed by social
psychologists and psychoanalysts who argue about it from one end of
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the theoretical spectrum to the other – envy as a reciprocal exchange in
a social encounter to envy as an expression of the death drive. 

In 1957 the psychoanalyst Melanie Klein put forward a hypothesis
that Hanna Segal (1989) argues was to shake the psychoanalytic
world. Klein argued that envy is one of the most primitive and funda-
mental emotions: an expression, projection and deflection of
Thanatos, of the death drive; an attack on the life instinct, the wanton
destruction of the good object; and the denial of life itself – ressenti-
ment. (Nicolas Demertzis gives a very different reading in his contribu-
tion to this book.) In this chapter, I want to examine an in-depth
Kleinian psychoanalytic reading of envy to show how psychoanalytic
ideas can help us understand the social implications of psychic life, in
particular the effect that envy can have on the social encounter. This
should serve as an introduction to Fred Alford’s chapter on ‘Hate’ in
which he looks at the concept in relation to envy using empirical
examples. For Alford, hatred is not just about the intolerence of other-
ness but an expression of the death drive. Envy hates the good because
good alone is truly self sufficient, needing and wanting nothing from
the envious one. I therefore explore envy as an emotion and argue
after Klein that it has devastating social consequences. Envy in its
most virulent form undermines the development of one of the
greatest passions of all – love. This is not a case of love turning to hate;
rather, envy blocks the possibility of love existing at all by destroying
all that is good. 

Thinking about envy psychoanalytically 

If we look at envy through a psychoanalytic lens, rather than restricting
ourselves to its everyday usage, we have a rather different interpretation
of this emotion. As Betty Joseph (1989) has noted, envy has been paid
little attention to by psychoanalysts, which is strange given that it is
such a widely discussed emotion. Freud talked only about a very specific
form of envy,’penis envy’, and it was not until the publication of Envy
and Gratitude in 1957 that the significance of envy became an issue of
debate in the psychoanalytic world. Melanie Klein has written extensively
on envy and described a very precise form of it which differs quite
significantly from the everyday usage of the term (although related).
For Klein, envy is entirely destructive. It is a destructive attack on the
sources of life, it is innate, and it is reminiscent of Nietzschian ressentiment.
It is a primitive raging outburst against all that is good, with the intent
to destroy in full the good object. 
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Klein makes a clear distinction between envy, jealousy and greed (see
also Hinshelwood, 1989; Joseph, 1989; Segal, 1989). Jealousy excludes
another from good; destructiveness is a by-product of the exclusion and
usually involves a second party. Greed operates similarly by taking the
whole of the good, regardless of the consequences that others may
suffer, and, again, destructiveness is a by-product of the process. Envy,
however, ‘seeks to destroy the good itself’ (Alford, 1989, p. 37). In other
words, what makes envy so destructive or dangerous is that it attempts
to destroy good rather than bad. The sharpest distinction between envy
and greed is that the former is bound up in projection, the latter in
introjection. Klein (1997) notes: 

Greed is an impetuous and insatiable craving, exceeding what the
subject needs and what the object is able and willing to give. At the
unconscious level, greed aims primarily at completely scooping out,
sucking dry, and devouring the breast: that is to say, its aim is
destructive introjection. (Klein, 1957, p. 181) 

There is no triangular social situation in envy as with jealousy. Envy
involves two persons, subject and object, in which there is a comparison
of the self with another person or object. Objects, for Klein, as
Hinshelwood notes, are at least as important as drive(s); in fact, in
Klein’s notion of phantasy, the object is inherent in the drive. 

For Klein, envy is an expression, projection, or deflection of the death
instinct – an attack on the life instinct in which there is a primary
confusion between good and bad. Hostility is directed at an object that
excites a need (the breast). Hanna Segal explains: 

The love, care and food received from the mother stir in the infant
two opposite reactions: one of gratification leading to love, a primitive
form of gratitude, the other of hostility and envy, based on the reali-
sation that the source of food, love and comfort lies outside one’s
self. (Segal, 1989, p. 139) 

Envy, after Hinshelwood (1989) is therefore the hatred of the capacity
to excite, and the satisfaction of the need which is excited. In other
words, envy of the breast is stirred by gratification, and the infinite
riches of the breast’s resources (Segal, 1989, p. 140). Envy involves both
life and death instincts: the drive to life in terms of the recognition of a
need and the urge towards an object, the drive to death in the form of
attacks upon the object. This fusion is persistent in envy. Envy is there-
fore, for Klein, a constitutional destructive drive. 
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There is often a confusion between frustration and envy in relation to
the breast, but envy is not related to the frustration of instinctual
impulses per se. It is not the withholding breast that seeks gratification
for itself that is envied; rather envy is the spoiling of something good
because it is good, not because it is frustrating. Klein thought that gratitude
was a specific feeling that arose from a sense of enjoyment and satisfaction
in relation to the object (breast). Envy is an attack on an object that
provides gratification rather than frustration. But as Segal notes, to add
a layer of complexity and paradox to this, envy can be stirred by frustra-
tion ‘since the infant idealizes the breast in his phantasy’, and in phan-
tasy the infant may imagine that the nourishing breast is actually being
enjoyed by the breast itself (Segal, 1989, p. 140). In an envious state the
infant attempts to spoil that which is good. This has a defensive
dynamic, in that the infant no longer feels the pain of envy – spoiling is
therefore a defence against, and an expression of envy. 

Envy is often modulated into jealousy as the depressive position is
worked through. Klein is clear that jealousy ‘is based on envy, but involves
a relation to at least two people; it is mainly concerned with love that
the subject feels is his due and has been taken away’ (Klein, 1957, p. 181).
Jealousy therefore involves at least a triangular social situation – the
subject, object and the object that arouses anxiety, and it has something
to do with possession. Klein’s use of the term ‘jealousy’ reveals a deeper
reading of Oedipus – pure violence and persecution; jealousy emerges
out of this as a specific affect that allows admiration of the person
towards whom the jealousy is felt. 

As Segal (1997) notes, jealousy is a more sophisticated feeling than
envy ‘belonging to the Oedipal triangle. It is based on love, and the
hatred of the rival is a function of the love for the object of desire’ (Segal,
1989, p. 141). Greed, that is, possession of all the goodness of the
object, may also cover up envy. In reality, for Segal, envy, jealousy and
greed are related and interacting feelings. So, in greed we may want all
the goodness of the object, but this may be a manic defence against the
pain of envy. In Clinical Klein, Robert Hinshelwood argues that ‘Jealousy,
however painful, is a progression towards a state of mind in which
appreciation (if not yet love) begins to show itself and grows stronger
within the mixture of feelings’ (Hinshelwood, 1994, p. 143). 

Envy on the other hand seeks to expel, to put bad objects into some
other in order to destroy their peace and happiness. Envy is a destructive
form of projective identification: to look maliciously or spitefully into,
‘to produce misfortune by his evil eye’ (Klein, 1997, p. 181n). Envy, if
excessive, becomes part of the basic pathology of the paranoid schizoid
and depressive positions. Envy interferes with the introjection of the
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idealised good breast in the paranoid schizoid position, since the good
object has been attacked and spoiled. For Klein this interferes with the
creation of the fledgling ego and the transition to depressive functioning.
Introjection of a good and trustworthy object is crucial in the development
of the child – destruction of the good object leads to a confusion
between good and bad. Again Hanna Segal elucidates: 

Envious attacks on the ideal breast preclude the introjection of a good
object which would strengthen the ego. This gives rise to a painful
vicious circle. The more the good internal object is destroyed, the
more impoverished the ego feels, and this in turn increases envy.
(Segal, 1989, p. 143) 

Similarly, envy in the depressive position leads to a spiralling back to
manic defences. An envious attack on a good loving object gives rise to
intense feelings of persecutory guilt and anxiety. Envy and anxiety
stand as a barrier to the reconciliation of good and bad in the depressive
position (the depressive position for Klein is a group of attitudes in
which we start to see both good and bad in whole people). Arguably,
envy compounds the anxiety associated with reparation in the depressive
position as the damaged object remains in a superior position. Envy
makes reparation almost impossible as manic defences are reinforced.
This instils in the infant (and adult) a sense of hopelessness. 

Meira Likierman (2001) untangles Klein’s theory to produce two
accounts of primary envy. First, there is the destructive form of envy
that I have discussed, with its wanton and gratuitous attack on the good
object – a senseless emanation of the death instinct. As Likierman
argues, if this is taken as the main message of Klein’s work, ‘it seems to
confirm it as the fitting conclusion to a treatise on human negativity’
(Likierman, 2001, p. 180). There is, however, for Likierman, another
form of primary envy in Klein’s work which relates to the unavailable
breast – to the pain and suffering experienced by the infant through
deprivation. In this context we move away from the idea of envy as an
emanation of Thanatos, to envy as an understandable reaction to infantile
deprivation. In this form of envy the external environment plays a
significant role in Klein’s theory. So, if a child is poorly fed, deprived of
nourishment, there is an increase in persecutory anxiety, the infant
becomes aggressive, and this form of aggression can take the form of
envy. Thus for Likierman: 

Klein’s ideas on deprivation fit into her views on primitive psychic
life in a much more logical way, and represent the strand of ‘Envy
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and Gratitude’ that is in continuity with a central aspect of Klein’s
lifelong work that portrays early life as a struggle to establish a core
of goodness and security in the personality. (Likierman, 2001, p. 181) 

As Likierman notes, for Klein, early life experience and deprivation
amount to far more than mere vague experiences of pain; they shape
the way in which the child develops and copes in later life. What Klein
actually says, though, is that deprivation increases greed and persecutory
anxiety. There is in the infant’s Phantasy an inexhaustable breast – the
good object of its greatest desires. When deprived of this, the child
hates the good object, it becomes the mean and begrudging breast –
envy spoils the primal good object (Klein, 1957, pp. 183–186). Thus we
have the second constitutional agent that Klein describes in Envy and
Gratitude – that of the fragile ego. Put quite simply, some people are
better predisposed to deal with life’s ups and downs than others, to deal
with everyday deprivations and experiences – some people need more
comforting and nurturing than others. 

Thus we have a move from a primary destructive force, the death
instinct, towards the hatred of all that is good in others, a constitutional
drive as Klein would put it. This is envy. Envy can arise from Thanatos,
from absence which evokes the death drive and from the effects of
deprivation on a fragile ego. This destructiveness can soon be placed in
others and manifests itself in jealousy. Jealousy is distinct from envy in
that it does acknowledge that a rival possesses good; destructiveness is a
by-product of the jealous person’s attempt to try to attain the good
object, not destroy it. Thus, as I noted earlier, however painful, jealousy
is often a positive step from envy in which positive feelings are inter-
twined with destructiveness. There is a spectrum from the wanton
invasion and spoiling of the good object (envy) to healthy competition
and admiration as we move to or attain depressive functioning. This,
Hinshelwood argues, is complimentary to the progress of projective
identification, the modification from violent expulsion to a form of
communicative empathy. 

The problem of envy 

Criticisms of Klein’s concept of envy are numerous. Segal (1989) notes
that the publication of Envy and Gratitude and the paper which preceded it
caused a storm of controversy (Segal, 1989, p. 147). It was thought that
the young infant simply was not capable of having such sophisticated
feelings and emotions, that envy is too complex a state of mind for the
young infant: ‘rage and frustration were conceivable, envy aroused by
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good experience, was not’ (Segal, 1989, p. 148). Klein was accused of
blaming the infant, reverting to a doctrine of original sin and renaming
it as envy. Segal notes this debate about envy was also in some sense a
continuation of the controversy about how much ego and object aware-
ness there is at birth. Klein is clear about this: the ego functions from
the beginning of life, object relations exist from the very earliest post-
natal experience, from birth. The emphasis for Klein is on unconscious
forces. She concludes the short paper The Mutual Influences in the Devel-
opment of the Ego and Id (1952, 1997) with the following comment: 

I shall end by restating a well-known fact – one of which, however,
we become more and more convinced the deeper we penetrate into
the mind. It is the recognition that the unconscious is at the root of
all mental processes, determines the whole of mental life, and therefore
that only by exploring the unconscious in depth and width are we
able to analyse the total personality. (Klein, 1997, p. 60) 

Hinshelwood (1989) provides a useful commentary on some more
contemporary criticisms of Klein’s concept of envy. First, Kleinians
have failed to respond to general criticisms of the death instinct and
therefore envy, and the failure of this response indicates either their
inability to do so, or their dogmatism (see Kernberg, 1980). Likierman
notes, ‘to attribute destructive impulses to the infant was one thing; it
was quite another to propose a curious anti-life tendency which under-
pins attacks on the very mothering resources that are essential to
mental growth’ (Likierman, 2001, p. 177). Second, there is Joffe’s (1969)
critique in which he misreads the Kleinian concept of envy in an ego
psychological framework. Joffe assumes that envy is related to the
frustrating breast, and the frustration of instinctual needs. As we have
seen, this is not the case; envy is the spoiling of something good
because it is good, not because it frustrates. Hinshelwood argues that
Joffe has merely shown that the Kleinian concept of envy is not
compatible with the ego-psychology framework. Indeed, for Hinshelwood,
‘it becomes merely a choice between two whole frameworks. In fact,
since 1946 Kleinian theory has moved so far away from ego-psychology
that it is hard for those of one camp to grasp the important features and
nuances of the conceptual framework of the other’ (Hinshelwood,
1989, p. 176). 

The final criticism that Hinshelwood draws our attention to is that
the Kleinian concept of envy supports the view that Kleinian psychoa-
nalysis is pessimistic in the extreme, focusing on aggression and the
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wanton destructiveness of human nature. This may be true to a certain
degree, and it is also true that Klein always stressed the role of both love
and hate from the earliest years of our life. I would argue that in the
context of looking at and addressing social issues and social justice
Klein’s view on human nature is more realistic than pessimistic. We all
tread this tightrope, as Robert Young (1994) has stressed, between love
and hate, between the paranoid splitting of good and bad. One only has
to look at reactions to world events over the past 50 years to witness the
denigration of others and the idealisation of us. This is characteristic of
the totalitarian and dominating impulses of Western civilisation, of
imperialism, and marked by the psychotic anxieties generated by leaders
and groups and the paranoid splitting between us and them. Much of
this is underpinned by a modulated form of envy and destructiveness
which I want to address in the next section of this chapter on envy in
relation to racism, politics and everyday life. 

Envy in racism, politics and everyday life 

How do we relate the concept of envy to the social arena and to social
action? Previously (Clarke, 1999a, b, 2003) I have outlined what I believe
to be a Kleinian psychoanalytic sociology of racism. I want to reiterate
some of those themes later in this chapter to ground my argument
empirically in social behaviour, as racism is fuelled by some of the most
powerful emotions that we can know and perhaps not know about. So,
for example, we may perceive others as possessing something good that
has been stolen from us: jobs, cultures, ways of life. We try to take it
back, but we cannot have it all (greed), so we destroy it (envy). In
seeking ethnically to cleanse ‘others’, we are in fact cleansing ourselves,
ridding ourselves of the discomfort of envy. The racist in envy seeks to
destroy the good that he cannot have. The racist, unable to enjoy
cultural difference is a manifestation of envy, making bad and spoiling
what is good and destroying what he cannot have. 

As I have noted, envy stands as a barrier to reparation in the depressive
position and often leads to a spiralling back to manic defences, not the
least of which are splitting, denigration and virulent projective identifi-
cations. In order to understand the role that depressive anxiety plays in
the explanation of racism it is necessary to elucidate Klein’s notion of
positions. The paranoid schizoid position is characterised by a splitting
of difference. Good and bad objects are split, the good introjected, the
bad projected outward into someone or something else. Persecutory
anxiety stems from the fear of internal and external attack. Gradually
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the tendency to split good and bad lessens as the fear of bad objects
diminishes; the child’s world becomes less polarised and both good and
bad are seen in whole objects. Thus we have the transition to the
depressive position. Klein (1997) identifies the depressive position as an
integration of experience. Rather than a split there is a perception of
whole people containing both good and bad. Conflicts within the self
are no longer split and pushed into others; recognition of both good
and bad within the self allows recognition of this in others. The depressive
position can be viewed as a recognition of the plurality of difference, in
which the individual hates the hating self and tries to repair, to make
reparation for the damage that has been done. Care for others develops
as does guilt, as one realises that the attacked ‘other’ contains both good
and bad. Thus, depressive anxiety fuels the need to make reparation. The
depressive position involves fear, anxiety and despair about the ability
both to make reparation for those destroyed in phantasy and to overcome
one’s own destructiveness. The anxiety generated may be so great that
it leads to the employment of paranoid schizoid defences. 

To apply this to the analysis of racism, we note that anxiety is not
created by acceptance and celebration of difference. Rather, the indi-
vidual’s doubt of his ability to accept difference leads to the employment
of paranoid schizoid defences. Envy is therefore a projective and
destructive attack that stands as a barrier to reconciliation in the depressive
position. The racist seeks to destroy the good that he cannot have.
Excluding and persecuting others alleviates the discomfort of not only
envy but also guilt and depressive anxiety. The urge to make reparation,
in itself, as I have argued, perpetuates and justifies racism for the racist.
When depressive anxiety invokes schizoid defences, what ensues is a
vicious and destructive envious attack on others. 

Farhad Dalal (2002) has also seen envy as a precipitator of racism.
Dalal argues that the Kleinian concept of envy adds a new twist to the
death instinct, reminding us that the intention behind envy is not to
appropriate goodness, but to destroy its source. Dalal raises some
problems in the psychoanalytic analysis of racialization. So, for
example, for envy to be the precipitator of racism, the attack on the
racialised Other must be because the Other has some perceived goodness.
The problem, for Dalal, ‘is that the hated racialised Other is more often
than not the more deprived of the two’ (Dalal, 2002, p. 44). I think
Dalal hits at the very heart of the psychoanalysis of racism here, in that
while the breast is envied by the infant because of its real goodness,
nourishment, fullness and ability to deprive and cause pain, the racialised
Other is attacked in envy because of its phantasised goodness, potential,
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potency and fullness. Racism and processes of racialization are, as I have
previously argued (Clarke, 1999a, 2002), steeped in phantasy, imagination
and uncanny strangeness (Clarke, 2003b). For Dalal, a possible explanation
for what amounts to the projection of good onto a bad object, into
what should be a safe space, (after all, the racialised Other, by definition
cannot be this safe space), is as follows: 

The amalgam of various psycho-social tides (two of the most
important being Christianity and the Enlightenment), inculcated
the repression of the passions (particularly sex and aggression) in the
European Christian. These repressed elements are bound to be split
off from consciousness and into a territory which is designated as
similarly repellent in some way (enter the racialized Other). The
racialized Other is now experienced as containing not only something
desirable, but being desire incarnate. (Dalal, 2002, p. 45) 

This whole process, for Dalal, leaves the conscious mind feeling
perturbed and disgruntled. Hence, my emphasis in other papers on the
Freudian uncanny and its relationship to the colonial condition
(Clarke, 2001; Clarke and Moran, 2003). The uncanny stranger, the
aborigine can evoke feelings that are long-lasting, but strikingly familiar –
as Dalal notes, the racialised Other is not only envied for being
rampantly sexual and disinhibited, but also for some vague recollection,
or realisation that the thing that resides within them rightfully belongs
to us. The issue of asylum, and asylum seekers in the United Kingdom
has seen the growth of a new politics of fear in which the Other threatens
to not only engulf us but destroy us from within. In a dangerous political
amalgam, the asylum seeker not only has become a popular folk demon
in the media but is now being equated with terrorism. Thus the dispersal
of refugees from Kosovo and Somalia, North Africa and the Middle East
around the country has, if we were to believe the media, planted a stranger
within our community who lives off of us, whilst returning nothing. It
is no wonder that media coverage has concentrated on policies for
sending ‘them’ home, rather than understanding the position that another
human being finds himself or herself in. They, the stranger, the refugee,
represent all our fears of displacement, of chaos, and represent a threat
to our psychic stability. This does not seem on first sight to be anything
to do with envy, and perhaps to think of this reaction in terms of jealousy
is more appropriate as stories in the press focus on taking away and not
giving. Certainly the politics of fear has added a new psychodynamic
dimension to asylum: the asylum seeker represents not only our own
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fears of chaos and displacement, but also the possibility of being
destroyed from within by both our own phantasies of terror and the
terrorist in our midst. 

Ian Craib (2001) notes a different intensity or dynamic of envy
arguing that while envy or an envious attack can be violent in the
extreme, underlying torture and murders that involve mutilation, it
operates in everyday social interactions in more subtle ways. Think of
the way in which subtle projective identifications often make people
feel a particular way in social situations, usually unspoken but often
painful. Envy is more outright. There is, as Craib notes, a tendency
through envious comments to undermine people’s achievements or
successes, or something good that has happened to them: 

If my friend tells me that he’s off to Switzerland for a skiing holiday,
my unthinking response is a half joking ‘It’s alright for you, some of
us have to stay here and keep the organisation going’, perhaps half
hoping that I might spoil his fun by sending him off feeling guilty.
(Craib, 2001, p. 65) 

The problem with envy, as Craib notes, is that it is easy to talk about
it in a humorous and sophisticated way, easy to see it in others, but very
difficult to recognise and acknowledge in oneself. I think this is a problem
that Betty Joseph (1989) recognises when she talks of the broader socio-
logical implications of envy. In her paper Envy in Everyday Life Joseph
relates the concept of envy to our progression through life – to ageing.
To age with ‘proper resignation’ as Joseph describes it, we have to allow
our children and the children of others to have things, knowledge,
material goods that we have not had access to, we have to identify with
and share in their success, we have to make way for them in other
words. Life goes on, and we have to accept it. Excessive envy can hinder
this process. Just as envy on an individual level is a form of life denial, it
can just as easily be applied at a societal level, and our ressentiment can
damage future generations. 

Barry Richards (2000) has used Klein’s work in order to situate envy
within the social and political world. Envy, in the Kleinian tradition, as
Richards’ notes, is a direct expression of the death instinct. But Richards
also points to a more interesting source of envy, certainly from a social
or interactionist viewpoint. In revising Klein, he sees envy as a primary
confusion between good and bad, which leads the infant and, presumably,
the adult in later life to attack the good object. For Richards: 
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Whether we see the primary inability to distinguish the good from
the bad as itself a manifestation of the death instinct, or as a separate,
though still inherited, component of envy, the constitutional strength
of the death instinct and of primary confusion are major determinants
of the strength of envy in the individual. (Richards, 2000, p. 68) 

This is where the Kleinian view of envy differs significantly from that
of the everyday usage of the term, and certainly from a social construc-
tivist viewpoint as expounded by Harré (1986) and Sabini and Silver
(1986). For Harré, envy exists as a reciprocal exchange in a social
encounter. In other words the emotion that someone would feel in a
given situation is a cognitive or a thought response to how they would
be expected to feel. What differentiates envy from jealousy, one
emotion from another, is the social context in which they are expressed;
for example, the moral rights, duties and obligations of the concept of
marriage in a given culture. This seems very much a case of ‘I expect’
because ‘You expect’ because ‘I expect’. Emotion is therefore reduced to
a language game, to which Harré gives priority (see Clarke, 2003a for an
extended discussion of this argument). 

Envy, for Sabini and Silver, acts in service of the self and is a protection
against self diminution and denigration; if someone pursues a course of
self defence, and in doing so limits the chances of someone else’s
success, or devalues another, this is likely to be called envy: ‘The sexuality
in a sin of lust is patent and unavoidable; the self protection in the sin
of envy is obscured by envy’s secondary but more overt end, the
demeaning of another’ (Sabini and Silver, 1986 p. 176). 

Whereas Sabini and Silver argue that envy is primarily about self-
protection, for Klein it is entirely destructive, and ultimately self-
destructive. Richards suggests that it might be helpful to think of
everyday envy, that is a feeling about one’s lot in relation to others, as
another way in which primitive envy is modulated and diffused across
the social field. For Richards, many feelings that we label ‘social envy’,
when understood psychodynamically, ‘dissolve in something more like
jealousy, or sibling rivalry’ (Richards, 2000, p. 71). In addressing the
potential envious consequences of politics for example, Richards argues
that the most important thing is that which is inside our leaders, and
therefore the most healthy electoral choices ‘are of politicians who are
felt to contain good things, but who do not provoke too much envy of
ourselves, and who offer to contain the various forms of modulated
envy and rivalry that exist between groups within the nation’ (Richards,
2000, p. 74). If we think now directly in terms of social justice then we
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can see within our own political climate, in which envy is neither
modulated nor contained, the direct opposite of this social justice
model. The destructive impulse is now directed at other groups as our
psychotic anxieties are mobilised by political agendas as well as very
real and demonstrable fears. This again is apparent in a growing
politics of fear where the West and the rest are counterposed and
there is an increasing suspicion of those seeking asylum or refuge in
the West. 

Conclusion 

For Klein, envy is innate and the dynamic exists between subject and
object; there is no third person. However, we cannot discount the role
of social relations in the psychodynamics of emotional interaction. The
social world quite plainly has a great influence on the psychic world,
and the interplay between the two is not only moderated by psychic
mechanisms but by rules, norms, behaviours and morals. As both Klein
and Segal have told us, excessive envy in infants can also be accounted
for in terms of external factors and circumstances that play an extremely
important role. Not the least of these are the socio-economic position of
parents and primary carers, the dynamics of groups and organisations,
the role of the state and the role of narcissistic leaders. Thus, although
Kleinian thinking concentrates fundamentally on the unconscious, it
also regards environmental factors as vitally important in the development
of the child. 

I argue after Klein that envy has far greater social consequences than
even constructionists have acknowledged. Envy in its most virulent
form undermines the development of one of the greatest passions of all –
love. As I have said, but it is important to reiterate, this is not a case of
love turning to hate; rather envy blocks the possibility of love existing
at all. In relating envy to racism we should not forget that there is both
a psychodynamic and a political economy at work. Phantasy and imag-
ination fuel uncanny feelings of that which is old and familiar, which
in turn provoke envious attacks on the racialised Other. But also, as we
have seen, the socio-economic status of the individual is important if
we are to understand the personal expression of emotion. There are
huge rifts between those who have access to material goods and riches
and those who live in poverty and need, and this is not a case of east
and west, or north and south, but on our own doorsteps. Capitalism is
as chaotic and schizoid as many of our political leaders, encouraging
and indeed creating a wider gulf between rich and poor. 
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The Kleinian concept of envy is complex, ranging from the wanton
destruction of all that is good – an expression of the death drive on one
hand, and, as some would argue, the basis of healthy competition on
the other. This is further complicated by the idea that envious feeling
can arise from both a constitutional drive and an absence or deprivation.
There is also the debate as to whether these are largely innate characteris-
tics, or fuelled by psychodynamic processes within a relational context
to societal, or psycho-social tides. There is one thing that is absolutely
clear however, and that is unless envy is modulated it is entirely
destructive. In Betty Joseph’s words, life goes on and we have to make
way for those who may have better opportunities in life than we. If
excessive envy is allowed to interfere with this process then our
ressentiment will damage further generations. 
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6 
Hatred of Thought 
C. Fred Alford 

On the morning of May 28, 1995, Sinedu Tadesse, a junior at Harvard,
stabbed her roommate Trang-Ho 45 times while Trang lay sleeping in
her bed in their Harvard dormitory. By the time police arrived, Sinedu
had hanged herself in the bathroom. Unlike most killers, the Ethiopian
student left a detailed diary of her emotional state in the years leading
up to the killing. 

Unlike her roommate, Sinedu was not a popular student. She had
difficulty finding a roommate and was elated when Trang-Ho agreed to
share a suite with her. But they did not get along, in part because Trang’s
boyfriend frequently slept over, and Trang was looking for another
roommate. Sinedu found the humiliation intolerable. 

You know what I fear? I fear that shitty cringing feeling that accom-
panies me . . . . Should my rooming thing does [sic] not work out in
a way that makes me hold my head high and speak of it proudly.
(Thernstrom, 1996) 

If she could have, Sinedu would have inflicted this terrible cringing
feeling on her roommate. Only that, it seems, would have made her feel
better, and that, she knew, was impossible. “Our situations would
never reverse, for me to be the strong and her to be the weak. She’ll live
on tucked in the warmth and support of her family while I cry alone in
the cold.” 

It was a situation made worse, or at least more pathetic, by the way so
many seemed to confuse them, regarding the roommates as virtually
identical non-western exotics. Even at the memorial service, Harvard’s
minister could not seem to keep victim and executioner straight, referring
to both as victims, asking the Lord to forgive them both. “Media accounts
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made them sound like twins, petite, hardworking foreign-born premed
junior biology majors.” 

Unable to become Trang-Ho, unable to trade places with her, Sinedu
decided to kill herself, while taking Trang-Ho with her. Only that would
feed her hatred. “The bad way out I see is suicide and the good way out
killing, savoring their fear and [then] suicide. But you know what
annoys me the most, I do nothing.” 

In his novel Immortality, Milan Kundera (1990, p. 24) has one of his
characters say that “hate traps us by binding us too tightly to our adver-
sary.” What Kundera (or perhaps just his character) fails to understand
is that this is just what is wanted, hatred allowing us to pretend that
what we want is to be free, but never giving us the chance. In hatred we
transform interpersonal bonds into bondage, and relationships into
prisons. For a little while, hate allowed Sinedu to come out of the cold,
as she cocooned herself in the warmth of her hate. 

Sinedu’s strategy did not work for very long; it usually does not.
Hatred culminates in violence when the one who hates comes suddenly
and late to reality, recognizing that the intensely desired fusion is
impossible. By then, however, the one who hates has given up so much
of herself to the desire to be the other that there is no going back. The
self of the hater has been depleted, and no return is possible, only the
perverse satisfaction that the one who is hated will share the annihilation,
fusion in the realm of entropy. 

In order to understand the hatred that binds communities and
nations, the hatred that is the imitation of love, it will be useful to
investigate further the hatred that binds those who hate to their
victims. Not because group psychology is individual psychology writ
large, but because hatred is a relationship on whatever scale it is
conducted. Though the importance of hatred is widely appreciated, far
too little has been written about it from a perspective that seeks to join
psychological insight with social theory. 

Hatred is a relationship with others, and it is a relationship with
oneself, which is but another way of saying that in structuring our relation-
ships with others we are at the same time structuring our psyches, ourselves.
That, I take it, is a non-controversial assumption (at least when stated so
generally), the foundation of object relations theory in psychoanalysis. It
is not the case that our relationships with others are mirrored, or reflected,
in psychic structure; the relationship is more subtle than that. But the prin-
ciple remains, as intrapsychic relationships resonate with extrapsychic ones.

Today much writing about hatred assumes that what we really hate is
the “Other.” Unassimilated otherness and difference is almost unbearable
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to the benighted human psyche, or so it is often argued. Some, such as
Elaine Pagels (1995) in The Origin of Satan, write as if Otherness itself
were the demon. 

Concluding this book, I hope that this research may illuminate for
others, as it has for me, the struggle within Christian tradition
between the profoundly human view that “otherness” is evil and the
words of Jesus that reconciliation is divine. (p. 184) 

Other more psychoanalytically astute writers such as Peter Gay (1993,
pp. 68–71), in The Cultivation of Hatred, write of hatred of the other in
terms of denied sameness. We project onto the other what we cannot
abide in ourselves. Hatred, I shall argue, is about more than the intolerance
of otherness. Hate is an expression of the death drive in the realm of
knowledge. 

Psychoanalysis of hate 

Freud (1915, p. 138) defined hatred as an ego state that wishes to destroy
the source of its unhappiness. What Freud calls the death-drive, what
has come to be called, following Jung, as Thanatos, is not hatred, but
something more and less: more destructive perhaps, but less intensely
involved with the object, the source of unhappiness. Thanatos is not
merely the instinct to destruction. It is the more general impulse to
death, which Freud understands as having the quality of Nirvana, total
cessation of stimulation. Darkness, night, stillness and death – all are
related via the absence of tension and conflict. “All instincts tend toward
the restoration of an earlier state of things,” says Freud (1920, pp. 30–31),
and the earliest state of things is a state of tensionless non-existence:
the inertia of non-being. 

It is, by the way, not necessary to see Thanatos as a death-drive, that
is as an instinct. Thanatos may have more the quality of a raging protest
against pain, a protest that makes no distinction between subject and
object, cause and effect. As Herbert Marcuse (1961, pp. 119–126) argued
in Eros and Civilization, his philosophical reinterpretation of Freud,
Thanatos is a protest against the agony of existence. The more painful
existence, the more attractive the annihilation of death. The mark of
Thanatos is that it hardly cares whose death: yours, mine, ours – to
Thanatos they are all the same. 

To see hatred as rooted in Thanatos, and Thanatos in pain, is not to
minimize its destructiveness, but only to point that it is a destructiveness
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of a certain type, one that would end all tension with the other by
obliterating the other along with the self, fusing in the nothingness of
the All (Freud, 1920, pp. 32–37). Thanatos is the rage to obliteration: of
self, of other, of tension with the other, of tension in the self – among
these Thanatos makes no distinction. Thanatos is obliteration as fusion,
coming close to what Germans calls Liebestod, Romeo and Juliet united
for all eternity in death. This is not so far from what Sinedu wanted. 

Melanie Klein is one of the few psychoanalysts to take Thanatos
seriously, though in Klein’s account Thanatos loses its quest for Nirvana,
becoming tantamount to primal hatred at the source of our pain. For
Freud’s Eros contra Thanatos, Klein substitutes love contra hate, the
eternal conflict that makes the world go around. Klein rarely, if ever,
writes about hate except as it is at war with love. For Klein, hate is most
frequently encountered as a paranoid fear of aggression, one’s own
hatred projected onto the world. The key problem of mental life for
Klein is to separate one’s love and hate sufficiently in early life to be
able to integrate them later. Otherwise we shall be eternally confused as
to what is good and what is bad, and so likely to confuse love and hate.
For Klein, there is no deeper and more terrifying confusion than this. 

While envy is not the root of hatred for Klein, it is hatred’s most perni-
cious expression. Envy hates the good because it is good, because it is
separate, whole, and beyond the ability of the hateful one to possess.
Envy is hatred of the good because it is good, filled with itself and life,
something the envious one cannot bear because it makes him or her feel
so empty and cold. Envy hates the good because good alone is truly self-
sufficient, needing and wanting nothing from the envious one (Klein,
1975b). Envy is precisely what Sinedu expressed in her diary, destroying
Trang-Ho because she was cocooned in a goodness Sinedu could never
enter, let alone possess. Envy hates the good because good alone is truly
self-sufficient, needing and wanting nothing from the envious one. 

A colleague of mine says that Western philosophy would have been
spared much woe had Socrates loved Plato back. What he means is that
much of Western philosophy is an attempt to create an autonomous self
free of the need to be loved by others, but in its heart of heart still enraged
that it is not. Fortunately, one need not decide whether this is true of all,
most, or some of Western philosophy to understand hate a little better. 

Worse than Thanatos? 

While both Freud and Klein set Eros against Thanatos, life against
death, for Klein there is no Nirvana principle, no connection between
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the hatred and aggression of Thanatos and the peace and absence of
stimulation that Freud writes of in Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920,
pp. 34–43). For Freud, the Todestrieb ultimately seeks to return to the
origin of things, a state of oblivion. There is, in other words, a type of
satisfaction inherent in the Todestrieb, a satisfaction from which life
itself is a long detour. For Klein, on the other hand, the Todestrieb is
sadism, envy, and destruction. Nothing in Klein’s account of the
Todestrieb suggests she shared Freud’s idea that death is the telos of life
(Alford, 1989, p. 25). 

This might make it seem as if Klein’s account of the “death instinct”
would be easier to assimilate into mainstream psychoanalytic thought
than Freud’s. That may not be the case, for Klein makes it clear that the
infant and young child hates, envies, and would destroy its mother if it
could, regardless of how responsive and loving mother truly is. To be sure,
Klein and Kleinians recognize that the mother’s response to the child’s
aggression, how well she is able to contain the child’s hatred and envy,
will make an enormous difference in how well the child is able to integrate
its experiences of loving and hating, and so enter into and remain within
the depressive position (Klein, 1975b). Nevertheless, the thesis that the
child’s hatred and destructiveness is innate, unrelated, at least at first,
to the quality of the child’s relationship with its mother and others
leaves even some sympathetic followers cold. As Meira Likierman puts it, 

To attribute destructive impulses to the infant was one thing; it was
quite another to propose a curious anti-life tendency which underpins
attacks on the very mothering resources that are essential to mental
growth. (Likierman, 2001, p. 177)1 

If one allows oneself to think about it for very long, Klein’s version of
the Todestrieb is even more troubling than Freud’s, as it seeks not even
the pleasure of Nirvana, but the destruction of the good that makes
even one’s own life and growth possible. The only character who comes
close to such an awful thesis is Milton’s Satan. This is true whether Satan’s
rage is directed against his benevolent creator God precisely because He
is generous and kind, asking so little in return (Paradise Lost IV, 43–55).
Or whether Satan’s rage is directed against the mutual love and respect
of Adam and Eve before the Fall. Satan is not simply jealous; for he
would not have sex with Eve even if he could, eventually procreating
Sin and Death out of himself. Rather, Satan simply cannot abide the
very existence of such a pure and perfect love as that between Adam
and Eve (PL IV, 505–508). What Klein calls envy, the desire to destroy
the good because it is good, comes closer to Satan’s desire. 
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Klein draws a sharp distinction between jealousy and envy. We must do
the same in order to think clearly about hate. In jealousy, I want to
possess goods that belong to you because I do not have them, such as a
beautiful spouse, or a lovely house. In envy, I do not want what you have,
perhaps because I already have a beautiful spouse and lovely house of my
own. Rather, I want to spoil what you have because the very existence of
you enjoying these goods makes me feel less good. For me to feel good,
you must feel bad. As Chaucer puts it in a passage quoted by Klein (1975b,
p. 189), envy is the worst sin because it opposes life and creativity itself. 

It is certain that envy is the worst sin, for all other sins are sins only
against one virtue, whereas envy is against all virtue and against all
goodness. Klein might have continued to quote Chaucer, who goes on
the say that envy 

is sorry for all the goodness of one’s neighbor, making it different
from all other sins. There is scarcely any sin that doesn’t have within
it some delight, but Envy has within it only anguish and sorrow.
(Canterbury Tales, “The Parson’s Tale,” 485–490)2 

Only Klein, I believe, allows us to fully appreciate the lust to destroy
the innocent and good. Only an appreciation of hate that takes this
perverted lust seriously has a chance of making sense of this benighted
world, for only then do we see why we must put reparation for all
the destruction we have witnessed, caused, or imagined at the center of
moral life. But perhaps Freud said it best after all, drawing even the
ancient gods into this conflict. 

And now, I think, the meaning of the evolution of civilization is no
longer obscure to us. It must present the struggle between Eros and
Death, between the instinct of life and the instinct of destruction, as
it works itself out in the human species. This struggle is what all life
essentially consists of, and the evolution of civilization may there-
fore be simply described as the struggle for life of the human species.
And it is this battle of the giants that our nurse-maids try to appease
with their lullaby about Heaven. (Freud, 1930, pp. 121–122) 

What it takes to think clearly 

In the conclusion I will return to Sinedu and Trang-Ho. I now turn to
Hannah Arendt’s famous study of the trial of Adolf Eichmann, a study
in the banality of evil, as she called it. To be sure, the banality of evil
that Arendt discovered in this Nazi bureaucrat is not the same as the
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vicar’s inability to distinguish victim and executioner. Nonetheless, the
Reverend Peter J, Gomes’ identification of killer and victim reflects a
disorder of thought that is widely shared. It is with the inability to
think clearly about threatening things that Klein and Arendt, as well
as Klein’s most independent students – Wilfred Bion and Donald
Winnicott – are all concerned. 

Arendt covered the trial of Adolf Eichmann in Jerusalem for The New
Yorker magazine. Though the Holocaust may have been the product of a
single evil mind, it required thousands of willing conspirators to carry it
out. Few were more important than Eichmann, who organized the
transfer of Jews to the death camps. It was Arendt’s experience listening
to and watching Eichmann day after day that led her to formulate her
controversial concept of the banality of evil. 

Arendt’s report on the trial of Eichmann remains controversial to this
day, as Arendt seemed to say that Eichmann was such a banal bureaucrat
that he never truly thought about what he was doing, murdering millions
of Jews. Indeed, this is what puzzles Arendt so. How could pale little men
do such awful deeds, the murder of millions? In coming to terms with this
fact, Arendt says that she had to give up her former belief in radical evil. 

It is indeed my opinion now that evil is never “radical,” that it is
only extreme, and that it possesses neither depth nor any demonic
dimension. It can overgrow and lay waste the whole world precisely
because it spreads like a fungus on the surface. It [evil] is “thought-
defying,” as I said, because thought tries to reach some depth, to go
to the roots, and the moment it concerns itself with evil, it is frustrated
because there is nothing. That is its “banality.” Only the good has
depth and can be radical. (Elshtain, 1995, p. 76) 

Arendt, by the way, never denied the existence of radical evil in the
abstract, in theory. If we understand radical evil as malevolence and
hate, then Arendt found it in such fictional characters as Iago and
Macbeth (Arendt, 1965, p. 229). Not the existence of radical evil, but its
absence in Eichmann and his collaborators, is Arendt’s position. 

Earlier, in The Origins of Totalitarianism, Arendt characterized the last
stages of totalitarianism as “absolute evil.” 

If it is true that in the final stages of totalitarianism an absolute evil
appears (absolute because it can no longer be deduced from compre-
hensively human motives), it is also true that without it we might
never have known the truly radical nature of evil. (Arendt, 1973, p. ix) 
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Though Arendt did not elaborate, the concept of radical evil struck a
chord. To be sure, hate and evil are not identical. On the contrary, hate
seems to have its own dynamic, a dynamic characterized by Otto
Kernberg (1995, p. 69) in terms of structured rage. “The underlying
mechanism [of hatred], I am suggesting, is the establishment of an
internalized object relationship under the control of structured rage,
that is hatred . . . . Hatred consolidates the unconscious identification
with victim and victimizer.” Nevertheless, the way in which Klein talks
about hatred in terms of the destruction of the good itself because it is
good comes so close to Milton’s ideal of Satanic evil that it is worth
continuing to assume (but not posit) a connection between hate and
evil. Not just for literary reasons, but because Klein’s thoughts about
hatred and death challenge Arendt’s concept of the banality of evil. In
other words, Klein’s account suggests that it is Arendt herself who
cannot think deeply enough about hate and evil. 

In Eichmann in Jerusalem, Arendt (1965) does not change what she thinks
about evil. Evil is still defined in terms of its incomprehensibility, what
she now calls “thought defying.” What changes is her judgment about
what makes evil thought defying – that it possesses no qualities to think
about. Indeed, one might argue that not even this changed, just the
location of evil, so to speak, from deeply rooted to on the surface. 

Behind Arendt’s reformulation of evil was her determination not to
permit Eichmann or any of his fellow Nazis to attain the status of
dramatic or romantic demiurges. They must be shown to be who they
really were: limited, hollowed-out, pale, and empty men. This is the
banality of evil. Especially important for Arendt was to strip evil of its
generative power. Above all, evil cannot be creative; evil cannot be
allowed to bring anything new into the world (Elshtain, 1995, pp. 84–85).

Surely Arendt is onto something; her program of destroying the
legend of the greatness of evil is a worthwhile project. William Blake’s
bon mot, that Satan gets all the best lines in Paradise Lost, should remind
us that there is something attractive about evil, and that should worry us. 

Though Arendt understands something important about evil, aspects
of her project are troubling. It is as if the goal of showing that evil
cannot be great (even greatly evil and terrible) is so important that
something of the horror of the evil gets lost: that behind evil lies the
will to destroy the pure, the innocent, and the good because the other is
pure, innocent, and good, and the evil doer is not. It is this that
Milton’s Satan grasps, the same point that Klein knows. 

Let me suggest another way of thinking about evil and evil doers,
along the lines of the cliché “way down deep he’s shallow.” Admittedly,
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the Nazis were shallow men, but that does not mean their evil was
shallow. On the contrary, it is because they were shallow men that their
evil ran so deep. Evil may be deep even as evil doers are generally
(always?) shallow. To make evil deep is not to glorify it, only to suggest
that evil is a force that transcends (as the unconscious transcends) the
awareness of those who practice it. 

At about this point the thoughtful reader may be asking “What is this
deep and shallow business anyway? What sort of intuitive but vague
distinction does it represent?” One result of the Freudian revolution
was to see that even the most ordinary man has a creative unconscious,
expressed for example in dreams. Even the most boring bureaucratic
may have fantastic phantasies. Phillip Rieff makes this same point
when he says “Freud democratized genius by giving everyone a creative
unconscious” (Rieff 1961, p. 36). Banal Nazi bureaucrats likely possessed an
extraordinary unconscious, filled with phantasies of hate and destruction,
as well as perverse urges to purify the world. That these men and women,
like Eichmann, may not have been aware of their destructive phantasies,
that they may have deeply repressed them, does not mean that these
phantasies were not present. On the contrary, the more repressed the
phantasy, the greater (not the lesser) power it has over its possessor, as
the possessor has no opportunity to exercise rational control over what
he knows nothing about. It is incorrect to say that the motivation of
someone like Eichmann is shallow. Eichmann may be shallow, but his
motivation is deep, as deep as the hating human heart, and the most
destructive human phantasy. 

Evil may run deep, even as those in whom it runs deep are shallow
and banal, unaware of the world of death and destruction that lies
within. Perhaps it is the very shallowness of their understanding that
makes them more vulnerable to the acting-out of these phantasies
when they become socially sanctioned, as was the case under the Nazis.
Indeed, in these circumstances we might even be justified in talking
about a collective destructive unconscious, though precisely what that
might mean remains obscure. Perhaps just that the ideology of the
times encouraged and channeled the destructive phantasies of millions
in a similar direction, as though to socialize phantasy itself. 

Alice Miller gives an example of what this might mean: 

I know a woman who never happened to have any contact with a
Jew up to the time she joined the Bund Deutscher Mädel, the female
equivalent of the Hitler Youth. She had been brought up very
strictly. Her parents needed her to help out in the household after
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her siblings (two brothers and a sister) had left home . . . . Much later
she told me with what enthusiasm she had read about “the crimes of
the Jews” in Mein Kampf and what a sense of relief it had given her to
find out that it was permissible to hate someone so unequivocally.
She had never been allowed to envy her siblings openly for being
able to pursue their careers . . . . And now, quite unexpectedly, there
was such a simple solution: it was all right to hate as much as she
wanted; she still remained (and perhaps for this reason was) her
parents’ good girl and a useful daughter of the fatherland. (Miller
1983, p. 64) 

While it may be correct to argue that evil is not creative, reducing the
world to the dimensions of pain, suffering, and destruction, one wants
to be careful about employing aesthetic categories, such as creativity, to
moral debate. Is the good always creative? Sometimes the good itself is
boring, and mundane, the tedious work of feeding the hungry, and
clothing the poor, including victims who are not always ennobled by
their victimhood. Why make creativity the issue one way or the other?
Is it not enough to say that evil is bad and should be avoided, whereas
goodness is good and should be pursued? 

In fact, the deepest anxiety posed by evil seems to be that we shall
confuse evil with the good, for they are never so separate as all that. The
stories we tell ourselves about good and evil are generally attempts to
clarify the borders and boundaries between them, so we never make the
terrifying mistake of confusing one for the other. Recall the story of
Klein’s (1975c) most famous patient, Richard, a little boy who could not
keep clear in his own mind whether the cook and the maid were good
or bad, to say nothing of his mummy and daddy. He could not do so
because of inadequate splitting-and-idealization (Donald Meltzer runs
these terms together with hyphens as though they were one process),
which fails to protect the good object from the split-off bad parts of the
self. The result was confusion and emotional immaturity, as Richard
“could not keep the destructive and Hitleresque part of himself from
crowding in on and taking over the good part” (Meltzer, 1978, pt 2, p. 64).

Richard is not just a disturbed little boy. He represents the threat
faced by us all, that we shall mistake good and bad and so destroy all we
love and care about. Culture, institutions, and leaders are generally eager
to tell us which is which, and so reinforce paranoid-schizoid defenses
against anxiety. From confusion to clarity, but at the cost of dividing
the world into two, alienating one’s own hatred and aggression in
others and fighting it there. Here is a defense that almost guarantees
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that we shall never arrive at a more complex resolution of our angst,
one that sees the good and bad mixed together in ourselves as well as
others. 

Why is creativity so important to Arendt? Because she sees the act of
bringing something new into the world, what she calls “natality,” as
the only alternative to bureaucracy, totalitarianism, and the banality of
evil. Indeed, for Arendt, bureaucracy itself is virtually a form of totalitari-
anism: in both the individual disappears, or rather becomes superfluous.
In a letter written in the month that The Origins of Totalitarianism was
published, Arendt says “What radical evil really is, I don’t know, but it
has something to do with [this] phenomenon: the superfluity of men as
men” (Young-Bruehl 1982, 255; McGowan, 1998, pp. 30–31). This is
also the goal of bureaucracy, what the phrase “like cogs in a machine”
means when it refers to bureaucracy: bureaucracy is not that people are
not needed to man and woman, but that one can readily be replaced by
another as they are all alike. Bureaucracy is the principle of the factory,
the division of labor, applied to the manufacture of decisions. 

If totalitarianism and bureaucracy are both characterized by the
superfluity of the individual, then the link to the banality of evil becomes
clear, for that is precisely what characterizes the evil of men like Eichmann,
“desk murderers” (Schreibtischmörder) as they are rightly called in German.
Eichmann was not acting as an individual; he did not even think about
himself as an individual, except perhaps when questions of promotion
were concerned, and even then it was his place in the system that
mattered. Eichmann conceived of himself as superfluous. 

Totalitarianism, radical evil, bureaucracy, and the banality of evil are
all of a piece: in each of them the individual disappears, and with his or
her disappearance comes an inability to think about what one is doing. 

Arendt is unhelpful not because she resists psychological speculation
(often that is the best course, especially among the psychologically
uninclined), but because thoughtlessness, superficiality, banality, and evil
come to mutually define each other in a way that is unilluminating.
Thoughtlessness is not just the operational definition of evil, so to
speak. Thoughtlessness becomes the very essence of evil, at least by
default. This does not make Arendt wrong. It means that we must
devote more time to thinking about thoughtlessness. 

Thought and thoughtlessness 

Recall how Likierman (2001, p. 177) characterizes the death drive in Klein:
as an attack on those mothering resources (let us just call it mother love,
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though in some cases it might as well be father love or grandmother
love) that makes mental growth possible. Developing this insight at
length, it is Klein’s student, Wilfred Bion (1970), who made the
inability to think the great puzzle of psychoanalysis.3 Perhaps it should
be the great puzzle of philosophy as well. We assume that thought is
difficult, the product of great minds. What if thought, understood as
thinking about what we are doing and to whom we are doing it, is at
once the easiest and most difficult task in the world? Almost anyone
can do it, but most people, as well as entire societies, are organized to
defend against it. Bion’s answer to why some cannot think was what he
called “attacks on linking.” 

It is easy to have thoughts. The trick is to know how to put them
together, what is called thinking as linking, without being overwhelmed
with terror or despair. Attacks on linking seem to stem from hatred of
thought itself, a hatred of knowing what one is feeling. What is puzzling,
or at least surprising, is why Bion, and to a lesser degree Likierman, would
connect a hatred of emotion with a hatred of thought. Why, for
instance, would Likierman say that the death drive attacks the mother
love that makes mental growth possible? One might have expected her
to say that the death drive attacks the mother love that makes emotional
security or autonomy possible. In fact, for Bion, as for many post-Kleinians
they amount to the same thing. 

Inspired by Bion, post-Kleinians focus on the destruction of thought
for reasons that run something like this.4 What children and adults need,
albeit in different degrees and in different ways, is for their unbearable
emotions to be held and contained by another. What are unbearable
emotions? Emotions that feel as if the self is going to fall to pieces or
explode, for the emotions are so intense, unstable, and unintegrated
into the self. If mother contains the young child’s unbearable emotions
ten thousand times, eventually the young child will learn to do this
emotional work for himself or herself, a process that might be thought of
as internalizing the maternal holding function so as to make it one’s own. 

At first, mother contains these emotions simply by showing that she
can experience them without retaliating or falling to pieces. Later she
may help the child put words to these emotions, such as “You look so
angry that you’re about to burst.” This must be said in a way that
neither trivializes nor over-dramatizes the emotion, as if to say “but of
course you’re not going to burst, so let’s get on with making dinner.” 

Attacks on linking occur when there is a failure of containment and
holding. The attack on linking is the fragmenting alternative to being held,
in which the unbearable emotions are broken into pieces, disconnected
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from thoughts, so that thoughts become sterile, one-dimensional, bereft
of the emotions that would invigorate thoughts and give them life;
only in this case life is too terrifying, too close to death. The result of
attacks on linking is thinking marked by a lack of curiosity, a hatred of
emotions, and from there it is but a short step to hatred of life itself.
Emotions are what give life the feeling of living, not just existing. But
when emotions are too intense and frightening, such as rage at and
terror of abandonment, emotions are experienced as an alien intrusion
into the self. An emotion or feeling itself becomes a hostile attacker
that – if it cannot be destroyed – must be severed from all meaning. 

Why? For the same reason that Milton’s Satan would be his own
progenitor, wrenching himself from the earth to be born, entirely self-
caused. Lusting after Eve, Satan will nonetheless not have intercourse
with her, because to do so would be to desire her and so to be emotion-
ally affected (linked) to another, if only for a moment. Instead, Satan
procreates Sin and Death out of himself, children of incest and his own
imagination (PL IX, 480–495). Satan will not accept the most fundamental
reality of all, the emotional reality of others, the emotional claim of
others upon our lives: the existence of others whom we want, need,
desire, or pity invades the sanctum sanctorum of our inner world,
causing us to feel. Attacks on linking are an attempt to protect this
inner sanctum from the invasion of feeling that feels as if it cannot be
contained. 

Attacks on linking are attacks on emotions, or rather on the links
between emotions and their objects. Short-circuit this link, and the
emotion loses the emotional energy that feeds it. So too does thought,
which becomes dry, withered, abstract. It is this state that Antoine
Roquentin, the protagonist in Jean-Paul Sartre’s novel Nausea, longs to
recover but cannot, instead feeling overwhelmed by the insistent partic-
ularity of the world. “I would have liked [the world] to exist less
strongly, more dryly, in a more abstract way” (Sartre, 1964, p. 127). 

“Reality” is a suspect term these days. More useful perhaps is to focus
on the lie. Lies can be characterized not just by their content, but by
their function. Lies are not just attacks on linking. Lies stem from the
inability to tolerate not knowing. In order to think and to know, our
minds must be able to contain our experiences, letting new experiences
in without being overwhelmed and reduced to chaos. For a brief
moment we must know nothing at all (what Bion calls “living without
memory or desire”), so that the container that is one’s mind is open to
new experience. Trouble is this synapse between container and
contained, this gap in time and space, can be felt like an eternity – that
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is, like death. We must experience a little death in order to think and to
know. For many this experience is unbearable, for it recalls all too many
little deaths in our lives – that is, too many failures of containment,
what D. W. Winnicott (1965) calls “holding.” Holding is the opposite of
abandonment. 

Bion (1984, p. 94) puts the same idea more cryptically. “Tolerance of
doubt and tolerance of a sense of infinity are the essential connective in
hn [an infinite recombination of thoughts] if K [knowledge] is to be
possible.” For Bion, linking is always about one thought, what he calls
a “preconception,” holding another, a conception stimulated by an
experience. In order to have experiences that change us, we must have
this “tolerance of a sense of infinity,” which I have reframed as an
experience of a little death, a willingness not to know, and hence to be,
for just a moment. There are, as Bion’s quote suggests, many ways to
explain the same idea, even as there is something about Bion’s mode of
expression that tends to get lost in itself. 

Attacks on linking destroy thought. Idealize the destruction of
thought, and the result is contempt for thought, indeed the idealization
of stupidity and mindlessness. Now we see why. Thought leads to self-
transformation, such as the growth and development that comes from
learning something new. The change in perspective that results implies
that one was previously incomplete, immature, unknowing in some
way. If this possibility is itself unbearable, then not only will learning be
impeded, but everything that is the opposite of learning and knowledge
will be valorized. Strength, vitality, and self-certainty will be champi-
oned as sources of power. Doubt and reflection, including the doubt
and reflection that create the gaps that allows one to learn something
new, become merely a sign of weakness and impuissance (Bion, 1989,
pp. 89–99). 

Herbert Rosenfeld (1988) writes about this process as if the Mafia had
seduced the self. It is as though the death drive offers the self death-in-
life in exchange for protection. Only instead of the Mafia, it sounds like
Rosenfeld is writing about Satan. In either case the result is the same.
Not only is the death drive directed at good objects outside the self, the
sources of life, comfort, and support that Likierman writes of. But the
death drive first comes to mimic, and then to attack the life affirming
forces in the self, the forces that want to know, and grow in truth and
knowledge. By then it is too late. The life affirming forces have surrendered
too quickly and completely to the Mafia, as only the destructive forces
promise to be powerful enough to keep the dread of annihilation at bay.
Søren Kierkegaard (1957, p. 38) called this dread (angst) “a presentiment
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of a something which is nothing,” and that seems about right. Better to
ally oneself with the devil than to be annihilated by nothingness.
Though this experience does not lend itself to words, we can try. Imagine
the sudden recognition that in the scheme of things one knows little,
and that to learn even a little more one must die a little death (including
the death of an image of one’s own wisdom), one that anticipates my
own nothingness. 

Perhaps the greatest contemporary image of the willful surrender to
the tyranny of ignorance is George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four. Indeed,
we can now understand the meaning of that infamous slogan of Oceania,
“Ignorance is Strength.” Ignorance is strength because we need never
admit doubt, weakness, uncertainty, or dependence on others for the
help we need to grow in knowledge and understanding. Nineteen Eighty-
Four is a great example for another reason as well: the distinction drawn
between party members who enthusiastically shout the slogans, and
the Inner Party members, men like O’Brien, who have become utterly
cynical. For such men, there is only power and pain and privilege.
O’Brien represents the death drive. Indeed, by the end of the book he
has become death for Winston and Julia, torturing them until they are
spiritually lifeless. 

Though they are both destroyed, Winston and Julia know that the
great enemy of the Inner Party, the death drive, is Eros, its only worthy
opponent. “What overwhelmed Winston in that instant was admira-
tion for the gesture with which she had thrown her clothes aside. With
its grace and carelessness it seemed to annihilate a whole culture, a whole
system of thought” (Orwell, 1949, p. 29). Here is precisely what Freud
(1930) was so afraid of, and Herbert Marcuse (1961) so longed for, the
hope behind Eros and Civilization that Eros might overthrow a world. 

What would a society look like that failed to contain its members’
unbearable emotions, and so encouraged attacks on linking? It need
not be as extreme as Oceania, or Nazi Germany. Might it not look like a
society that confused its citizens about good and bad, convincing them
that this or that injustice is necessary to the smooth functioning of the
productivity machine? Would it not, in other words, be a society that
encouraged its members not to connect the dots – that is, not to make
the links between the prosperity we enjoy, the existence of a permanent
underclass in our society, as well as persistent poverty in the third
world? 

One could read the preceding paragraph as ideological cant. Read it
instead in light of George Orwell’s comments about the corruption of
ordinary human decency by the corruption of language, be it the language

1403_996814_09_cha06.fm  Page 98  Thursday, February 2, 2006  4:55 PM



C. Fred Alford 99

of bureaucracy, doctrine, ideology, or academic life. Is it not the function
of these languages to shatter the links between knowing and feeling?
Anyone who is not corrupted by these languages, anyone who just looks
and sees, will know, says Orwell, that kicking a coolie, procuring an
abortion, abject and systematic poverty, and the destruction of natural
beauty (to use four of Orwell’s examples) are wrong.5 Writing so limpid
that it seems to disappear, leaving only its subject, is the contribution
intellectuals can make, perhaps their only contribution, to preventing
doctrine, dogma, bureaucracy, laziness, and educated stupidity from
getting in the way of ordinary human decency. 

Trouble is, today we know or think we know, that Orwell’s windowpane
theory of language, language so limpid it lets us see reality with nothing
added or subtracted, is just one more rhetorical strategy, designed to
create the illusion of objectivity, when it is of course the author who is
creating the frame and form within which an infinitely interpretable
reality is seen as objectively present to the reader. While certainly true,
this insight hardly matters. The key point is not the windowpane theory,
but Orwell’s moral particularism. (Orwell, 1953) They are related. 

Study what is going on around you, pay attention to details, try to
understand what they are, and how you stand in relationship to these
details, empirically and morally. That is, make the links, preferably little
links not big ones: not “globalization” (which at its worst links every-
thing to everything else, which is functionally equivalent to linking
everything to nothing), but how do I stand in relation to the person
who cleans my house, serves my food, begs on the corner? 

There is no reason not to make larger, more encompassing theoretical
links as well, but it is too easy to use big abstract links to dissolve little,
concrete links, and so feel a little less: less responsible, less engaged – that
is, just feel less. Theory too can obliterate the links between thought
and feeling. Instead, 

observe closely what’s going on around you; pay attention to its
particulars and try to understand why they are what they are; you
will often know when something you see or have proposed to you is
offensive to the natural order; when you know this, protest it, remove
your cooperation from it, refuse to listen to those who offer theoretical
justifications of it, and do what you can to prevent if from continuing.
This won’t, thinks Orwell, solve all political and economic problems.
Some can only be addressed at the theoretical level. . . . [But] In the
kinds of cases that interest him, Orwell thinks that the clear eye can
be sure that what is recommended is wrong – surer than the intellect
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can be of the upshot of any theoretical argument at a high level of
abstraction. This conviction lies at the heart of an Orwellian episte-
mology. (Griffiths, 2004, p. 38) 

But first we must see, and to see we must feel, and to feel we must
repair the links that make knowing and feeling possible in the first
place. Since Plato, the image of knowing as seeing has been problematic,
but unpacked in this way it makes sense: to see means to do the work,
individual and social, that allows ordinary human decency to prevail.
Above all, this means allowing the links between knowing and feeling
to come into being, and this is best done, or at least begun, at the local
level, about particulars. 

Emilia Steuerman puts the same point a little more abstractly when
she states that the contribution of psychoanalysis to our understanding
of hatred and evil “is the recognition that our capacity for thinking and
tolerating separateness and difference has to acknowledge an unconscious
world that can attack the most basic links that make understanding
possible” (Steuerman, 2000, pp. 35–36). Recognizing the reality of
these categories is how humans express our love for the plurality of
the world, above all the power of the world to surprise us with some-
thing new. 

Thinking about Sinedu and Trang-Ho 

It would be easy to say that Sinedu had lost her ability to think, and
that would be correct. However, it is important to be clear in what that
loss consists of: in the inability to use symbol for object, word for deed.
Trang-Ho’s body became the slate on which she inscribed not just her
rage but her longing and desire, as though to say “Now you must feel
this with me for a moment what I can no longer bear to feel alone
before we are both obliterated in the fusion of death.” Absent the ability
to symbolize, we cannot protect those we love from our wrath, as we
cannot imagine, dream, or think our hatred. Janine Chasseguet-Smirgel
(1994, p. 235) puts it simply: “Symbol formation derives from the need
of the child to protect his object, or parts of the object, from the effects
of his attacks.” 

More puzzling is the Reverend Peter J, Gomes’ identification of killer
and victim, a tendency in which he was hardly alone, as Thernstrom
(1996) makes clear. The first thing to say is that Reverend Gomes, who
has been at Harvard for over thirty years, is not a stupid man. His books
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of religious wisdom for everyday life, such as Strength for the Journey:
Biblical Wisdom for Daily Living (2004) are a cut above the average. And
yet clearly he could not think that hate and evil had occurred in that
dorm room, that one woman had been brutally slain by another:
separate beings in life; separate non-beings in death. Instead, Reverend
Gomes adopted Sinedu’s fantasy, transforming it into the fantasy of the
warmth of shared victimhood, rather than the perverted warmth of
spilled and mingled blood. The answer why, I believe, is distressingly
simple. Reverend Gomes, like the rest of us, does not want to think
about the terrible hatred that lives under the same roof with us, even in
the most loving families. Indeed, the more loving the family, the more
terrible the thought. 

It is, by the way, no accident that family violence is the theme of
almost all the Greek tragedies. Or rather, says Aristotle, it was by chance
that the tragic poets stumbled onto that one theme above all others
that would cause the audience to tremble in fear and cry out in pity,
and so when they found this theme they stuck with it (virtually all the
28 extant Greek tragedies concern family violence). No other theme
ever evoked the katharsis of pity and fear as did family violence. By
katharsis Aristotle meant not purging, but the clarification of these
emotions – finding their proper place in one’s psyche, the Greek term
usually translated as self or soul (Poetics, c.6, 14). Finding the proper
place for pity and fear in oneself sounds a lot like what it takes to contain
our hatred: replacing bodies with symbols, and so coming to make finer
distinctions. For example, the distinction between the hatred I feel
and the hatred I know is justified; or between the hatred I know that is
justified, and what I might justifiably do about it. 

“You are over-intellectualizing hatred,” the reader might complain.
No, I would reply, I am only trying to bring to hatred something of the
thought that we ordinarily bring to bear on most other areas of our
lives. For there is something doubly difficult in thinking about hatred.
Not only does the powerful emotion of hatred make thinking difficult,
a difficulty shared in thinking about other powerful emotions, such as
love, shame, and desire. But there is a dimension of hatred that hates
thought itself. Here is the real danger, and it is the task of cultural
workers at every level, from analysts to teachers to journalists to profes-
sors to be aware of this tendency. Of our political leaders we can
perhaps only ask less – that they not exploit the hatred of thought.
Those who reach and teach political leaders might remind them of this,
their first duty. 
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Notes 

1. Simon Clarke (2004) helped me understand how radical Klein’s concept of
envy and the death drive truly is, both in his article and in conversation.
D. W. Winnicott cannot abide Klein’s thesis, writing in “Hate in the Counter-
transference” that “the mother hates the baby before the baby hates the
mother, and before the baby can know his mother hates him” (Winnicott,
1978, p. 73). If this is so, then we must rethink the “death instinct,” seeing it
as a response to real relationships, including the relationship of being hated. 

2. Klein (1975b, 189) does not give the source for her translation into modern
English. Mine is Chaucer. (1993, p. 536). 

3. Klein (1975a) first saw psychoanalysis as an account of failed thought and failed
symbolism, both the result of the intense aggression associated with the
desire to know, the “epistemophilic impulse” as Klein calls it. Bion developed
what was begun in Klein. The exact status of Bion among the Kleinians is a
subject of much dispute, none of which matters here. R. D. Hinshelwood
(1989, pp. 229–234) discusses the issue succinctly and well. 

4. My primary sources are Bion’s (1984) essays “Attacks on Linking” (pp. 93–109)
and “A Theory of Thinking” (pp. 110–119) both in his Second Thoughts (1984).
“Attacks” was originally published in 1958. Also helpful was his Learning From
Experience (1989, pp. 89–99), which introduces the minus K, or anti-Knowledge
link: not just the desire to destroy the links between thoughts, but the desire
to destroy knowledge itself. Among other authors on this topic, Herbert
Rosenfeld (1988) and John Steiner (1993) stand out. 

5. These are Orwell’s examples, and they are (in order) from a newspaper column
written in 1940, recalling his first experience of Asia in 1922; Keep the Aspidistra
Flying; The Road to Wigan Pier; and Coming Up For Air. 
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7 
Emotions and Populism 
Nicolas Demertzis 

The disciplinary context: Toward a political sociology 
of emotions 

It is strange to think that the political sociology of emotions is quite
immature when compared with the enormous growth of the sociology
of emotion over the last 25 years or so (Kemper, 1990, 1991; Barbalet,
1998; Williams, 2001). Scholars have only recently brought emotions
back in the analysis of social and political movements, power relations
and institutions (Goodwin, Jasper and Polletta 2001; Holmes, 2004;
Ost, 2004; Marcus, 2002; Berezin, 2002). Even so, a robust political
sociology of emotions is far from being to the fore. I could make a claim
analogous to a statement made by Jack Barbalet (2002, p. 6) with regard
to the sociology of emotions: even before the advent of the term, the
political sociology of emotions, the centrality of emotion and the role of
particular feelings in politics had been recognized. The marginalization
of emotions and feelings1 in political sociology up to now is in a large
degree the result of: (a) the stripping of the dimension of passion from
the political because it was associated with romantic and utopian
conceptions unrelated to the modern public sphere as well as because
of the more or less instrumental and neutral-procedural conception of
politics, a popular view at the end of the 1960s as well as today
(Habermas, 1970; Mouffe, 2000); (b) the supremacy of ‘interest’ as
opposed to ‘passion’ as an explaining factor of political action, already
in effect in the middle of the eighteenth century (Hirschman, 2003);
(c) the dominance, for many years, of the rational choice paradigm in
a very large number of political science departments in the USA and
Europe, in the context of which emotions are either conceived as
irrational elements or taken as objective traits which do not affect the
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actor’s, by definition, ‘rational’ thinking (Barbalet, 1998, pp. 29ff; Williams,
2001, pp. 15–16); and (d) the mistreatment of emotions even in the
political culture paradigm, the great rival of rational choice (Barry, 1970;
Eckstein, 1988), due to the prevalence of quantitative methodologies
according to which the affective dimension has been shrunken into
a numeric item or variable. 

A possible ‘political sociology of emotions’ should, however, differen-
tiate itself from an alleged ‘emotive political sociology’. This is so because
the latter would reduce, in a monistic way, political phenomena to
emotions and feelings. By contrast, the former would explicitly integrate
the emotional perspective into its examination of political phenomena.
But the need to establish a political sociology of emotions is not self-
evident, even if the academic community was to make such a demand.
This is so because any political sociology of emotions could not possibly
break away from the general field of political sociology, as happened
in the case of the sociology of emotions. Paradoxically, the ‘political
sociology of emotions’ should be coterminous with political sociology
(whatever that might mean). The political sociology of emotions is
none ‘other’ than its original scientific discipline (i.e. political
sociology). The difference probably consists in the ‘affective filter’ through
which each political sociology will from now on examine its objects.
This is what I will try to do myself in the rest of this article, analyzing
Greek populism on the basis of the feeling of ressentiment. 

On ressentiment 

As opposed to most other feelings, ressentiment and/or ‘resentment’ has
been sufficiently analyzed (Barbalet, 1998, p. 63). Prominent scholars
argue that the politics of late modernity is a politics of generalized
ressentiment as the uncertainties of capitalism and the surveillance of
the state create in individuals a diffuse sense of powerlessness, the
public expression of which is not positive and self-grounded praxis but
a hasty and dependent reaction which usually takes the form of ‘identity
politics’ and ethicism (Brown, 1995, pp. 21–76; Connolly, 1991, pp. 22–23,
207). The concept was introduced by Nietzsche in 1970 (Genealogy of
Morals) and since then it has found its way into the works of many
other philosophers, sociologists and psychologists. It is no wonder then
that there is no general consensus as to its meaning. By and large, I would
say that in the relevant literature there are two kinds of uses of the
notion: the ‘nietzschean’ and the ‘non-nietzschean’2. According to the
former, ressentiment is a feeling of the weak who follow in general the logic
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of La Fontaine’s fox. According to the latter, resentment signifies
emotional opposition to unequal and unjust situations. 

In this section we will discuss the views of sociologists and philosophers
who use the concept in the first and the second ways. Special emphasis
will be accorded to Max Scheler’s analysis, since in the next section it will
be used for the interpretation of Greek populism. 

The non-nietzschean approaches 

The British philosopher of language Peter Strawson gave particular
emphasis to the concept of resentment, placing his analysis within a
wider moral approach to human sociability. In their interactions,
people make relationships invested with feeling, so that it matters for
somebody what someone else’s opinion about, and behavior toward,
them is. The importance of others for the construction of the self is
expressed in emotionally laden ‘reactive attitudes’. 

In Strawson’s approach, then, resentment is the negative reactive
attitude that a person develops in the face of another person’s indiffer-
ence toward, and insult and injury of, him or her (1974, pp. 7, 14).
Strawson uses a simple example: if someone accidentally steps on my
hand as they help me do something, the pain may be no less than if
they did it on purpose in a gesture of contempt toward my person. But
while in the latter case I would feel deep resentment, in the former
I might as well feel gratitude in the light of their good intent. As a nega-
tive reactive attitude, resentment implies a disapproval of the injurer
who is considered responsible for his actions with good reason.
Strawson thinks that toward a small child, a mentally deficient person,
a drug-addicted criminal or a sick man, who causes us some sort of
injury, we cannot feel resentment. This feeling presupposes moral
responsibility. 

Ending our analysis of his views on resentment, what puzzles us is
his self-confessed looseness in the appellation of the negative and
unpleasant feelings he describes as ‘resentment’ and ‘indignation’.
Strawson writes (1974, p. 14): ‘both my description of, and my name
for, these attitudes are a little misleading’. And a bit earlier in the text:
‘resentment, or what I have called resentment, is a reaction to injury or
indifference’. From what we have seen, the meaning of ‘resentment’ in
his own context comes close to the notion of ‘pique’, of stubborn anger
and indignation. 

John Rawls (1971/1991) also uses the concept of resentment, which
he defines as a ‘moral sentiment’, in about the same way. In fact, he
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incorporates it in an absolutely organic way into his theory of justice, as
‘moral sentiments’ constitute the necessary condition for every rational
individual to realize, behind the supposed ‘veil of ignorance’, the two
basic principles of justice as fairness: (1) every person is to have an
equal right to the most extensive total system of equal basic liberties
compatible with a similar system of liberty for all; and (2) social and
economic inequalities are to be arranged so that they are both to the
greatest benefit of the least advantaged and attached to offices and
positions open to all under conditions of fair equality of opportunity
(1971/1991, pp. 60, 83, 250). These two principles, ranked in lexical
order, cannot be applied if individuals are not governed by an immanent,
as well as an acquired, sense of justice and moral sentiments. Moral
sentiments are defined as families of dispositions and propensities
regulated by a higher-order desire (1971/1991, p. 192) which touch on
the very sociability of man (and here Rawls is not diverging from the
classical philosophical tradition): relations of love and trust between
children and parents, trust and sympathy between friends, the love of
humanity, adherence to a common good. Moreover, ‘they presuppose
an understanding and an acceptance of certain principles and an ability
to judge in accordance with them’ (1971/1991, p. 487). 

In line with the above analysis, Rawls, in almost the whole of the eighth
chapter of his book, makes distinctions between moral and non-moral
sentiments: anger, rancor, anxiety, envy, spite, jealousy, annoyance and
grudgingness are not moral sentiments primarily because in their
manifestation and explanation the individual does not presuppose a
binding sense of justice and injustice. Together with guilt, shame,
trust, indignation, obligation, infidelity, deceit and sympathy, resent-
ment, for Rawls, is placed among the moral sentiments. He defines it
(1971/1991, p. 484), then, as a sentiment which arises when wrongs
are done to us. 

Jack Barbalet (1998), moving on to the field of the sociology of
emotions, handles the concept of resentment with particular care
since he links it to wide-ranging social and political phenomena, such
as inter-class and intra-class antagonism, social inequality and citizen-
ship. In his analysis he draws many arguments mainly from the work of
T. H. Marshall and he points out that the antagonistic context of a class
society generates a multiplicity of emotions and feelings, contrasting
and/or complementing one another. But he thinks that resentment in
particular is a critically important feeling in a class society characterized
by horizontal and vertical mobility (1998, p. 68). It is precisely this
feeling that allows for the conversion of a structural-class contradiction
to a class conflict, to real action in the public sphere. 
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In a first reading, resentment for Barbalet is the negative and unpleasant
feeling that somebody is enjoying one or more privileges in an improper
and unequal way. This makes for the accompanying feeling of indignation
against inequality, which is the catalyst for the inter- and intra-class
antagonism, something which is not sufficiently stressed in the literature
on class and class contradictions3. Resentment is directed not toward
power but toward the normative content of the social order, in the sense
that someone: (1) judges unworthy the position that someone else has
in the social hierarchy and (2) thinks that someone else – a person or a
collective agent – deprives him of chances or privileges that he himself
could enjoy (1998, pp. 68, 137). 

For this Australian sociologist (class) resentment is an active feeling
determined by the specificity of each social structure, determining in its
turn the intensity of the class struggle (1998, p. 71). 

Nietzschean approaches 

In the paradigmatic non-nietzschean approaches I just referred to, resent-
ment is an unpleasant feeling that leads to an active posture. On the
contrary, the nietzschean approaches I am going to discuss now, resent-
ment qua ressentiment is linked to passivity. Those who subscribe to these
latter approaches adhere to the nietzschean view of ressentiment as a
morality of the weak creatures ‘who have been forbidden of the real
reaction, of the act’ (Nietzsche, 1970, p. 35). In the German philosopher’s
thought, the resentful man is governed by a frightened baseness that
appears as humility, his submission to those he hates becomes docility,
his weakness is supposedly transformed to patience or even virtue. The
basic characteristic of Nietzsche’s resentful man is a hidden vindictiveness
that leads to inaction (1970, p. 133). The main representative of the
nietzschean approach is, of course, Max Scheler (1874–1928). Other
representatives include Werner Sombart (1913/1998) and Robert Merton
(1957/1968, pp. 209–211). 

Scheler inherits Nietzsche’s negative conception of ressentiment, but
differentiates himself in a few but crucial points. First, he rejects the
nietzschean genealogical explanation. According to Scheler, it is not the
Christian worldview, and particularly the Christian notion of love, that
fuels the servile resentful attitude. Christian morality is founded on the
wealth of the open soul and has nothing to do with the ungenerous
and repressed aspirations of ressentiment. For him, the genealogy of
ressentiment is to be found in the bourgeois morality that was gradually
taking shape from the thirteenth century onwards and reached its peak
in the French Revolution (1961, pp. 81–82). 
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There are two necessary conditions for the stirring of ressentiment,
according to Scheler. The first is a not acted out vindictiveness, an
unfulfilled and repressed demand for revenge. The second sine qua non of
ressentiment is a chronic interiorized powerlessness, a sense of impotence
and the lack of ability to influence the order of things. So, while you
want to take revenge you feel that you cannot do anything about it. 

Even though Scheler refers to related negative feelings whose
manifestation exhibits a climax – malice, annoyance, envy, grudgingness,
rancor, jealousy, spite (1961, pp. 46–48) – he does not identify them
with (or regard them equal to) ressentiment. They may be stages in its
progressive formation, but in order to speak of ressentiment properly we
have to exclude two possibilities: their genuine moral transgression
through forgiveness or inner purification, on the one side, and their
active expression, on the other. When both of these are absent, then
ressentiment emerges. This is because it builds upon the intensity of the
aforementioned feelings that demand revenge and, at the very same
time, upon the catalytic powerlessness of expressing them, due to fear
and/or physical or mental inferiority. Scheler, echoing Nietzsche, states
openly: ‘ressentiment is chiefly confined to those who serve and are domi-
nated at the moment, who fruitlessly resent the sting of authority’
(1961, p. 48). To be sure, according to Scheler, it is not just repressed
vindictiveness that leads to ressentiment; it is the repression of the
imagination of vengeance too that contributes to this particular state
of mind where at the end of the day the very emotion of revenge
itself evaporates (1961, p. 49). This is another point where Scheler
departs from Nietzsche’s conception according to which ressentiment
characterizes powerless natures who ‘compensate themselves with an
imaginary revenge’. 

His argument (1961, pp. 49 ff) reveals several necessary conditions for
the cultivation of ressentiment, without however himself naming them
thus. The first condition is the gap between the perceived equality of
social position and the rights that emanate from citizenship and the
real power of the individual to enjoy them. This gap, says Scheler (1961,
pp. 50, 69), functions as psychological dynamite since a structural
element of modern political democracies is the gulf between formal and
substantive equality. This condition would by itself lead to envy, class
hatred or moral indignation, if it was not overdetermined by chronic
interiorized powerlessness (which is the second condition). 

This second condition, which is relevant to the first, states that there
has to be a comparison. If you do not compare yourself to others you
cannot feel these hostile feelings which make up ressentiment. That is,
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you cannot feel vindictiveness, envy, jealousy or rancor if you do not
compare yourself to others. The ‘other’ could be an individual, or it
could well be a reference group, especially so in open societies which
are characterized by loose class differentiations and upward social
mobility. 

Finally, the third condition is the irrevocable nature of the injustice you
feel subjected to. Each particular injustice, from which the revengeful
attitude begins, has to be experienced as destiny, as something that
cannot be changed in any way. So, it is through the combination of
these necessary conditions that schelerian ressentiment unfolds. When
these conditions are absent we cannot speak of ressentiment in the
proper, technical, meaning of the word. 

As to the intrapersonal processes which characterize the resentful
man, Scheler’s theses follow the nietzschean line, which he extends
even further. He believes that the resentful attitude leads to a reversal of
values. Since the resentful man does not possess the moral virtues and
the psychological abilities (for example, faith, high self-esteem, subli-
mation mechanisms) nor the social resources to manage the pressure
his inferior social position exerts on him – and also the ever present
existential anxiety (1961, p. 52) – he proceeds to a chronic withdrawal
into himself, thus avoiding acting out his revengeful attitude. In this
way, says Scheler, he morally poisons himself. While at first he admires
the values and privileges he does not possess (prestige, education, wealth,
descent, beauty, youth, etc.), because he cannot acquire them, he goes
on to invalidate them, valuing the exact opposites. Since ressentiment is
not rage or hatred which has an expiry date and a specific addressee,
but is instead a chronic and complex emotional disposition with unclear
recipients which is molded by the endless rumination of repressed
negative affective reactions, it entails a reversal of values, so that the
person can bear and handle his frustrations. At first I admire the wealthy,
the handsome, the aristocrat, the educated, the famous and so on. But
since I cannot become like them or compete with them, there is a silent
hostility growing in me, a repressed vindictiveness for something that
was unrightfully taken away from me. So I start slowly to undervalue
what I once admired. In psychoanalytic terms, we would say that it is
a reaction formation, a defense mechanism against pressures exerted on
the psyche. Of course, on a purely individual level, this transvaluation
is a sort of self-therapy for Scheler4. However, the German sociologist
focuses on the study of social and cultural phenomena and, because of
that, he believes that the resentful mentality (or emotional climate)
changes the whole cultural value system as well as the way in which we
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cope with power, knowledge, historical memory, social evolution, social
hierarchy and so on. 

Scheler goes beyond Nietzsche in maintaining that the reversal of
values does not mean that in real time the resentful man is conscious of
the positivity of the values he disputes. It is not about a ‘rational self-
interested’ attitude. Ultimately, the resentful man is not the rational,
and yet impotent, actor who reacts according to the logic of the ‘sour
grapes’ seething with bitterness. But it has nothing to do with cynicism
either. It is not as if the resentful man knew and recognized the values
but acts as if he did not (i.e. he knows and accepts education as an
end in itself, but since he cannot be educated himself he devalues it
placing in its stead the spontaneity, let us say, of the common man).
But nor is the hypocrite a model for the resentful man, since the latter
does not pretend to reverse values (1961, p. 77). 

What Scheler means by resentful ‘transvaluation’ is literally a substi-
tution: the old values stay on the backstage of the psyche, in a misty
landscape of the soul, so that the resentful man cannot see them as he
operates within another level of values, which he has elevated to a
positive normative context. The positive values are still felt as such, but
they are overcast by the false ones (1961, p. 60); it is a matter of an
obscure awareness of true values which Scheler calls ‘value blindness’
or ‘value delusion’ (1961, p. 59). Psychoanalytically, I would say that
we are dealing with the result of a ‘splitting’ due to an intense narcis-
sistic trauma, which displaces and/or negates the object of desire. For
Scheler, the resentful man may be honest but his values have been
mutated. 

Toward an appraisal 

In our presentation of nietzschean and non-nietzschean approaches to
‘resentment’, it was revealed, first, that it is an annoying and
unpleasant moral feeling; second, their common reference point was
the lived experience of injustice; and, third, their fundamental differen-
tiating element was the articulation of this moral feeling with an active
or a passive attitude respectively. It is this difference that determines
the gap in the conceptual substance of the term. Linked to inactivity,
‘resentment’ is defined, a la Nietzsche and Scheler, as ressentiment. Even
if, as Barbalet (1998, p. 63) and Meltzer and Musolf (2002) argue, we do
not generally have to hypostasize, freeze and reify the content of the
concepts, I do not find reasonable enough causes to abandon the
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conceptual substance of ‘ressentiment’ as a terminus technicus. Since we
have the concept of moral or righteous indignation (nemesis) and rage,
linked to activity, already from Aristotle, they could well stay in use in
sociological (and ethico-philosophical) analysis without burdening
ressentiment with a meaning it never had. 

Meltzer and Musolf (2002, pp. 242–43, 251) think of ressentiment
(general sense) as a persistent moral feeling induced by being insulted,
affronted, or deprived and linked with vengeful desires that cannot be
readily consummated; they differentiate it from ‘resentment’ (specific
sense) which is a transitory feeling caused by relatively minor insults.
The difference between the two concepts is, hence, a difference of degree.
In their analysis ressentiment is not linked to passivity; on the contrary
they see it as a potential source of individual and collective action and
social change, departing, therefore, from Nietzsche’s and Scheler’s
conceptualization. The problem with their account is that they reify the
emotion they deal with; first, they seem to forget that emotions are
experienced in flow; they come and go, spark and fade within certain
social situations. So it is not ressentiment per se that is linked to social
action and transformation; it is the transformation of the social milieu
which may modify ressentiment into anger, rage or any other activity-
laden emotion. Second, they understate the role of transvaluation in
the constitution of ressentiment, especially in its Schelerian version. Yet it
is transvaluation itself which makes for the passivity which characterizes
the emotion and for the distinction of ressentiment from cynicism, envy,
and rancor5. 

All in all, then, as the German word Schadenfreude cannot be translated
to other European languages – except perhaps to Greek, as equivalent to
‘χαιρεκακíα’ (in the sense that someone is glad that someone else rightly
suffers)6 – ressentiment, as a technical term, should be kept untranslated
and ‘resentment’ should be taken as synonymous to moral indignation,
bitterness, pique, rage and moral anger (Bittner, 1994). Distinguishing
thus ressentiment from resentment is not merely scholastic but also
crucial in understanding and describing different aspects of seemingly
uniform social and political phenomena. In the analysis of Greek
populism which I will attempt later, this distinction will be put forward. 

So, I regard ressentiment as an unpleasant moral feeling without specific
addressees, which operates as a chronic reliving of repressed and endless
vindictiveness, hostility, envy and indignation due to the impotence of
the subject in expressing them, resulting, at the level of values, in the
negation of what he unconsciously desires. 
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Populism: A political phenomenon charged with 
ressentiment 

Populism can, on the one hand, be studied as a political discourse, as
an ideology, as a movement, as a regime, as a practice, as a code or a
syndrome (Wiles, 1969), as a dimension of political culture (Worsley,
1969, p. 245). On the other hand, it can be analyzed together with
other relevant political phenomena such as nationalism, fascism, racism,
revolutions, revolts, socio-economic development and so on.7 

Nearly all interpretations of populism include the affective factor
only in a disguised or implicit way. Even though none of its interpreters
would be willing to neglect this factor, few are those who approached it
in a systematic way, the others depending on its ‘common sensical’,
allusive and elusive presence. A concrete problematization of feelings,
within the analysis of populism, is almost absent because for many
years feelings did not receive particular attention within the general
context of sociological analysis. 

Often, emotions and feelings are used in a metonymic way. That
is, the analysis of each particular populism is carried out through the
use of general affective categories and not through the interpretation of
concrete feelings. The concrete and particular feelings are hidden
beneath the generalities of the ‘subjective’ dimension of the phenomenon.
For example, it has been argued that the ‘discontent’ of the agricultural
and lower-middle-class strata caused by the enforcement of the economic
policies and institutions of the political system, as well as by the
‘antipathy’ and ‘alienation’ they felt toward the power elites (Hennessy,
1969, pp. 29, 46; Taggart, 2000, p. 43), contributed to the appearance
of North American and Latin American populism. But ‘discontent’,
‘alienation’ and ‘antipathy’ are general affective categories, which may
cover a wide range of specific feelings such as, for example, hatred,
rage, indignation, sorrow, etc. 

In the interpretation of Russian populism (but not restricted to it)
the romantic idealization of the agricultural community and the myth
of ‘the people’ are referred to as being central analytic categories
(Walicki, 1969, p. 79; Taggart, 2000, p. 46). However, these are mecha-
nisms producing imaginary constructions, which only indirectly refer
to ‘actual’ feelings, which are their ‘raw material’: joy, hope, nostalgia,
admiration, pride, exultation and so on. Similarly, when the imaginary
element of populist movements is mentioned, in the sense of a collective
identification founded on the redoubled multiplication of the subjects’
Ego Ideal, or even when what is discussed is the appellation itself, that
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is the master signifier of ‘the people’, through which popular-class
interpellations are activated (Worsley, 1969, p. 244; Laclau, 1977,
pp. 143–198, 2005), we get the impression that the emphasis is placed
on the description of the identificatory mechanisms and not on the
concomitant feelings supporting them. 

As I mentioned earlier, apart from the metonymic there are also
incomplete uses of feelings in the analysis of populism. This is the case
in the notion of a ‘mythical heartland’, which Taggart (2000, pp. 95–98,
117) considers to be a necessary element of populism. But apart from its
imaginary substance, Taggart does not clarify the affective content of
this notion. This is also the case with the notion of a ‘populist mood’
put forward by Canovan (1999) as a fundamental ingredient of populist
movements. For this distinguished theorist of the populist phenomenon,
populist politics cannot but be based on ‘heightened emotions’ for
charismatic leaders, ‘enthusiasm’ and spontaneity. This is so not only
for the historical cases of reactionary populism (nazism, bonapartism,
etc.), but also for the ‘healthy’ populisms, which appear in western
democracies and aim at the ‘redemptive revival’ of politics, beyond the
managerial and pragmatic style of governing. But apart from this general
call, Canovan does not attempt a specification of the populist emotional
‘mood’. Recently, in his attempt to encapsulate the populist Zeitgeist in
contemporary western democracies, Cas Mudde (2004, pp. 547, 557,
560) does not do justice to the affective dimension of populism as he
makes only three references to political resentment, charismatic leadership
and the growing anger of the silent majority in connection with Taggart’s
idea of ‘heartland’. 

Of course, the question that arises is: why is that so? Why is the affective
factor in the theoretical analysis of populism barely discussed, while its
function is so important especially in the cases of ‘protest’ and ‘identi-
tarian populism’ (Taguieff, 1995)? I believe that besides the general
negligence of feelings in sociological analysis referred to above, this is
due to the fact that many theorists who have dealt and still deal with
this issue adopt a more abstract, generalizing and macroscopic level
than the micro-scale level of emotions and feelings. Microanalysis, as is
well known, may demand qualitative methodological tools as well, but
these are different from those of the macroscopic approach: discourse
analysis, interviews and so on. So, by studying populism at the level of
social structures using a historical sociological approach and compara-
tive analysis, the affective dimension is necessarily put aside. However,
the need for closing the gap between the macro- and micro-analytical
levels has been long noted (Giddens, 1984, pp. 139–144; Turner 1987)
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and the study of populism should be no exception. In fact, this closing
of the gap is facilitated by the sociological study of emotions since it
precisely combines subjective action with social structures. I must say
that focusing on feelings as well in the study of populism, what is of
interest is not the psychosomatic etiology of individual attitudes –
something that William James (1902, p. 42) would call ‘medical
materialism’ – but their inter-individual intellectual and moral import-
ance. In other words, the particular interest in the study of emotions
lies in the fullest in situ understanding of the meaning (or meanings) of
each populism. Kenneth Minogue underlined this early on (1969,
p. 197), without however finding many to follow his example: ‘To
understand the (populist) movement is to discover the feelings which
moved people.’ 

This means that there is not one but many, though interrelated,
feelings in place that permit the existence of populism as a practice,
a movement, a party and a regime. All the more so since populist
ideological discourse (and/or code/style) is articulated with other
ideologies and constantly adapts to various political, religious and
social environments (Taggart, 2000, pp. 2–4, 55; Taguieff, 1995). In the
context of particular populisms, which flourish in particular national
political cultures, then, one can easily find a wide range of feelings,
which include nostalgia, angst, helplessness, hatred, vindictiveness,
ecstasy, melancholy, anger, fear, indignation, envy, spite and resentment.
Minogue mentions some of the above (1969, pp. 197, 206, 207). Edward
Shils (1956) used specifically the feeling of resentment in order to
interpret the American political scene of the 1950s, which we will also
use to explain Greek populism after the political changeover. But the
American sociologist’s analysis was also aimed at a more general
theoretical evaluation of populism as a social and political phenomenon.
So one of his points was that populism is ‘an ideology of resentment
against the social establishment imposed by the long-term domination
of a class, which is considered to have the monopoly of power, property
and civilization’ (Shils, 1956, pp. 100–101). In his analysis, Shils thought
of resentment in terms of moral rage and indignation. 

In his attempt to explain the emergence and the chances of the far
right European populist parties during the period 1990–2000 (i.e. FPÖ,
Ny Demokrati, Republikaner, Front Nationale, Schweizer Volkspartei,
Lega Nord, Vlaams Blok, etc.), Hans-Georg Betz uses the concept of
resentment. He states (2002, pp. 198–200) that in the early phase of
their appearance they were greatly buttressed by the defuse grievances
of working-class and lower-middle-class electorate against globalization,
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the immigrants, the fiscal crisis of the welfare state, politicians’ corrup-
tion and so on. Thus they can be seen as a result of the mobilization of
ressentiments. Persuasive as his argument may be, however, his use of
ressentiment is quite inconclusive as he oscillates between a nietzschean
and a non-nietzschean conception. Ressentiment in the schelerian sense
does not lead to mobilization as it explains political inaction rather
than political action. It is ‘resentment’, meaning moral anger and
indignation, which may explain better the initial phase of populist
mobilization. Contrary to Betz, I think that ressentiment can be used
not for the interpretation of this phase but for the understanding of the
emotional climate, which preceded it long ago. 

Greek populism in the constellation of ressentiment 

From the end of the 1970s onwards, probably reaching its peak in the
five-year period from 1989 to 1993, populism in general and Greek
populism in particular began to attract the strong interest of Greek
political sociologists. In his well-known text, Wiles isolated 24 elements
that, in his opinion, comprise the populist code. These elements stem
from the fundamental assumption that ‘virtue’ is on the side of the
traditions of the common people (Wiles, 1969, p. 166). Of course it is
not necessary that all these elements should coexist in each and every
movement or political project in order for it to be characterized as
populist. Particular combinations depending on the circumstances, the
political culture and the international environment could well demon-
strate the populist nature of a movement, party or project as long as the
aforementioned basic assumption is present.8 From Wiles’ 24 ideal-type
elements, then, I believe that we can locate 12 of them in the Greek
case: ideological looseness, moralism, instrumental conception and pragmatic
use of the state, charismatic leadership, anti-intellectualism, aversion towards
the technocrats, opposition to the Establishment and avoidance of the
language of class; moreover, Greek populism is urban, petit bourgeois,
racist/nationalistic and espouses traditional inequalities. 

All these are inscribed in the wider context of Greek political culture
in the medium and long dureé, as well as in the particularities of the
Greek social formation (‘spurious modernization’, semi-periphery, etc.)
and they cannot but presuppose and ignite various feelings. For example,
nostalgia is a feeling that causes and is caused by Greek populism. This
feeling must be understood in terms of the special relation of populism
to tradition. In either case, for developing as well as for developed
countries, populism arises as an indirect answer to problems that are
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the consequences of modernization (Stewart, 1969, pp. 180–81). These
consequences involve tensions and/or crises that stem, on the one hand,
from the position of a country in the international division of labor and
symbolic capital and, on the other, from social, peripheral, inter-class
and intra-class inequalities in its interior. This explains why populist
phenomena are not only observed in semi-peripheral societies but in
the societies of the center as well (Mouzelis, 1985). Sentimentally, crises
of this sort are frequently coped with by nostalgic uses of the past. 

The Greek case can be easily placed within the context of semi-
peripheral populisms where the masses are integrated into the political
system through vertical incorporation and mobilization which is based
on the logic of equivalence, as opposed to the horizontal (class) type of
integration which is founded on the logic of difference and the articulation
of various partial interests (Mouzelis, 1985). In this context, ressentiment
is transformed into a material force, which in post-civil war Greece
incited populism as a movement and a discourse. To make this clear, we
have to recall some of the structural characteristics of Greek society
during the 30-year period from 1950 to 1980. 

Post-war populism is, as I said before, a petit bourgeois political
phenomenon par excellence. The solid presence of petit bourgeois strata
has always been a structural feature of the Greek social formation. In
fact, during the whole of the twentieth century, due to their social
ambivalence and inner dissimilarities, these strata were at one time
adopting conservative-authoritarian political attitudes and preferences
while at other times they opted for radical alternatives. Immediately
after the World War II and the Civil War, there was an increase in the
number and special social significance of the petit bourgeois strata.
Within 15 years a rural exodus of enormous proportions toward the great
urban centers took place, especially toward Athens and Salonica, which
together absorbed the 65% of the transferred population (Karapostolis,
1984, p. 109). A very significant, if not the most significant, proportion
of the transferred farmers was absorbed in the wider public sector. Many
manual laborers were occupied in the construction industry, others were
incorporated into ‘free’ retailing professions and relatively few into the
productive economic sectors (Lyrintzis, 1987, 1993). For most of them,
then, the rural exodus meant upward social mobility, since the place of
the poor farmer was exchanged for that of the ‘multivalent’ petit
bourgeois, often implicated in networks of political patronage. 

But all this came with a price. The rapid geographical and social
mobility, as the one that happened in the particular context of ‘deformed
capitalism’ and ‘authoritarian modernization’, made social identities
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fluid and strengthened traditional, pre-modern, individualism as well
as the informality of the institutional and normative environment
(Karapostolis, 1987, pp. 38–40). If the petit bourgeois strata in general
experience a floating social identity anyway, the newly formed petit
bourgeois strata in Greece of the 1950s and 1960s in particular,
precisely because of their rapid emergence and the malfunctioning of
the political and economic systems (state of emergency, clientelistic
networks, gray-economy, etc.), experienced even more pressure and
uncertainty. ‘Success’ and ‘recognition’ are always in doubt, undermined
by an imperceptible threat of misappropriation, while everything
appears to happen in an ‘impenetrable’ and saturated social environment
(Karapostolis, 1985, pp. 52, 86 ff). This means that there is a gap between
objective economic success and its subjective perception. 

But besides, and next to, the emotional costs of permanent excitation,
uncertainty, rivalry and an active-hostile attitude toward things, for an
important, perhaps the most important, part of the petit bourgeois strata
there was also another cost: the fear caused by the repressive apparatuses
of the post-civil war state. This was so because the first wave of the
domestic migration had primarily ‘political motives and was constituted
mainly from EAMite9 people who could no longer stay in the provinces’
(Filias, 1976, p. 62). These were the civil war’s defeated – thousands of left-
wingers who were morally cancelled, politically marginalized, socially
stigmatized and personally exhausted – forced to find refuge in the city.
For them, as well as for their immediate descendants, defeat functioned as
a ‘cultural trauma’, as a painful event whose retroactive processing in
memory and discourse caused disruptions and reconstructions in their
collective identity.10 Essentially, there was no place for left-wingers in
the public sphere, who were treated as second-class citizens. Their political
marginalization caused them fear, anger, embarrassment and angst. 

Essentially, until the end of the 1950s, the space for any strongly
worded discourse challenging the post-civil war establishment was
extremely narrow. But since the beginning of the crucial decade of the
1960s that space widened as, on the one hand, the ‘Union of the
Center’ party (Eνωση K ντρου) challenged the dominance of ERE
(the right-wing dominant party) and, on the other, the economic
development in the tertiary and manufacturing sector allowed for the
massive and very fast accession of the domestic migrants to the labor
market. There existed, however, an unbridgeable contradiction: while
economic incorporation continues and creates the conditions for social
consensus and the gradual de-EAMification of the petit bourgeois
masses (Charalambis, 1989, p. 196), the structure of the post-civil war state
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(palace, army, national-mindedness, etc.) did not allow for the lifting of
their political exclusion. The petit bourgeoisified defeated of the civil
war, already incorporated in the market and the consumerist way of
life, demanded moral recognition and political representation. But they
did so in vain, since the mode of political domination placed obstacles
in the mode of production (Charalambis 1989, pp. 197–98, 224) leading
to the generalized irrationality of the whole system. This blockage,
manifesting the crisis of modernization and the prevention of the
setting up of a new social contract, radicalized the EAMite petit bourgeois
strata, as their fear gradually gave way to resentful indignation. It was
precisely because their social opportunity structure had changed and
therefore they were able to express the accumulated emotional energy
and transform the feeling of indignation to a material-political force:
where else could the social rallies for 114, the king’s coup d’etat and the
‘uncompromising (struggle)’ be based and in what other way could they
be expressed, if not in a mixture of indignation and hope?11 

But even those rallies were limited. On the one hand, given the
neutralization of the left, it was the small-scale property and the
vacillating nature of the petit bourgeois masses itself that in the final
analysis did not favor the radical changes in the mode of production.
This was the first limit. The other was the rigidity of the post-civil war
mode of political domination. Under the prospect of losing control in
the parliamentary elections scheduled for May 1967, April’s coup d’etat
in effect blocked every outlet for the democratic incorporation of the
not nationally minded in the political system and cancelled the mood
for further massive protests. 

From the perspective of the political sociology of emotions, the
seven-year military regime had multiple effects. I will focus on one which
I consider to be particularly significant in the context of my analysis: as
one would expect, fear and insecurity returned to the left-leaning strata
of the population who had staffed and socially supported EAM, Unified
Democratic Left (EDA) and Union of the Centre (EK). On top of the
cultural trauma of the civil war, there now came the trauma of the
imposition of dictatorship. So there was formed a belief in the fatality of
political inequality and marginalization and the impossibility of its
defeat. The humiliation of the civil war’s defeated was not lifted but, on
the contrary, accentuated. As a matter of fact, it was passed down to the
next generation which immediately after the dictatorship constituted
the new educated petit bourgeois strata (lawyers, doctors, engineers,
professors in secondary education, etc.) which later supported with
fervor Andreas Papandreou’s PASOK. 
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But at the same time, the majority of these strata, despite their increasing
political marginalization, started gradually to accept the market economy in
which they were becoming an active part, mainly in an extra-institutional
way (gray-economy, tax evasion, etc.). Economic robustness did not go
hand in hand with political and, in a broader sense, public recognition. For
15 years (1960–1975), that is, even after the end of the dictatorship,
‘consciousness remained stuck to the past of political repression, while the
specific practical behavior was already operating within the bounds of the
market and the objective of economic profit’ (Charalambis, 1989, p. 304). 

So the petit bourgeois strata found themselves in a societal field
overdetermined by two contradictions: on the one hand, there was the
contradiction between political consciousness and actual economic
behavior in real time, while, on the other, there was the demand for
full-fledged citizenship and the impossibility of achieving it. These two
contradictions had special repercussions on the affects of these strata,
especially during the dictatorship. To begin with, in relation to the first
contradiction, increasing economic prosperity (privately owned flat,
car, television, country house, etc.) relieved them from poverty and
mainly from the fear of returning to their former condition of being a
poor domestic migrant or a still poorer farmer. This relief strengthened
the sense of security and the optimism as to the prospects of their socio-
economic position. But at the same time the trauma of defeat and the
humiliation of political marginalization made them look and feel
different from what they economically were. The trauma of the civil
war and the dictatorship was not a past present, but a present past. In
other words, it was alive and produced feelings and attitudes that did
not ‘correspond’ to the real economic condition and the consuming
ability of the petit bourgeois subjects. Thus unjustified complaints and
self-victimization were not rare in their daily encounters. 

The peculiar outcome of the first contradiction supports the effect of
the second: the contradiction between the desire for political and moral
recognition and the powerlessness to impose it – combined with the
chronic and traumatic reliving of endless vindictiveness, hostility,
jealousy and indignation – produces ressentiment. I believe that Scheler’s
analysis finds here an exemplary application. Political marginalization
and the post-civil war establishment are now perceived to be an ines-
capable fate. There is not an active and energetic attitude that opposes
experienced injustice. Simultaneously, the petit bourgeois strata have
undergone a decisive transvaluation: while traditionally it is in their
‘nature’ to orient themselves to the upper class, precisely because of their
ressentiment, they now begin to evaluate those that are ‘below’. Risking
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oversimplification, I would say that a significant portion of pre-dictatorial
resentment qua moral indignation, during the dictatorship dematerializes
and is transformed into ressentiment. 

I am of the opinion that this psychic mechanism of transvaluation
was the soil on which the post-dictatorial populism as ideology,
movement and practice flourished. I do not think that ‘the people’ could
be invested with mythical value so fast had it not previously been
subjected to resentful transvaluation. Since the radicalized petit
bourgeois strata could not become an ‘establishment’, they elevated
‘the people’ to the supreme legitimating and moral reference point.
In other words, without being the only one, ressentiment functioned as
a condition of possibility, paving the way for the formation of populism
after the political changeover in 1974. 

With PASOK’s rise to power, the political opportunity structure for
the petit bourgeois strata changed. Andreas Papandreou’s policies (the
recognition of national resistance, a party clientelistic system) as well
as his discourse on the advantaged and disadvantaged Greeks put
ressentiment to the side. The changes in the political personnel and the
governing system dragged the petit bourgeois strata out from political
invisibility, something that in its turn functioned as a class-support for
the power bloc, to use Nicos Poulantzas’ concept. To a large degree, passive
ressentiment gave way to open vindictiveness: party mass clientelism
(Lyrintzis, 1984) and the ‘green-guards’ (PASOK’s cadres who dominated
in trade unions, the public sector and state mechanisms) were the
compensation for the ‘stony years’ of the political marginalization of the
inheritors of the civil war. But yet again, the conflict was not conducted
in terms of frontal and organized struggle. Populism was based on, and
reproduced, the institutional informality and the anthropomorphism of
Greek society. However, the heritage of ressentiment during the dictator-
ship contributed to this: there was a rumination of negative feelings
with unclear addressees. This has contributed to the diffuse disaffection
of the public against the way democracy functions in Greece as well as
to Greeks’ widespread dissatisfaction with their overall way of life,
documented in various comparative political surveys. 

Conclusion 

After discussing the relevance of emotions for the understanding of
populism, in this Chapter I looked at the Greek case through a political
sociology of emotion perspective principally using Max Scheler’s
phenomenology of ressentiment. Deploying Scheler’s theory, I tried to
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isolate and interpret the role of ressentiment in clearing the ground for
the emergence of populism in post-authoritarian Greece. The rise of the
Greek Socialists (PASOK) was buttressed, if not driven, by an array of
emotions typical of populations undergoing rapid upward social mobility:
repressed vindictiveness and vengeance, spite, envy and ressentiment.
PASOK was heavily supported by new middle strata created by defeat in
the civil war (1946–49). Although they were more or less integrated
socially and economically, until the mid-1970s they were politically
marginalized and dominated. During the seven-year military dictatorship
their political marginalization was experienced as an inexorable destiny
leading thereby to an experience of impotence and inferiority. In
contradistinction to the 1960s, where the defeated of the civil war
articulated public grievances and demands out of resentment qua moral
anger, during the dictatorship they developed a deep feeling of ressent-
iment. As soon as PASOK took office in 1981 and the lower middle strata
(the ‘non-privileged’ in Andreas Papandreou’s rhetoric) found themselves
integrated into the political system, ressentiment gave place to vengeance
precisely because it could be released and acted out publicly. 

All in all, it seems that, over a period of 30 years, the feeling of ressen-
timent grew, withdrew and was replaced by other feelings (fear,
vindictiveness, indignation, etc.), which contributed to the forming of
collective identities and the consolidation of political institutions and
processes. However, my argument cannot but be a simplification, since
in real life feelings are in a constant flux and cannot be easily isolated. 

Notes 

1. As there has been an everlasting debate on the exact meaning of the terms
‘emotion’, ‘feeling’, ‘sentiment’, ‘passion’, ‘affect’ in psychology, sociology,
anthropology, philosophy and political science, for the sake of brevity I shall
treat them as equivalent. Of course, there are differences between them
emanating from differences in the semantic fields, the different periods in the
paradigmatic development of each single discipline (Shott, 1979; Kemper, 1987;
Oatley and Jenkins, 1996). As a working definition, by ‘emotion’ (or feeling)
I refer to the arousal of the human organism that takes place within a definite
time context, involves awareness but not necessarily verbalization, and induces
readiness for action and evaluations of objects, relations and situations. 

2. One can find both uses in the work of a single author; for example, Connolly
(1991: 166, 121, 211) who draws heavily from Nietzsche while analysing
existential resentment (the emotional response to the question of evil and
death), and at the same time uses ‘resentment’ – not ressentiment which
appears only three times in his text (op. cit. 185, 187, 213) – as a response
against injustice in the social distribution of opportunities and resources. In
the latter sense, resentment is understood as righteous indignation, a central
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concept in Sennett and Cobb’s (1972: 117–18, 139, 148) study of the
post-World War II American working-class consciousness. 

3. The exceptions to this are Barrington Moore’s analysis (1978), who does not
however use the term ‘resentment’ but prefers the notions of moral anger
and vengeance to describe the emotional investing of injustice, and Zygmunt
Bauman’s thesis (1982: 179–80) that late capitalist-class realignments and
consumption produce a great potential of ressentiment. 

4. In psychoanalytic terms, Simon Clarke (2004) proposed that ressentiment
can be thought for the societal level as to what envy is for the individual;
that is, as a destructive emotion which damages future generations to the
extend that it represents pure negativity. Clarke refers to the Kleinean
conception of envy, which is a projection of Thanatos and ‘reminiscent of
Nietzschean ressentiment’ (p. 106). Were not transvaluation being central to
Nietzsche’s, let alone to Scheler’s, argumentation I could agree with Clarke’s
insight. Yet, it seems to me that the nietzschean version of ressentiment
cannot be equated with envy; rather, as a negative and complex feeling it
contains and somehow submerges envy as long as perpetual powerlessness
and relived inferiority block open destructive action or malicious expressions.
Transvaluation, then, tames and modulates envy and, in that sense, although
ressentiment is reactive it is not primarily destructive. 

5. Turning upside down Nietzsche’s notion, Solomon (1994) claims that trans-
valuation qua passivity is a strategy of the will to power specific for the weak.
Consequently, powerlessness is not seen as a cause of ressentiment but as an
outer manifestation of the weaks’ eagerness to take revenge in their own
terms, as an expression of their own will to power. For Solomon ressentiment
is the ever most clever and life-preserving emotion of the slave in his
confrontation with the master. 

6. Emphasis should be placed here on ‘rightly’, on the sense of justice that
accompanies the vindictive joy one experiences facing the sufferings of a
third person (‘he went for it’, ‘he should have watched his step’). If there were
not for the dimension of justice we would be dealing simply with grudging-
ness. For a sharp-witted analysis of Schadenfreude, see John Portman (2000). 

7. Here I do not indent to offer even a working definition of populism, as the
discussion about the definition(s) of this concept is really endless. 

8. Additionally, I would argue that the nodal point of this assumption is the
signifier ‘the people’. The use of ‘the people’ is a necessary (even though not
sufficient) condition for the constitution of populist discourse. 

9. EAM: the Greek National Liberation Front. It was a left-wing resistance army
against the German and Italian occupation (1941–1944). 

10. For the concept of ‘cultural trauma’, see Alexander et al. (2004). 
11. In July 1964 the king refused to appoint the leader of the majority, George

Papandreou, as Prime Minister, a long-term centre-left opposition was
emerged as a result.
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8 
Anger and the Struggle for Justice 
Simon Thompson 

Let anger, then, be desire, accompanied by pain, for revenge for an
obvious belittlement of oneself or one of one’s dependants, the
belittlement being uncalled for 

Aristotle, Rhetoric, 1378a

Introduction 

It has been argued that the emotion of anger plays a central role in
politics. As Peter Lyman says, ‘one can define anger as the essential
political emotion’ (1981, p. 61). The authors who contributed to the 2004
special edition of the European Journal of Social Theory on ‘Anger in
political life’ suggest reasons why anger is of such importance. In Mary
Holmes’ words, anger ‘is the essential political emotion because it is
a response to perceived injustice’ (2004, p. 127). Or, as David Ost suggests,
if we adopt a ‘conflict theory of politics’ – as he thinks we should – then
‘emotions and the mobilization of anger become central to politics’
(2004, p. 239). We can see two distinct, albeit closely related ideas at
work in these remarks which suggest why anger is of such importance.
One idea is mobilization; here the implication is that anger is the
emotion which is capable of motivating people to engage in political
action. The other idea is injustice; here it is implied that the reason why
people mobilize is in order to overcome such perceived injustice. These
two ideas in conjunction suggest that close attention to the emotion of
anger can help us to understand the political world. From the perspective
of political philosophy, politics is a matter of debate about the nature of
the just society. From the perspective of political science, politics involves
struggles for resources, status and, more generally, power. Anger can
play a key role in both these sides of political studies. If it is regarded as
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the emotion which people feel when they experience injustice, then
understanding anger may offer us insights into the nature of justice
itself. If it is regarded as the emotion which motivates political action,
then it may help us to understand the character of struggles for power.
Bringing these two perspectives together, attention to anger may enable
us to explain how and why people engage in collective action in order
to try to achieve justice together. 

In this chapter, I want to examine one particular account of the emotion
of anger which gives it an important role both in the determination of
social justice and in the explanation of political action. Axel Honneth,
one of the most important contemporary representatives of the tradition
of German critical theory, argues in his book Struggle for Recognition
(1995) that a just society would be one in which all individuals are shown
due recognition. In such circumstances, he believes, it would be possible
for everyone to achieve self-realization. As he defines it in a later
article, self-realization is a person’s capacity ‘to freely determine and
realize his own desires and intentions’ (2002, p. 516). It is important to
understand that, for Honneth, recognition is not a uniform and
homogenous substance, but rather takes three distinct forms. Love, the
first mode of recognition, is the strong affective attachment between
specific family members, lovers and friends. Respect for rational autonomy
is a universalist mode of recognition which should be enjoyed by all
human beings equally. Esteem is a feeling of solidarity which individ-
uals can have with particular others who share their values. Honneth
does not regard his account of a society in which individuals can enjoy
all three modes of recognition merely as an exercise in wishful thinking.
Instead he wants to show how this ideal is rooted in existing social
reality. In order to do so, he argues that ‘negative emotional reactions’
(1995, p. 135) such as anger provide the motivating force behind strug-
gles for recognition. The experience of anger is evidence of perceived
injustice, and thus it gives people the impetus to engage in collective
action in order to overcome this injustice. Honneth argues, moreover,
that the effect of a series of such struggles is the development of fully
fledged relations of recognition. If such relations are in place, then people
are able to enjoy the love, respect and esteem from others, which makes
their self-realization possible. However, since some parties will resist
other parties’ attempts to gain recognition, struggle is inevitable, and it
is only through a series of such struggles that recognition will be achieved.
In short, emotions such as anger mobilize people to achieve recognition. 

In the next section, I sketch the fundamental elements of Honneth’s
account, focusing in particular on the links that he makes between
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negative emotions, consciousness of injustice, and struggles for recog-
nition themselves. In the section after that, I compare and contrast his
account of anger with that of Aristotle. I believe that this comparison
will throw very interesting light on Honneth’s theory, and especially on
the place of emotions within it. In particular, I use this comparison to
bring out the way in which Honneth seeks to give a dual role to emotion,
both as a source of knowledge and as a source of motivation. In the
following section, I use this comparison to establish a framework within
which to conduct a critical assessment of Honneth’s theory. I evaluate
a number of criticisms that can be made of this account, concentrating
in particular on the series of links in his argument which I have just
mentioned. I focus on two particular areas of concern: the status and
justifiability of emotions, and emotions as stimuli for collective action.
In the final section of the chapter, I reach a verdict about the cogency
of Honneth’s account of emotions as the key motivating factor in
struggles for recognition. I seek to determine in particular whether this
account successfully shows how anger can perform both an epistemic
and a mobilizing function in collective action – how, in other words, it
can be both a source of knowledge and a source of motivation. My
principal argument will be that Honneth is pulled into two very different
directions. On the one hand, he wants to argue that emotions can give
us privileged insight into our situation; but on the other hand, he
accepts that such emotions are necessarily mediated and hence shaped
by various social institutions. 

Struggles for recognition 

The idea of struggle plays a vitally important part in Honneth’s
account of recognition. He believes that recognition, by its very
nature, is only likely to be achieved through what Joel Anderson, his
translator, calls a ‘conflict-ridden developmental process’ (Honneth,
1995, p. xi). This explains the full title of Honneth’s book The Struggle
for Recognition: The Moral Grammar of Social Conflicts. Here we can see
the strong connection that he makes between normative theory and
social conflict. Looking at it one way, social conflicts can be explained
by using the idea of recognition. Such conflicts occur, Honneth
believes, when people demand the recognition which they are pres-
ently denied. In order to understand the history of the American civil
rights movement, for instance, it would be useful to regard this
movement as a series of struggles by African-Americans to obtain due
recognition. 
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Looking at it the other way around, Honneth thinks that it is possible
to shed light on the idea of recognition by examining social conflicts.
Such conflicts tend to move the society towards the realization of
undistorted relations of recognition. Thus, by looking in the direction
to which these conflicts point, we can understand what full recognition
would be like. This hints at a third element to Honneth’s account. Since
he argues that struggles for recognition move society towards an ideal
state characterized by undistorted relations of recognition, he believes
the idea of recognition also holds the key to a theory of moral progress.
In other words, the moral development of society takes the form of a
gradual expansion of relations of recognition. In this way, Honneth
combines a normative theory of recognition (which describes the ideal
form that a society should take) with a theory of social conflict (which
explains why such conflicts occur) and a theory of moral progress
(which explains how the ideal society can be achieved through a series
of social conflicts). In what follows, I concentrate on the first two stages
of this ambitious argument. In the first stage, it is argued that negative
emotions such an anger may be understood as evidence of injustice. In
the second stage, it is suggested that this awareness of injustice can
motivate collective struggles. The final stage of Honneth’s argument, in
which he argues that recognition struggles have the potential to move
society towards a state in which there is a complete realization of the
idea of recognition, raises issues way beyond the ambitions of the
argument I am developing here. 

In the first stage of his argument, Honneth uses what he calls an
‘empirically grounded phenomenology’ (1995, p. 162) to establish the
foundations of his account of recognition. In other words, he examines
the domain of ordinary human lives – and, in particular, the quality
and texture of affective experience – in order to find evidence of the
importance of recognition. It is for this reason that he pays close
attention to people’s ‘hurt feelings’ (1995, p. 163) or ‘negative emotional
reactions’ (1995, pp. 135, 136, 138).1 Consideration of these phrases
might suggest that Honneth’s account of emotions is entirely descriptive.
It looks as if he is simply describing how people feel in particular
circumstances. At other points, however, he is clear that these emotions
are bound up with normative judgements. Hence he talks about ‘moral
experiences’ (1995, p. 162; 1994, p. 268) and ‘moral feelings’ (1995,
p. 168). This means that negative emotions are infused with normative
content: to experience these emotions is also to make a (more or less
explicit) normative judgement, a view akin to Martha Nussbaum’s
(2001) idea of the ‘intelligence of the emotions’. If I feel angry, it is

1403_996814_11_cha08.fm  Page 126  Thursday, February 2, 2006  4:55 PM



Simon Thompson 127

because I believe a particular situation to be unjust. Even more strongly,
Honneth suggests that feelings like anger constitute an ‘affective source
of knowledge’ (1995, p. 143). As he says, these emotions can give us
‘moral insight’ into our situation; indeed in certain circumstances
injustice can ‘cognitively disclose’ itself (1995, p. 138). In other words,
to experience a negative emotion is not just to make a moral judgement:
it is also to find out something about the circumstances in which I find
myself. If I attend to the anger I feel, I can gain valuable insight into my
situation. 

Thus the experience of a negative emotion has both normative and
epistemic dimensions. To have such a feeling is both to make a moral
judgment and to achieve insight into a situation. Honneth fills in this
account by suggesting why we feel as we do in particular circumstances.
His hypothesis is that hurt feelings such as anger are triggered among
other things by the denial of various forms of recognition. Here he talks
about the ‘violation of implicit rules of mutual recognition’ (1995,
p. 160) or the ‘violation of deeply rooted expectations regarding recog-
nition’ (1995, p. 163). In other words, it is because I anticipate being
recognized, but then fail to enjoy such recognition, that I feel as I do.2

At one point, Honneth suggests that there are in fact three distinctive
forms of violation, corresponding to the three forms of recognition
themselves (1995, pp. 132–34). If people are maltreated, they will feel
humiliated, and their self-confidence will be damaged. He suggests that
attacks on the very integrity of the human body – in the form, for
instance, of torture – will make humans feel this way. If people are
excluded from citizenship, and denied the rights to which they believe
themselves entitled, then their self-respect will suffer. It could be argued
that, at the start of the civil rights movement, this is exactly how black
Americans felt. If the way of life with which people associate themselves
is denigrated, then their self-esteem is at risk. British Muslims experi-
encing various forms of Islamophobia are likely to feel this way
(Runnymede Trust, 1997). In this first stage of Honneth’s argument,
then, he seeks to demonstrate that hurt feelings can be understood as
evidence of injustice. Feelings such as anger are triggered by violations
of expectations about recognition, and thus these feelings tell people
that they are being denied the recognition which is their due. 

In the second stage of Honneth’s argument, he seeks to show that the
sense of injustice generated by emotions such as anger can motivate
collective action. As he puts it, ‘negative emotional reactions’ provide
the ‘affective motivational basis’ (1995, p. 135) for collective protest and
resistance. To be specific, people who experience a lack of recognition
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will struggle to achieve such recognition. Thus the experience of
‘disrespect’ – which Honneth uses as a general term for the lack of
recognition – can provide ‘the motivational impetus for social resistance’
(1995, p. 132). Or, as he says a little later on, ‘the violation of implicit
rules of mutual recognition’ leads to ‘social conflicts’ (1995, p. 160). In
order to show how a sense of injustice can lead to collective action,
Honneth argues that individuals can come to realize that the private
injuries from which they suffer are the result of public injustices. Rather
than each individual thinking that their anger is an entirely subjective
and wholly irrational feeling, they can instead come to see it as evidence
that an injustice is being done not just to them but to all people who
are located in a relevantly similar position. In order for this to happen,
Honneth argues, there must be a ‘semantic bridge’ between ‘private
experiences of injury’ and the ‘impersonal aspirations of a social move-
ment’. This bridge is provided by an ‘intersubjective framework of inter-
pretation’ (1995, p. 163) which can help individuals to see that their
hurt feelings are the result of social processes to which a whole set of
people are subject. One important type of framework is that constructed
from ‘moral doctrines or ideas’ (1995, p. 164). Such a doctrine provides
a language in which it becomes possible to understand that a set of
apparent discrete private injuries are in fact the result of a systematic
public injustice. Here Honneth’s account closely resembles David
Snow and Robert Benford’s work on ‘frame alignment’ (1988, 2000). In
particular, by placing the idea of ‘motivational framing’ alongside
‘diagnostic framing’ (‘what’s the problem?’) and ‘prognostic framing’
(‘who is to blame?’), they open up a space in which to understand the
role of the emotions in social mobilization. 

One useful example of a framework of interpretation is that of second-
wave feminism. It has been suggested that, before the emergence of this
form of thinking, women in western societies who experienced anxiety
and depression tended to believe (or at least were told) that their problems
were caused by personal psychological maladjustment. However, looking
through the lens of second-wave feminism enabled these women to see
that in reality their problems resulted from an imbalance of power
which led inter alia to their exclusion from the labour market and their
confinement to the domestic sphere. This realization enabled women to
feel angry about the situation in which they found themselves, where
this emotion had been previously repressed or simply did not exist. In
the late 1960 and 1970s, ‘consciousness raising groups’ specifically
served this purpose of enabling a transformation from something
primarily affective and individualized to something shared in common
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and more fully understood. Thus a new collective identity – the
women’s movement – emerged in order to draw on the energy of this
anger in the struggle against these unjust conditions. In this example,
we can see how the use of a particular interpretive framework made it
possible to convert particular subjective feelings into awareness of
objective oppression. Each woman’s awareness that her feelings of
anger resulted from the unjust conditions in which not just she but
many others found themselves gave her reason to join with these others
in order to fight it. In other words, it was women’s realization that they
were suffering a collective injustice that motivated their collective
struggle against that injustice. To sum up, negative emotions such as
anger perform two closely related functions in Honneth’s argument.
First, they provide cognitive insight into the situation of the people
experiencing these emotions; second, they provide motivational impetus
for those people to try to break out of that situation. Thus anger
performs both a cognitive and a mobilizing role in Honneth’s politics of
recognition. 

Aristotle and Honneth 

As we saw in the epigraph to this chapter, Aristotle holds that anger is
the emotion we feel when we have been unfairly insulted; he believes
that the pain this causes leads us to contemplate revenge. His analysis
of the emotion of anger can be divided into three distinct parts. First,
the subject must be in a particular psychological state which means that
he will become angry in certain circumstances.3 To put it in the words
of one of his editors, Aristotle presumes that the subject must have
aspirations or needs which can be ‘blocked or frustrated, the blocking
or frustrating of which being the key factor in the development of the
anger’ (Lawson-Tancred 1991, p. 23). Second, there must be an appropriate
sort of stimulus in order to provoke anger in the subject. In the specific
case of anger, the stimulus is a perceived insult. In fact, Aristotle says
that there are three types of insult. In the case of contempt, something
valued by the subject is judged to be worthless. Spite occurs when the
subject’s wishes are blocked merely to disadvantage him. Insult is a matter
of shaming the subject for the sake of it (Rhetoric, 1378b). Aristotle gives
a detailed list of possible forms of belittlement. Here are a few specific
examples. Men are angry with: ‘Those that laugh at them and scoff at
them’; ‘Those who speak ill of or despise the things about which they
are especially serious’ (1379a); ‘Those who are accustomed to respect
them and show them consideration, if they do not on another occasion
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so address them’; and ‘Those in opposition to them, if they are inferior’
(1379b). Finally, there must be an object who can be held responsible for
the stimulus and towards whom the subject can direct his anger. In this
specific case, the object is the person who belittles the subject.
According to Aristotle, this object must be of a certain kind. To begin
with, he says that the angry man is always angry with a particular person
rather than ‘mankind’ as a whole (1378a). Nor is it possible for him to
be angry with someone more powerful than himself, since here the
appropriate emotion is fear, and it ‘is impossible, after all, to be angry
and afraid at the same time’ (1380a). Nor finally is it possible for the
subject to remain angry with those weaker than himself, if they show
genuine contrition for their action. To bring these three elements
together, if the subject is insulted by the object, then, so long as the
various conditions specified above hold, he will become angry with
him. According to Aristotle, this will mean that the subject is in pain,
in the sense that he is aiming at something he does not have (1379a).
As a result, he contemplates revenge on the person whom he holds
responsible for causing that pain. This contemplation then gives him
a certain amount of pleasure as he imagines achieving the revenge which
he seeks (1378b).4 

In the present context, several elements of Aristotle’s analysis are
worth drawing out a little further. First, it is a cognitive account. It could
be argued that, according to Aristotle, experiencing an emotion is not
opposed to thinking rationally. Feeling angry does not mean that one’s
critical faculties are suspended. In fact, quite the opposite is the case: in
particular circumstances, it is entirely rational to be angry. As we shall
see, this does not mean that anger is always justified – only that it is
capable of being justified. Second, and closely related to the first point,
Aristotle believes that anger can be assessed according to particular
criteria of justification. While, in the circumstances outlined above, anger
is the appropriate response, in other circumstances, it may not be
appropriate. For instance, the subject’s actions may be such as to justify
the suffering inflicted on him. In these circumstances, he will not
become angry. As Aristotle says, ‘anger does not arise against justice’
(1380b). Perhaps more importantly, it is possible for a person to feel
insufficient or excessive anger. In D. S. Hutchinson’s words, if an emotion
is ‘incorrectly adjusted’, then it ‘is felt either too much or too little’
(1995, p. 215).5 In the present case, bad-tempered men feel too much
anger, while stupid and slavish men feel too little (Aristotle, Ethics,
1125b–1126b). Third, one implication of Aristotle’s account is that
emotions may be an important element in the explanation of action.
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Each emotion is associated with an experience of pleasure and/or pain
which goads people into action. In the present case, being belittled
causes the angry man to feel pain; at the same time, he experiences
pleasure in the anticipation of revenge. Hence it could be argued that
his act of revenge can be explained by reference to his experience of
anger. Fourth, if Aristotle’s various remarks about expectations of
respect and deference are brought together, it could be said that there is
an ethics of recognition at work in his account.6 In particular, he assumes
that individuals expect to be treated in a way appropriate to their situ-
ation and status, and that they will feel angry if they are not so treated.
To be specific, they expect to be respected and will be angry when they
are insulted instead. Fifth, one key assumption lying behind Aristotle’s
analysis is of the appropriateness of hierarchy. He assumes a hierarchical
society in which inferiors should show their superiors respect, and in
which the superiors rightly expect deference from them: ‘men think it
right that they should be revered by those inferior to them by birth, by
power and by virtue and in general by whatever it is in which they
much excel’ (Aristotle, Rhetoric, 1378b–1379a). In short, relative status
has a strong influence on the appropriateness of emotions. 

This is a fascinating and perspicacious account of anger, and certainly
not one that is of merely historical interest. Indeed the debt that many
contemporary accounts of anger owe to Aristotle is clear. It can be seen,
for instance, in Theodore Kemper’s suggestion that ‘[d]isappointment
and anger result when the actor deems the other the agent – the willing,
knowing actor who failed to accord sufficient status’ (2001, p. 64; cf.
Holmes 2004, p. 126). In other words, anger is the emotion people
feel when they are not given the respect or recognition which they
expect from another. By contrast, Honneth – at least to the best of my
knowledge – makes no reference to Aristotle in the exposition of his own
account of emotions. Nevertheless I believe that it will be instructive to
compare and contrast these two accounts. To begin with, let us consider
the three principal elements of Aristotle’s analysis. First, both thinkers
make certain assumptions about the nature of the subject. For Aristotle,
it is the fact that humans can have their aims frustrated by others that is
of crucial importance in explaining their potential for anger. It could be
argued that Honneth offers a specific version of this general argument,
suggesting that it is their capacity for self-realization which may be
frustrated by the circumstances in which humans find themselves.
Second, there are also similarities to be found in the two thinkers’
accounts of the stimulus which causes the subject to feel angry. Aristotle
regards belittlement as the (necessary and/or sufficient?) cause of anger.
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As I have suggested above, his list of examples of belittlement includes a
number of references to respect, and in general to the subject’s expecta-
tions about how he should be treated by others. For his part, Honneth is
clear that it is the violation of expectations about recognition that leads
to hurt feelings such as anger. Third, it is with regard to their analysis of
the object that the difference between these two thinkers’ positions is
most clearly marked. While Aristotle argues that an insult which causes
anger can only come from a specific individual, Honneth implies that
anger can also be rightly directed towards impersonal social systems. For
him, systems of rights which fail to respect, and horizons of value which
provide no opportunity to win esteem, can be the direct objects of anger. 

Now let us turn our attention to the specific features of Aristotle’s
account which I have already highlighted. Here a number of other
similarities and differences come into view. First, I have argued that
Aristotle endorses a cognitive account of the emotions. He does not oppose
reason and emotion, suggesting instead that there are circumstances in
which it is entirely rational to be angry. It seems as if Honneth does not
oppose reason and emotion either. He assumes rather that emotions, by
giving us information about our situation, can give us good reasons to
act. In fact, this may be a stronger position than Aristotle’s, since
Honneth says more boldly that it is possible to have an intuitive (felt)
sense of how things really are. Second, with regard to the closely related
issue of the criteria of justifiability, Aristotle believes that in some
circumstances anger can be justified, whilst in others it cannot. For
instance, if I have acted badly, I would not be justified in being angry
with anyone who criticizes my action. Honneth, by contrast, does not
seem to be aware of the fact that emotions can be more or less justifiable.
Indeed, he is sometimes tempted to treat them as pristine sources of
knowledge about my situation. I shall pick up this point in the next
section. Third, both thinkers imply, more or less explicitly, that emotions
can have a role to play in the explanation of action. Aristotle suggests
that, since they are always accompanied by pain or pleasure, emotions
are able to explain why we act as we do. Honneth is in full agreement
with Aristotle. The principal aim of his account of emotions is to show
how feelings can motivate people to act, and specifically to struggle for
recognition. I shall also pick up this point in the next section. Fourth,
both Aristotle and Honneth endorse what I have called an ethics of recog-
nition. In other words, recognition plays a central part in a set of rules
which are located in a specific value-horizon. While Aristotle suggests
that we become angry when we are not given the respect we expect,
Honneth argues that our negative emotions arise from the violation of our
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expectations of recognition. Fifth, both thinkers make certain assumptions
about the status order which forms the context for their accounts of
emotions. It is here that another fundamental difference between them
emerges. Aristotle assumes the appropriateness of hierarchy. The fact of
hierarchy then shapes the sort of emotions which occur in this society.
Thus ceteris paribus one is more angry if insulted by an inferior than
by an equal. In sharp contrast, Honneth marks a distinction between
pre-modern societies in which recognition was distributed hierarchically,
and modern societies in which it is distributed according to strongly
egalitarian principles. For him, the transition from pre-modern to
modern society is without question a matter of moral progress. 

Criticisms of Honneth 

Aristotle’s and Honneth’s views diverge at several important points.
While the former believes that it is only possible to be angry with a
particular individual, the latter assumes that it is also possible to be
angry with impersonal social systems; and while the former defends a
hierarchy of status, the latter is strongly egalitarian. Despite these
important differences, there are also a number of striking resemblances
between these accounts. In particular, both argue that the experience of
anger is associated with the frustration of a capacity; that people feel
angry if they are not appropriately recognized; and that this anger
goads them into action in order to put this injustice right. In the light
of this degree of similarity, I would argue that Honneth endorses what
can be called an Aristotelian account of anger. In this section, I want to
draw on this comparison and contrast between Aristotle and Honneth
in order to frame a critique of the latter’s account of the emotions. I focus
in particular on two areas of concern. First, I consider further Honneth’s
views about the status and justifiability of emotions. Does he successfully
show that they have a cognitive status? And does he pay sufficient
attention to Aristotle’s insight that emotions can be inappropriate and
disproportionate? Second, I consider in more detail the idea that negative
emotions can act as stimuli for collective action. Does Honneth offer
a sufficiently nuanced account of the role that such feelings can have in
explaining struggles for recognition? 

A cognitive account 

I have suggested that Aristotle enables us to see that emotion is not
normally opposed to reason. If certain conditions are in place, then anger
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may be the appropriate and rational response to a particular situation.
I have also suggested that Honneth is in agreement with Aristotle on
this point. He believes that emotional experience is closely bound up
both with moral judgements and cognitive insights. In this sense, both
thinkers can be said to endorse a cognitive account of the emotions.
As Robert Solomon defines it, ‘An emotion, on this cognitive account,
consists of a certain way of conceiving of and responding to the world,
accompanied, perhaps, by certain feelings, expressed in certain types of
behaviour and further explained by certain neurophysiological discov-
eries’ (1998). Here ‘conceiving of’ and ‘responding to’ correspond to the
epistemic and moral sides of Honneth’s account respectively. In other
words, to feel anger is to understand and react to the world in a particular
way. It is clear that to defend a cognitive account of the emotions is to
make a very bold claim about their status and justifiability. In this
sub-section, I want to consider whether Honneth is able – and, in some
instances, prepared – to support this claim. 

I begin by considering a couple of preliminary questions. The first is
this: does Honneth believe that his analysis applies to all emotions of
all kinds? Or does it just apply to ‘negative’ emotions? Or just to some
sub-set of these? For example, would it apply to what James Jasper calls
‘moods’ such as ‘sadness and joy’ (p. 26)? Such moods lack a definite
object in the sense that they are not about some specific thing. In this
case, since there is no state of affairs into which the emotion could give
cognitive insight or on which moral judgement could be passed, it is
difficult to see how they could be covered by Honneth’s analysis.7 To
take another example, could Honneth’s analysis apply to what Jasper calls
‘reflex emotions’ which are ‘quick to appear and to subside’ (p. 16)? It
seems unlikely, for instance, that disgust could be said to embody
complex moral and epistemic evaluations.8 The second preliminary
question I want to consider is this: do the emotions to which Honneth
thinks his analysis applies necessarily involve moral judgement and
cognitive insight? For instance, are all forms and instances of anger
amenable to his analysis? While the anger of the politically marginalized
does fit, it seems unlikely that the same could be said of those experi-
encing road-rage. To take another case, is shame always a reaction to
the violation of expectations about recognition? In some cases, shame
is felt by individuals who fall short of their own self-imposed ethical
ideals. Here the connection to an ethics of recognition seems tenuous
to say the least. 

Let us put these questions aside, and assume that we have identified a
sub-set of emotions, and a sub-set of circumstances, in which Honneth’s
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analysis does apply. We can then approach what to me appears to be
the central issue: Do these emotions always function in the way that
Honneth imagines? That is to say, do they always provide reliable
insights into our situation and justifiable evaluations of that situation?
As I have already suggested, Aristotle identifies a number of circumstances
in which it would be inappropriate and irrational to feel anger, and
other circumstances in which this emotion may be felt to a dispropor-
tionate degree. If Aristotle’s argument is accepted, then it is necessary to
ask whether anger is justifiable in each specific case. His own answer
depends on his particular account of ethics, and in particular of the moral
virtues. He argues that, if these virtues have been correctly inculcated
in us, then our emotional reactions in particular situations will be
appropriate. However, since this account depends on a strong ethical
vision of human excellence, Honneth cannot follow it himself. Since he
accepts that the citizens of contemporary societies endorse a plurality of
reasonable values, he concludes that it would be unfair to impose one
particular set of values on all of them. In this case, it is necessary to
consider how he might deal with this challenge. To bring matters into
focus, I want to review two sets of criticisms, and to consider how
Honneth might respond to them. 

According to one sort of criticism of the link between ‘negative
emotional reactions’ (1995, p. 135) and judgements of injustice, hurt
feelings such as anger may not always be reliable evidence of injustice.
Negative emotional reactions may sometimes be unjustified: people
may feel that they are being mistreated, when in fact they are not. There
are two possibilities to be considered. First, there may be a problem of
false comparison. People may feel unfairly treated when they compare
themselves to others such as immigrants. If they believe that these
others are doing much better than they are, they may feel anger and
demand recompense. However, these feelings may result from a
misleading or false comparison, and thus the case for compensation
may not be justified. The implication is that, although people may feel
anger towards another group with whom they compare themselves, this
feeling may not be justified.9 To generalize, even if people feel hurt, this
does not always mean that they do so with good reason. Another reason
for thinking that hurt feelings may not be proof of injustice is that
people can feel hurt and think they are treated unjustly as the result of a
distorting interpretive framework. That is to say, they may have a way of
looking at the world which causes them to feel angry. A nationalist
framework of interpretation, for instance, may tell a group of people
that they have been humiliated by their rival nations, that their culture
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is under grave threat or that their resources are being drained away by a
shadowy group of international bankers. Yet this nationalist framework
may be generating a feeling of anger and a sense of injustice which are
in fact the products of paranoid fantasy (Zizek, 1989). 

In both of these cases, people may feel angry, see this as evidence of
injustice and thus struggle against this injustice. If, however, this feeling of
anger is shaped by a false comparison or a distorting interpretive
framework, then it may not accurately indicate the presence of injustice.10

In neither of these cases does the feeling of anger necessarily provide
reliable evidence of maltreatment. People may feel hurt without good
reason; to put the point at its crudest, sometimes people just whinge.11

These possibilities threaten to sever the link that Honneth makes
between hurt feelings and judgements of injustice. I would suggest that,
in response to this type of criticism, Honneth has two possible lines of
defence. First, he could try to argue that emotions are always a reliable
source of knowledge about the situations to which they are a response.
This assumption can be seen at work in his claim that emotions are
‘pretheoretical facts’ (1994, p. 263). They are, in other words, the raw
and pristine data on the basis of which accounts of social justice and
moral progress can be built. Second, Honneth could admit that the right
sort of framework of interpretation is vital in order to determine when
negative emotions are reliable indicators of injustice. I shall argue in a
moment, however, that neither of these options comes without cost. 

A second criticism that can be made of this part of Honneth’s argument
effectively makes the opposite point to the first: rather than suggesting
that hurt feelings may not reliably indicate injustice, it suggests instead
that injustice may not be accompanied by hurt feelings. The objective
fact that someone is being mistreated may not be accompanied by
subjective awareness of this mistreatment. In other words, being unjustly
treated does not necessarily lead to feelings of anger. Again, I shall
consider two distinct possibilities. The first of these suggests that what,
for the sake of this argument, I shall call ideology can block the conversion
of the experience of private injury into the consciousness of public
injustice. Roger Foster makes an argument of this kind. He begins by
suggesting that ‘particular structural arrangements’ may ‘incapacitate
cultural resistance’ (1999, p. 7). In this case, in order to determine
whether a struggle for recognition is likely to occur, it is necessary to
look at the structural arrangements in which the people affected find
themselves. With the wrong conditions in place, consciousness of injustice
may not occur. A second possibility is that awareness of maltreatment
can be blocked by what I shall refer to as trauma. Here attention is
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shifted away from the ideological and towards the social psychological
dimension of struggle. Elliot Jurist makes an argument of kind,
suggesting that Honneth fails ‘to contend with the painful truth that
victims of aggression are often too traumatized to struggle in response’
(1994, p. 176). In this case, the reason why hurt feelings fail to create a
sense of injustice capable of motivating social protest is that the victims
of that injustice suffer a form of psychological damage that renders
them unable to clearly understand their condition and thus unable to
struggle against it. Victims of rape and concentration camp survivors
who blame themselves would be examples of this phenomenon in
practice. The cruel irony is that, in these circumstances, people are too
traumatized precisely by the injustice itself to be able to resist it. 

These two possibilities present important challenges to Honneth’s
optimistic account. If ideology or trauma severs the link between unjust
circumstances and a sense of anger, then people who are being treated
badly may not be aware of this treatment, and they will thus lack an
effective motive to struggle for recognition. It would also follow that
the absence of hurt feelings does not necessarily prove absence of
mistreatment. To put this more strongly, just because people do not feel
an emotion such as anger in particular circumstances, it does not mean
that they should not feel anger. Once again, Honneth could offer two
distinct lines of defence against this sort of criticism. First, he could
turn to what some of his critics see as his anthropological assumption
that human beings have an innate drive for self-realization. As Jeffrey
Alexander and María Pía Lara put it, he has a ‘submerged develop-
mental commitment to an anthropological imperative’ (1996, p. 134;
cf. Zurn, 2000). In this case, Honneth could argue that this imperative is
strong enough to be able to overcome ideology or trauma, so that
anyone who is frustrated in their attempts at self-realization by being
denied recognition could not fail consciously to experience the hurt
feelings accompanying such a denial. Here it may be useful to recall
Aristotle’s assumption that the subject of anger is a person who can be
frustrated in the exercise of his capacities. Second, Honneth could repeat
the same line of defence which I suggested he could make to the first
type of criticism, and acknowledge the role that social institutions and
the ideas associated with them can play in filtering and interpreting
emotional experience. In this case, he could argue that, in a public
sphere constituted in the right way,12 hurt feelings would lead to an
appropriate sense of injustice. 

What are we to make of the various responses that Honneth could
make to his critics? In the first place, it could be argued that in both
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cases the two suggested lines of defence work against each other. On
the one hand, if the first line works, the second is redundant. If it can
be shown that emotions are reliable sources of knowledge, or that
humans possess an indefeasible imperative to achieve self-realization,
then there is no need for the right sort of interpretive framework. On
the other hand, if the second line of argument is necessary, the first
must have failed. That is to say, if it is conceded that the framework of
interpretation plays an active role in shaping emotions, then it follows
that they cannot be a reliable source of knowledge about justice in
themselves, or that the anthropological imperative can sometimes fail.
In addition, each line of defence faces its own problems. The idea that
emotions can be ‘pre-theoretical facts’ is highly implausible. In general,
facts only exist within the framework of a particular theory. In this
particular case, emotions are always mediated by a particular set of
social understandings. The idea of an anthropological imperative can
only be redeemed by a highly ambitious account of human nature
which would certainly not escape criticism. The idea that mediation
always plays a role in our emotional life is plausible. But acceptance of
this idea places all the weight on the mediating institutions, rather than
on the emotions themselves. I shall develop each of these points further
in what follows. 

Explanation of action 

A second set of criticisms that can be made of Honneth’s account focuses
on his assumption that the feeling of anger can provide sufficient
motivation for people to struggle for recognition. These criticisms raise
doubts about whether Honneth can explain why struggles of recognition
occur simply by referring to people’s negative emotions. In other words,
they challenge his assumption that hurt feelings are either a necessary
or a sufficient condition of such struggles. There are two distinct issues
which need to be considered. 

One issue arises from the likelihood that in modern societies there will
be a variety of frameworks of interpretation. It seems reasonable to assume
that these frameworks will interpret the same emotional experience in
very different ways, and will thus reach very different normative
conclusions. Honneth appears to assume that, at least under all normal
conditions, his framework of interpretation will win out over others. He
needs to make this assumption in order to demonstrate that, as a result
of struggles for recognition, relations of recognition will expand rather
than remain static, get distorted or even contract. But how can he justify
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this assumption? To bring this problem into focus, let us consider the
status of what for the sake of this argument I shall call the neo-Nazi
interpretive framework. This is grounded on the same emotions of anger
and humiliation that catch Honneth’s attention. However, in contrast
to Honneth’s account, the neo-Nazi world-view assumes that the
protection of its members’ collective self-esteem necessitates despising
all of those outside its own narrow community of value. As Alexander
and Pía Lara put it, ‘esteem is, in fact, often provided within the partic-
ularistic, self-affirming boundaries of segmented communities which
experience themselves as downwardly mobile’. ‘Based on deep resent-
ments’, they suggest, the demands for recognition made by such groups
‘can easily become demands for domination’ (1996, p. 134). Focusing on
the emotion of shame, they conclude that ‘as the history of reactionary
social movements that have marked the twentieth century indicates,
grasping a moral content in response to feeling publicly and privately
shamed is not particularly likely in an empirical sense’ (1996, p. 135).
Indeed, it is more likely that the experience of shame will lead a group
to adopt values which, for instance, extol its virtue and purity whilst
condemning the viciousness and dirtiness of all outsiders. In short, this
criticism suggests that there is no certainty that emotional experience
will be interpreted in the way that is necessary if relations of recognition
are to develop in the way that Honneth hopes. 

At one point, Honneth discusses the neo-Nazi case himself. In an
article written at about the same time as Struggle for Recognition, he
acknowledges the danger that Alexander and Pía Lara describe: ‘the
experience of social disrespect’ can lead to a search for ‘social esteem . . .
in small militaristic groups, whose code of honor is dominated by the
practice of violence’ (1994, p. 268). For him, this presents ‘the question
of how a moral culture could be so constituted as to give those affected,
disrespected and ostracized, the individual strength to articulate their
experiences in the democratic public sphere, rather than living them
out in the countercultures of violence’ (1994, p. 269). The implication
of this remark is that if a ‘democratic public sphere’ were in place, then
those who might otherwise become neo-Nazis would have the chance
to voice their disquiet in the public sphere. Honneth’s assumption
appears to be that, since they will feel included in public debate, it is
less likely that these alienated citizens will become neo-Nazis in the first
place. Here he endorses the idea that the structure of the public sphere
can have a crucial influence on the interpretation of particular negative
emotional reactions, and therefore on the motives that are generated by
this interpretation. To put this in the terms he deploys in Struggle for
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Recognition, it follows that the sort of ‘moral-political conviction’
generated depends on the ‘cultural-political environment’ in question
(1995, pp. 138–39). It is possible, in other words, deliberately to create
the conditions in which hurt feelings will move a group in one direc-
tion rather than another. Since each particular environment is more
likely to produce certain convictions rather than others, frameworks of
interpretation are not neutral: different frameworks will push a
particular group in different directions. Hence it is possible to create an
environment in which the reaction to shame is to adopt the ‘right’
rather than the ‘wrong’ ethical values. It should be noted, once more,
that this acknowledgement of the role of mediating institutions is in
tension with Honneth’s claim that emotions can be regarded as
‘pretheoretical facts’. 

As we have seen, Honneth concedes that an interpretive framework is
necessary to convert private feelings into public judgements of injustice.
He assumes that such judgements are then capable of providing sufficient
motivation for people to engage in collective resistance against the
unjust conditions which cause those feelings. I feel hurt, realize that
I am not the only one who feels hurt and hence join with those others
collectively to struggle against the conditions that are causing this hurt.
However, according to a second criticism of this stage of Honneth’s
argument, this is a very narrow and partial account of the factors which
are likely to determine the likelihood of social resistance. It is an
account which relies exclusively on the idea that such resistance will be
triggered by an interpretation of negative emotions. It is because people
feel as they do, and give their feelings a particular ethical interpretation,
that they will struggle to escape their situation. It could be argued that
this account overlooks a wide range of other factors which determine
whether or not struggle will occur (and whether that struggle is likely
to be successful). The extensive body of empirical research on social
movements identifies a number of other factors which will be important
in determining whether struggles take place. Let me mention five
distinct – although clearly interrelated – categories: available resources,
rational incentives, strategic choices, cultural factors and the prevailing
political opportunity structure. First, what money and other resources
does a group have at its disposal? Poor social movements may face
particular difficulties in struggling against the injustice they suffer
(Piven and Cloward, 1988). Second, are there reasons of rational self-
interest for this group to engage in struggle? That is, can it calculate
that certain advantages will be gained by such struggle (Chong, 1991)?
Third, what strategic options does the group have available to it? For

1403_996814_11_cha08.fm  Page 140  Thursday, February 2, 2006  4:55 PM



Simon Thompson 141

example, has the group adopted particular forms of political action over
time? And what sort of established repertoire of action can it draw on?
Fourth, does the dominant culture or the group’s own subaltern culture
provide motivation for resistance? Fifth, is the structure of the state
conducive to struggle or not (Tarrow, 1989)? 

All these questions will need to be answered in order to determine
whether a struggle for recognition will break out in particular circum-
stances. Turning back to Honneth, I would argue that it is not enough
simply to think that the collective interpretation of emotional experiences
will necessarily trigger collective action. Absent resources, incentives,
opportunities and so on, negative emotional reactions may very well
not be converted into positive struggle. If the state is too repressive, or
the group too poor, or the likelihood of success low, then feelings of
rage and anger, and the sense of injustice which they fuel, may not lead
to active struggle against such injustice. Here is it interesting to recall
Aristotle’s remark that one feels fear rather than anger before those
more powerful than oneself. It could be argued, furthermore, that these
various factors will also need to be taken into account in order to deter-
mine the chances of a struggle being successful. When will a struggle
achieve its aims and when will it simply be crushed? To answer this
question, it will be necessary to look beyond hurt feelings and moral
experience to consider resources, strategy, culture and so on. I do not
think there is any way that Honneth could deny this. At best, he could
argue that, while his account of recognition struggles does not provide
an exhaustive analysis of all the factors involved in such struggles, it
does help to rectify the existing balance by giving due consideration to
the hitherto neglected role of emotions. 

Conclusions 

In this chapter, I have conducted a critical examination of Honneth’s
account of the role of emotions such as anger in struggles for recogni-
tion. In giving both a cognitive and a mobilizing role to emotions in
the explanation of political action, I have suggested that Honneth’s
theory bears a remarkable resemblance to that of Aristotle. His highly
ambitious thesis is that it is possible to connect an account of ‘everyday
suffering’, a theory of justice, and a theory of collective action. He
attempts to combine an empirical analysis which aims to explain the
character of social conflicts with a normative theory which aims to
describe and justify an ideal society. It is no surprise to find that
Honneth’s highly ambitious account has attracted its critics. Focusing
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on the link that he makes between the experience of hurt feelings and
a sense of injustice, I considered various ways in which this link could
fail. In particular, I suggested that there could be hurt feelings without
injustice, and injustice without hurt feelings. Moving onto the relation-
ship which he believes exists between a sense of injustice and the
outbreak of struggle, I highlighted the vital role that frameworks of
interpretation play in mediating that relationship, and I suggested that
a range of other factors may also intervene. I also suggested that
Honneth, in his response to these criticisms, finds himself pulled in two
different directions. At some points, he aligns himself with those
philosophers who defend a strongly cognitive account of the emotions.
Either he asserts that emotions constitute a source of knowledge about
social conditions which is in a sense uncorrupted by those conditions,
or he relies on the anthropological assumption that an innate urge to
achieve self-realization will produce certain specific forms of political
life. At other points, Honneth tries to allow that various mediating
institutions and the ideas with which they are associated can play a key
role in determining the significance of the emotions. We see this in his
references to the role of ‘moral doctrines or ideas’ and ‘moral culture’,
and in his insistence on the importance of an appropriately constituted
‘democratic public sphere’ within which emotions can be adequately
expressed. 

The problem is that these two impulses are in tension with each
other. On the one hand, in order to show that hurt feelings can be used
as the basis of a normative critique of society, or that it is possible to
deduce certain conclusions about political life directly from assertions
of features about human nature, Honneth must play down the role of
mediation. In doing so, he overlooks the role of symbolic institutions in
mediating between human beings and politics. To be specific, he neglects
the role of culture – or, better, cultural institutions – in mediating
emotions. Without taking mediation properly into account, however,
he is vulnerable to the criticism that his theory depends on an anthro-
pological or social psychological foundationalism (Fraser, 2003). On the
other hand, if Honneth did take on board the importance of the
‘cultural-political environment’, then his account of the link between a
sense of injustice generated by feelings of anger and the motivation to
engage in struggles for self-realization would be much more nuanced.
He would be much better able to specify the role of mediating institu-
tions in this relationship. This in turn would mean that he would also be
better able to determine the likely chances of success of his framework
of interpretation over its rivals. However, by placing more weight on

1403_996814_11_cha08.fm  Page 142  Thursday, February 2, 2006  4:55 PM



Simon Thompson 143

the role of mediation, Honneth would diminish the power of his original
insight about the vital role of emotions like anger in the explanation
and justification of collective action. I can see no easy way in which he
could square this circle. 

Notes 

1. In this chapter, my principal interest is in Honneth’s analysis of anger.
However, it should be noted that for him this is only one of a number of
negative emotions of relevance to his analysis. In addition to the emotions
of anger, rage and indignation (1995, p. 136; 1994, p. 263), he also refers, for
instance, to shame (1995, pp. 119–20, 135, 137–38, 164; 1994, p. 263),
humiliation and degradation (1995, p. 164). 

2. Compare Judith Shklar’s suggestion that our sense of injustice arises ‘when
we do not get what we believe to be our due’ (1990, p. 83). 

3. Since Aristotle’s audience was exclusively male, and he believed that he was
talking exclusively about men, I shall follow his use of the male gender
when explicating his views. 

4. It is important to understand that this is not the sort of imaginary revenge
involved in what Nietzsche calls ressentiment. In that case, one imagines an
act of revenge that can never be carried out. By contrast, Aristotle thinks
that the angry man contemplates revenge as an entirely realistic course of
action. For further discussion of ressentiment, see Simon Clarke’s and Nicolas
Demertzis’ chapters in this book. 

5. Hutchinson explains that ‘moral virtues’ are ‘dispositions of our emotions
which enable us to respond correctly to practical situations’ (1995, p. 206).
Absent the appropriate virtues, our emotional responses may go awry. 

6. The reason why this is an ethics rather than a morality will become clear
after consideration of the next point. 

7. Paul Hoggett disagrees with this point, suggesting that just because we are
not aware of what our mood may be about, it does not follow that it has no
meaning. 

8. Nussbaum would disagree with this claim since she gives disgust central
importance, seeing it as a threat ‘to the idea of equal worth and dignity of
persons’ (2001, p. 221). 

9. On this subject, see Simon Clarke’s chapter on envy in this book. 
10. It should be noted that this line of reasoning does not require a commitment

to a highly unfashionable concept such as ‘false consciousness’, but merely
to the idea that ways of understanding may sometimes lead people to make
cognitive errors. 

11. Another possibility is worth mentioning. In some circumstances, people
may argue that they are victims of some injustice in order to claim
compensation. They may, for instance, claim that their cultural identity has
been unduly neglected in order to try to obtain certain resources. In some
cases, of course, this claim may be quite genuine. But it is also possible that
there may be a strategic choice deliberately to exaggerate or deceive in
order to gain particular advantages. I do not consider this possibility in the
main body of my argument since, strictly speaking, it is not a case of hurt
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feelings without just cause, but rather a case of falsely asserting that one’s
feelings are hurt. 

12. It is not easy to say how this phrase might be unpacked. One possibility
would be to say that a public sphere is constituted in the right way if it
facilitates the development of the relations of recognition which are the
necessary condition of individual self-realization.

1403_996814_11_cha08.fm  Page 144  Thursday, February 2, 2006  4:55 PM



145

9 
Pity, Compassion, Solidarity 
Paul Hoggett 

Introduction 

Compassion plays a key role in politics. It is a key, perhaps the key,
moral sentiment and perhaps along with anger at injustice (the focus of
the previous chapter by Simon Thompson) it is central to what we
might think of as “progressive” political struggles and campaigns. For
example, Blair’s recent attempt to kick-start a concerted international
strategy for ending poverty in Africa seems predicated upon the politics
of compassion. And yet, as this example might indicate, compassion
seems to be an emotion capable of taking on many hues. As Lauren
Berlant (2004), for example, notes, it can also provide the motif for the
state’s disengagement with its own poor. “Compassionate Conservatism”
shows its solidarity with the suffering of the poor in American society
by freeing them from their dependency upon the so-called “infantilising
government aid programmes”. And in Britain too, “tough love” has
become the inspiration behind a Blairite social policy which promises
“hand ups not hand outs”. It seems that no one has a monopoly on
compassion. Indeed Sara Ahmed (2004) argues persuasively that love
and compassion are also central to the way in which fascist groups in
Britain and the USA see themselves in their struggle to protect the
vulnerable body of the white race. So compassion may be a more slippery
emotion than one might at first think, one easily deployed by a wide
range of normative discourses. 

In what follows I will consider the work of Martha Nussbaum in this
light. First I will argue that her liberal discourse is in fact insufficiently
liberal as it depends upon a concept of personhood which is without
agency and autonomy – the object of Nussbaum’s compassion is essen-
tially passive. Then I will offer a more socialistic discourse of compassion.
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Central to my argument is the need to move away from a concept of
compassion which is infused with the sentimentality of pity towards
a concept which is more akin to solidarity. In other words, I argue for
the fusion of compassion towards social suffering with anger at the
injustices which underlie that suffering. Moreover I will argue, perhaps
counter-intuitively, that whereas idealisation of the suffering other
appears to be crucial to liberal perspectives a solidaristic notion of
compassion is one directed towards a flawed human subject, both a victim
of circumstance and, always to some extent, an agent of both their own
misfortune and salvation. 

The intelligence of compassion? 

Martha Nussbaum, in her book Upheavals of Thought (2001), provides
an extended analysis of the nature of compassion drawing upon
philosophical sources, particularly the Stoics, and upon the psychoanal-
ysis of Klein and Winnicott. Eschewing the idea that reason and
emotion are antithetical to each other, Nussbaum seeks to demonstrate
the intelligence of compassion by delineating three cognitive elements
of judgement which are inherent in the emotion’s make-up. First, there
is the judgement of size – I feel compassion if the misfortune of another
is serious rather than trivial. Second, there is the judgement of non-
desert – the person did not bring the misfortune upon herself or
himself. Third, there is what she calls the “eudaimonistic judgement”,
that “this person, or creature, is a significant element in my scheme of
goals or projects, an end whose good is to be promoted” (2001, p. 321).
Regarding the latter element, Nussbaum adds that it will often “make
me more likely to see . . . the other’s . . . prospects as similar to my own,
and of concern in part for that reason” (p. 331), something she else-
where describes as “the judgement of similar possibilities” (p. 351). In
other words, when observing the suffering of another, one is more
likely to feel compassion if one has the thought “there but for the grace
of god go I”; but, she emphasises, this is not an absolutely necessary
condition. 

Whilst Nussbaum’s project, to offer an analysis of emotion that gives
emphasis to its rationality, is to be welcomed, I fear she nevertheless
pursues this project within a narrowly rationalist framework. This is one
which underestimates the affective and bodily dimensions of compassion
and assumes a unitary view of the human subject which cannot properly
grasp how it is possible to hold contradictory feelings, nor how one can
be both object and agent at the same time. 
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First, let us consider “the judgement of similar possibilities”. My
feeling is that Nussbaum resorts to a cognitive framework to analyse the
nature of similarity between self and other because she is unable to
understand the concept of identification. Identification occurs where
there is a blurring of the boundary between self and other. It is crucial
to human development, for example to the developing bond between
mother and infant. But it can also be a crucial obstacle to this develop-
ment, as the blurring of self and other also prevents the realisation of
the other’s difference and separateness. Despite Nussbaum’s sincere
efforts to draw upon psychoanalytic theory I am struck by the fact
that there is no reference to identification or projective identification
in the index to Upheavals of Thought. One of the distinctive contribu-
tions of psychoanalysis to our thinking about the human subject is its
development of a range of concepts to refer to processes – identification,
projection, projective identification, splitting, condensation, displacement,
denial, and so on – which form the elements of “psycho-logic” or, if you
like, “psycho-rationality”. To reduce these processes to “mechanisms of
defence” would be mistaken. They are not just a source of pathology in
mental life, they also constitute part of the foundation for our reasoning,
decision-making and creative capacities as we will see later in the case
of identification and dis-identification. Nussbaum’s rationalist schema
is unable to incorporate this and yet these processes are crucial to the
mediation between affect and cognition. Let us examine her analysis of
empathy in this light. 

Empathy 

In relation to compassion Nussbaum construes empathy as the
“imaginative reconstruction of the experience of the sufferer” (p. 327).
In a footnote she then reflects upon Schopenhauer’s linkage of compassion
with identification and cites two extracts from his Preisschrift über das
Fundament der Moral, in the first of which he stresses the creative role of
identification and in the second its “pathological” role. She concludes,
“thus the type of fusion he has in mind remains somewhat unclear”
(ibid.). It is as if the role of identification has to be either constructive or
pathological; it is the possibility that it might be both that she seems to
find confusing. When I spoke earlier of identification, splitting and so
on as aspects of “psycho-rationality”, it might be objected (indeed I think
Nussbaum would object) that such mechanisms cannot be “rational” in
any shape or form because as mechanisms of defence they are the foun-
dation of psychopathology and therefore lie at the root of our inability

1403_996814_12_cha09.fm  Page 147  Thursday, February 2, 2006  4:56 PM



148 Pity, Compassion, Solidarity

to be realistic. But this is not how psychoanalysis thinks. Although
identification is central to narcissistic pathologies in which self and
loved object become hopelessly confused (as in nationalism for example)
Freud was absolutely clear that identification was also crucial to the
development of the healthy personality, to effective followership and to
the development of solidaristic bonds between people. Similarly Kleinian
and post-Kleinian developments have demonstrated how projective
identification provides the basis for non-verbal communication, how
splitting is essential for action in situations of moral uncertainty, and so
on. All of these psychical mechanisms are therefore “Janus headed”;
they can help us face and deal with reality and they can provide the
basis for avoiding reality. 

Paradoxically, the limitations inherent to Nussbaum’s way of thinking
are indicated when she makes the perceptive link between empathy and
Method Acting, “empathy is like the mental preparation of a skilled
(method) actor; it involves a participatory enactment of the situation of
the sufferer, but is always combined with the awareness that one is not
oneself the sufferer”. She adds, “if one really had the experience of
feeling the pain in one’s own body, then one would precisely have
failed to comprehend the pain of another as other” (her emphasis)
(pp. 327–8). What Nussbaum cannot quite grasp is that in fact, when
empathising, one feels the pain of the other and one does not. Infancy
research describes this process as “affect-mirroring” (Fonagy et al. 2002).
The mother demonstrates her empathy with her infant’s distress by an
exaggerated mirroring. Typically, in a carefully modulated way, she acts
as if she is herself distressed, sometimes for example by “oooing” and
“ahhing” in a sympathetic way which symbolises the infant’s own
distress through a gentle playfulness. Jessica Benjamin describes this
as “differentiation with empathy” (2004, p. 25), as the mother both
identifies and dis-identifies with the infant. But we cannot understand
this process properly if we adhere to a unitary conception of the self.
Part of the mother (the infant in the mother) identifies with the infant,
feels the distress as her own and is affected by it. But another part of her
(the adult in the mother) remains separate, distinguishing the infant’s
distress from her own and is therefore able to retain perspective and the
capacity for thought and judgement. If the mother is not affected, “if
there is no identificatory oneness of feeling the child’s urgency and
relief” (Benjamin, ibid), then the mother can only respond out of duty,
not with passion. 

My suspicion that Nussbaum adopts a view of compassion which is
too cognitive is confirmed in her discussion of Aristotle’s view that
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compassion is a particular type of pain. Nussbaum admits that compassion
does refer to a psychical disturbance, “a tug at the heart strings”
(Nussbaum, p. 325), but she insists that the pain is caused by the thought
and does not have much if any “causal independence” (p. 326). But we
are back to familiar territory here, namely the difficulty political theory
and political science have in grasping the independence of affect and
the possibility that it is not always bound to thought. Anxiety is a
classic example. Indeed one of the distinctive characteristics of anxiety
is that it is “free floating”, attaching itself to all sorts of objects and
ideas none of which can give it satisfactory representation. Freud was
absolutely adamant about this, insisting that the object of the affect was
always its most contingent component. We might say that Freud went
too far in the other direction, seeing the conscious mind almost as an
epiphenomenon, pushed hither and thither by powerful unconscious
drives, but in some ways this insistence of his may prove salutary,
particularly when we begin to think of the powerful hold of the
emotions upon the group, rather than of the emotions as always being
a property of the individual. 

On being affected 

To return to my discussion, the “tug at the heart”, the “throbbing” and
“aching”, are, from the perspective I am advancing, essential elements
of the feeling of compassion because if we are not affected by the
suffering of the other, our response becomes primarily an expression of
duty, compliance or social conformity. Nussbaum has offered us three
cognitive elements of compassion. We are now in a position to suggest
one affective component: that a condition for compassion is that self is
affected by other’s suffering in some way – touched by it, moved by it,
pained by it, perhaps even shocked by it. In other words, as Sara Ahmed
(2004, p. 8) puts it, the suffering leaves “an impression”. Each of these
impressions has something in common – to touch, to move, to feel pain
or shock reminds us of the physical and corporeal dimension of what
it is to be affected. But, and here’s the rub, I think that what I am
describing is, strictly speaking, not empathy. 

When empathising, I project myself imaginatively into the position
of the other. Here all the mental activity is with me, the other is the
recipient. It is for this reason that empathy can so often prove to be an
unreliable guide. Nussbaum is well aware of this but it does not lead her
to question whether empathy is the only transaction which occurs when
a relation of compassion connects self and other. Indeed, psychoanalysts
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influenced by Klein and Winnicott do not refer much to empathy.
Instead, since the early 1950s, one of the dominant ideas within these
traditions refers to the centrality of the counter-transference in relations
between analyst and patient. Now the idea of the counter-transference
refers to a quite different process to empathy, for it refers to self’s
capacity to be receptive to the affective communication of other. Bion
(1962) captured this idea through the concept of “containment” – the
capacity of self to contain the unprocessed mental material of the other.
This might be the other’s grief, hatred or suffering. Now here the issue
at point is not so much self’s capacity to actively and imaginatively
project onto the other but, rather, self’s capacity to be disturbed by the
other, to be affected by the other. Here the other’s suffering actively
seeks to get through to self, the other is active and the disposition
needed in self is one of a kind of passivity that Benjamin (2004) terms
“surrender”. Lacking this capacity, other can never leave their imprint
or impression upon self. 

Empathy, as it is classically understood in philosophy, assumes a kind
of asymmetry between self and other; there is the one who suffers and
there is the one who empathises. As Iris Marion Young (1997) has
noted, it is this very asymmetry which often means that in relations
between different others – black/white, male/female, European/African –
empathy can itself be imperialistic, a form of “falsifying projection” in
which self projects its own assumptions and values onto what it
believes to be the experience of other. However, this non-empathic
compassion takes us in a different direction; it poses questions about
the frontiers and barriers that self constructs in order not to be
disturbed by the suffering of others; it questions self’s assumption that
compassion is something one can choose rather than be forced into by
other. It also poses interesting questions about government. 

Using Winnicott’s notion of the “facilitating environment”, Nussbaum
(2001, pp. 224–229) reflects on the contribution of psychoanalysis to
ask what kinds of institutional frameworks are most likely to facilitate
human flourishing? Her answers are thoughtful; they include the idea
that institutions are needed which support reparation but do not
reinforce shame and that contribute to the formation of personalities
which are more likely to be intensely concerned with the needs of
others. But one can see here how Nussbaum endorses what some more
radical critics have termed a “traditional liberal affectivity” (Berlant,
2004) for there is an elitist and non-egalitarian strain running through
her thought. If we consider non-empathic compassion then the impli-
cations for the institutions of government become clear. We can begin
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to see how part of the function of the liberal state is to protect us from
the sufferings of others, to create an impermeable membrane which is
resistant to disturbance, to be both “thick skinned” and unresponsive
to the suffering of some of its citizens (particularly those regarded as
“undeserving”) whilst trying to appear responsive to the demands of
the deserving (those it increasingly likes to think of as its “customers”).
In particular we can see how the “dull maximum” of liberal democracy
must limit the impact of “voice” in all its forms for it is this very limita-
tion which is necessary to stop social suffering, the suffering of our own
poor, from getting through to us. From this perspective, the flourishing
of citizens would require an altogether different kind of state, one
which would welcome disturbance and the upheavals that impassioned
voices would bring. This is something we have described elsewhere as
“a democracy of the emotions” (Hoggett and Thompson, 2002). 

The problem of desert 

I now want to turn to Nussbaum’s second cognitive element of compas-
sion, the judgement of non-desert. According to this judgement I am
likely to feel compassion where I consider that the suffering of the other
is due to no fault of their own. Their suffering is brought about by
circumstances which are beyond their control. One thinks of the
Tsunami victims, pictures of African children dying from AIDS or the
innocent victims of a terrorist outrage like the children of Beslan. Many
such occurrences bring forth outpourings of compassion: millions of
dollars are raised in collections by charities whose work often spurs
governments towards some kind of action. Nussbaum also allows for
the possibility that compassion may be felt even where there is an
element of responsibility as, for example, when an adolescent is
arrested for drunk driving, for we may still make the judgement that
this is an expression of “the predicament of adolescence” (Nussbaum,
2001, p. 314). But such qualifications do not undermine her perspective
which views the objects of compassion as undeserving of their
suffering, basically good people to whom bad things have happened. 

To base compassion upon a judgement of non-desert is to offer little
or no protection to those who are increasingly termed “the undeserving
poor”. The capacity of western citizens to suffer alongside others
increasingly occupies a continuum. At one end we can place the chil-
dren of Beslan, the victims of Chechen terrorists, the epitome of inno-
cent victimhood. More equivocally, even for a liberal audience, the
Kosovan refugees – objects of pity when subject to Serbian aggression,
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less so when approaching your car with a “squeejy mop” as you sit in a
traffic jam on a London street. But who is situated at the opposite end
of this continuum to the innocents? Whose suffering no longer meets
with our compassion? Perhaps our own poor. Perhaps the kids running
wild who in the UK are increasingly subject to Anti-Social Behaviour
Orders (ASBOs), the “slobs” and “trailer trash” who eat junk, smoke,
watch TV all day and take no exercise, the uncivil neighbours, the
unshaven fathers who spend all day in the pub or bar, the mothers who
seem unable to speak to their children except by shouting and so on. In
a strange sort of way, the sufferings of our own poor seem more out of
sight than the suffering of the poor in Dafur, or the innocent victims of
the latest bomb outrage in Baghdad. If only our own poor could present
themselves as innocents, essentially virtuous but the victims of forces
beyond their control, then they could receive our fellow feeling. But,
increasingly, they do not. Like the survivors of Hurricane Katrina in
New Orleans they are often angry, troublesome, ungrateful, sometimes
their own worst enemies and so on. 

There is something far too neat about Nussbaum’s analysis. As
Maureen Whitebrook (2002) has noticed, good and bad, innocence and
responsibility are too conveniently separated. In real life (and White-
brook uses characters out of Toni Morrison’s novel Beloved) things are
more complicated. Following Whitebrook, I will later make the case
that compassion should be and often is extended to those who are not
innocent victims, indeed that this form of compassion is more compatible
with a model of developed human ethical capacities than Nussbaum’s
more restricted version. But first I want to argue that certain changes
in modern capitalist societies are undermining even this more
restricted form of compassion, that is that which is shown to victims
of circumstance. 

Structural inequalities and compassion fatigue 

When we consider individuals or groups who are largely victims of fate,
chance and circumstance, we consider them in terms of what Timpanaro
(1975) called the “passive aspect” of relations between humanity and
nature. Injury, illness, old age, incapacity, disability, mental turmoil
remind us that we are nature’s objects and, whilst we might use our
own sense of agency to surmount some of the obstacles presented, such
conditions put us back in touch with our dependency on others. Unlike
in the many so-called “less civilised” societies, western democracies
betray a profound ambivalence towards such dependency. A culture has
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emerged which is profoundly discomforted by the idea of any limits or
constraints to human possibilities, including the constraint of mortality.
It is a culture so enraptured by an “active voice” which fetishises change
and newness that the “passive voice” is almost treated with suspicion.
I have argued elsewhere (Hoggett, 2000) that in western democracies,
particularly those which have dismantled aspects of what they term
“welfarism”, there is in fact a hatred of dependency (and therefore of
interdependency also). This is a hatred for the suffering of others,
including the “other” that constitutes that suffering part of oneself. It
is this hatred which has undermined the solidaristic ties upon which
the idea of common welfare rests. In its place we find a “market for
care” emerging which colludes with those omniscient feelings of
invulnerability – the allure of a phantasised “security” which I can
buy for me and my family. 

In the field of British social policy, Roger (2003) has recently argued
that solidarity towards the stranger, the foundation of the welfare state
according to Richard Titmuss (1968, 1971), is being eclipsed by “amoral
familialism”. This is an increasingly selective form of mutuality towards
my group, indeed my family group. The US model of mutual insurance
captures this. I put in so that I might take out or, “from my ability to
put in springs my capacity to take out”, an entirely different principle
to “from each according to her ability, to each according to her need”.
Paradoxically, both the Republicans in the US and the Labour in the UK
preach “community” but all the signals and incentives encourage
citizens to put their families first. Drawing upon an extensive body of
European research on public attitudes towards the welfare state, Roger
notes a general trend towards an undermining of what he calls the
“affective basis” of solidarity. He sees the emergence of a more “pragmatic
and calculating approach to social welfare issues rather than a passionate
commitment to and empathy for fellow citizens” (Roger, 2003, p. 416). 

Here we can begin to see the way in which social change impacts
upon structures of feeling (Williams, 1977). The neo-Liberal trajectory
of Britain and the USA in the context of globalisation has led both
societies towards increased structural inequality (the emergence of
“dual labour markets” and the “underclass”) and the erosion of affective
solidarities between social groups and classes. We often think of
“compassion fatigue” in terms of the response of western citizens to
calamities around the world but this takes our attention away from
what is happening within our own societies. Even Nussbaum’s more
restricted notion of compassion, that which we show to the sufferings of
others produced through no fault of their own, is becoming undermined.
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And it is becoming undermined precisely because conventional liberal
notions of compassion are defenceless against new-right ideologies
which stress the culpability of the disadvantaged, the idea that in some
sort of way the poor, the unemployed, the single parents and even the
aged and infirm are responsible for their own plight (in the latter case
one hears increasingly of individuals’ “failure” to make provision for
their own retirement). The moment has therefore come to problema-
tise conventional liberal conceptions of compassion which stress the
judgement of non-desert. 

The restricted nature of liberal compassion 

Helen Bamber (founder of the Medical Foundation for the Care of
Victims of Torture) was one of the first “aid workers” to go into Belsen
at the end of the Second World War. She notes that many of the
inmates remained behind barbed wire for several years whilst the
“allies” struggled to come up with a solution to the “survivor problem”.
Emotional reactions of those in contact with them quickly shifted from
shock and pity to a more institutionalised coldness (as Helen put it, the
care, and not just the sheets, got “starchier”) and eventually to irritation
and hostility (the abandonment of Jewish survivors by the Allied
powers is extensively documented in Kolinsky’s (2004) research). The
survivors became increasingly troublesome. Widespread protests, for
example, were organised throughout Germany when several thousand
illegal Jewish immigrants were turned back by the British authorities at
the port of Haifa in 1947. Eventually many Jews started to organise
their own solution. Through networks linked to Irgun many “escaped”
from what effectively had become internment and became ardent
Zionists in the new Israel. 

The story tells us a lot about compassion. Pity requires an object
whereas compassion requires a subject. The object of pity is innocent, a
“pure” victim, without subjectivity. Compassion, in contrast, does not
require innocence. The object of pity exists primarily within the realm
of the imaginary; it is an impossible condition – a pure, helpless, innocent
being. The closest we come to it is the suffering animal. Hence no doubt
the peculiarly British capacity to feel so much towards mistreated
animals as opposed to our own street sleepers and drug users. In contrast,
compassion remains steady even when the “object of pity” becomes
difficult, starts to complain, becomes unmanageable, does things which
seem to put him or her in a bad light, lacking in virtue. Perhaps, then,
compassion can even be felt towards the suicide bomber. 
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Helen Bamber tells another story. Japanese prisoners of war returning
to the UK after the Second World War found that no one was able or
willing to listen many of the harrowing experiences that had happened
to them. After many years they created what was, in a sense, their own
“survivors network”, some members of whom eventually contacted the
Medical Campaign in the late 1980s. For many years Helen worked with
a group of them, travelling to meetings with them in the north-east of
England where she listened to their stories, offering them something
that they had not experienced for 30 years since the war – recognition
and acceptance, the sense of finally “being understood”. She had (and
still has) enormous compassion for this group of grumpy old men. One
of them has told his story in book form (Lomax, 1996). It is a very
powerful and moving book about the difficulties of reconciliation. But
speaking to her I was surprised to hear what a difficult man Lomax was.
Helen said that he was fairly typical of that group. 

These examples suggest the value of following a distinction made
by both Whitebrook (2002) and Roger (2003), between pity and
compassion. Is our feeling towards the suffering of the other withdrawn
once the object of this feeling loses its innocence and reclaims its
subjectivity? This takes us back to what Nussbaum refers to as the
“ambivalence crisis” (the crisis of the “depressive position” in Kleinian
terms). For Klein the achievement of the depressive position is the
capacity of the child to love the other despite the ways in which it has
been and is continuously failed by this other. And this is possible
because the child has come to recognise that the very things it hates in
the other it can begin to identify in itself. Here we can include the
other’s “callous” need for her own life and the very many reasons she
has for hating this baby that she also loves (see Winnicott’s (1947)
marvellous list of 18 reasons why the mother hates her baby). From this
position the world is no longer neatly separated into good and bad,
innocence and culpability. It enables us to see that many people, like the
characters in Toni Morrison’s novels, who are victims of circumstance
also often adopt psychic survival strategies which make things worse for
themselves and for others. In life there are many victims of circumstance
but very few who can claim total innocence. The point about the depres-
sive state of mind is that self continues to love and show compassion
despite the flawed nature of the other, despite this other being a complex
mix of good and bad. The idealisation of innocence is no longer necessary
because self is no longer innocent about himself or herself. 

A different kind of identification seems to occur in pity compared
to compassion. When we feel pity, because of the nature of the other
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required for pity to find realisation, we load upon the other an impossible
identity, something they cannot live up to, since no one can be that
virtuous. This is what the Kleinians would call a form of projective
identification in which a part of self becomes located in the other
(Iris Marion Young’s “fasifying projection”). The other becomes idealised,
it comes to represent an idealised but split-off part of ourselves (innocent,
virtuous). As a momentary expression of feeling, there is nothing wrong
with the outpouring of pity which can occur at Beslan and elsewhere.
But the point is that it cannot be sustained, and the struggle is to
replace it with compassion rather than indifference or irritation. 

In compassion the nature of our identification seems different. The
other is tolerated in his or her otherness – someone with flaws, lacking
in some or many virtues, wilful but also still suffering, still to some
extent a victim of fate or injustice. This other is therefore many sided,
and includes the space for culpability, ungratefulness, ugliness and
bloody-mindedness. To be compassionate therefore requires patience,
tolerance of frustration, the capacity to withstand disillusionment. One
thinks of caring for difficult elderly relatives or troubled children, of
working with drug abusers and so on. Compassion requires the ability
to identify with the point of suffering in the other and with the fright-
ened and destructive forces that this suffering unleashes. To repeat, if
one cannot accept the destructive parts of oneself, one has no basis for
anything other than an intellectual acknowledgement of these aspects
in the other. 

So, whereas pity is subject to rapid fatigue, compassion is more enduring
(indeed still endures or can be revived after conflict with the other). To
say that it endures is not to say that it is a constant – patience snaps,
sympathy curdles – but it is to say that it does not die simply because
the generous impulse behind it meets with rebuff. It follows that,
whereas pity is made manifest in the spontaneous gesture (the dona-
tion, the teddy bear through the post, the commemorative flowers),
compassion, because it endures, is manifest in action. 

Commitment and solidarity 

Roger (2003) basis his distinction between pity and compassion on the
concept of “post-emotionalism” which he derives from Mestrovic.
According to Mestrovic (1997, p. 64) “everyone knows that emotions
today carry no burden, no responsibility to act”. In the post-emotional
society the emotions themselves have become subject to modernisation
“bite sized, pre-packaged, rationally manufactured” (p. xi). In particular,
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and here he draws on Baudrillard, post-emotions are simulations which
do not lead to anything. We appear to become more and more civilised,
our emotional range now seems so great but, for Mestrovic (pp. 49–52),
this vast array of post-emotions are superficial, easy to slip on and off.
They become part of the emotion management necessary to get on in
an other-directed society. Today, in the West, emotions should not get
in the way; they should not be troublesome, disturb the sleep, provoke
strange dreams, cause outbreaks of bodily pains, distraction or irritability
because these get in the way of managing the project called “my life”.
Not surprisingly, therefore, Mestrovic argues that we no longer feel
compassion but pity and we no longer feel anger but indignation. These
post-emotions such as pity, indignation and so on are as noisy and
clamorous as they are shallow and ephemeral, turned on and off by
journalists, politicians and others. Crucially, Mestrovic argues, the link
between feeling and action has been broken, the feeling no longer brings
with it any real commitment. In contrast to the restricted concept of
compassion, more akin to pity, that Nussbaum and others have used, I am
arguing for something more durable, less conditional, more committed.
This may seem like an impossibly taxing demand but my own research
on the lives of professionals working within the British welfare state
suggests that it is precisely this kind of commitment which continues to
provide the foundation for an ethic of public service. In what follows I
will use material drawn from a series of extended interviews with youth
workers operating in some very socially disadvantaged areas of the UK. 

Despite being subject to physical attack on several occasions, having
his staff abused, seeing kids he knows becoming addicts or prostitutes
and so on, Si retains a stubborn capacity to see some good in even the
most desperate and ugly kids – even one who attacked him and ended
up in jail. He speaks eloquently about this when describing his feelings
upon seeing the pictures of several youths, some of whom he knew
well, who had been subject to ASBOs for their violent and disorderly
behaviour on the housing estate where they lived. 

Last week I saw all the shops around here have mug shots of the
10 most difficult young people and I was at a meeting of the shop-
keepers and I saw these, sort of, rows of photographs and they’re a
very desperate bunch. I mean, I was probably the only person in the
room who knew all the people and it’s just very sad to see this. I know
they’re dangerous. . . . but there is just a feeling of, is this the right
way, but I can’t think of another way. You know, I can’t think of
another way of getting these people out of their desperation. I mean,

1403_996814_12_cha09.fm  Page 157  Thursday, February 2, 2006  4:56 PM



158 Pity, Compassion, Solidarity

what struck me most about them is that they are a very unloved
group, but all we can offer them is disciplinary, um, sort of, measures
against them. We can’t actually offer them love. It would be asking
too much of us. . . . . My main feeling is, yes, they just have absolutely
no love in their lives at all and all we’re doing is punishing them
more and more. It feels, kind of, wrong. 

Si feels totally conflicted about this, not only recognising that they are
a “bad bunch” but also feeling genuine compassion for them, accepting
that they are dangerous, seeing the vulnerability in their violence,
wanting to do something but not knowing what and yet also being
aware that he is colluding with their suppression. Some youth workers
would steadfastly refuse to see such youths as bad, they would blame
the youths’ circumstances thereby keeping them “innocent” and
sustaining their good feelings towards them. Si is not like this. He
accepts that these youths can be nasty and something needs to be done.
But he does not see them as irredeemable and it is because he still has
this hope that he finds the mug shots so painful. He just about manages
to retain some kind of hopefulness because he can still see the good
within the bad. He does not oppose ASBOs on principle like some
might, yet he also feels that they are not the solution, but he does not
know what the solution is (and probably believes that there is not one).
The ability to hold such contradictory views and feelings in mind
without rushing to resolve them one way or the other exemplifies the
ethical capacity of the depressive or tragic position. Think of it this way.
If we imagine a film director doing a film about this situation, my guess
is that whereas someone like Ken Loach would make an angry film
which drew attention to the injustice of the young people’s situation,
someone like Mike Leigh might paint a more tragic picture which,
whilst not denying the impact of the environment, also showed how
these youths were, in some way, often their own worst enemies. 

The point is that Si sees the suffering behind the badness, he sees how
the pain manifests itself in the youth’s violence and hatred, he can see
how they are both innocent and responsible. Accepting the badness of
the youths’ behaviour does not in anyway undermine his sense of the
injustice of it all, if anything it strengthens this. For he can see how, in
subtle ways, people get destroyed inside by the world in which they
live, and this makes him all the more angry. But he also knows that
these young people could have acted differently for he knows many of
their mates, and not all of them have taken the same path. He can
therefore feel angry for them and angry at them. This is not a question
of either/or but one of both/and. 
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Nussbaum’s tidy distinctions – between innocence and culpability,
non-desert and desert – break down here on the housing estates of
Britain’s poor. Professionals like Si (who has worked on the same estate
for over twenty years despite many opportunities he could have taken
to leave) work in this grey zone of conflicting obligations, values and
feelings with a commitment which is salutary for those, like myself,
with a more comfortable life. Because he has worked there so long
although he is an “outsider” he knows more about the young people and
their lives than most “insiders”. And because of this knowledge he is
able to empathise with them accurately. But it is the non-empathic
aspects of compassion that affect him most deeply. He may choose when
to empathise but he cannot choose the moments when something, like
the mug shots, suddenly gets through to him. 

Fitz, another youth worker in our research, although younger has gone
through similar things. Fitz’s experience indicates the complex move-
ment of identification and dis-identification, openness and closedness
which is necessary if a compassionate commitment is to be sustained.
In this sense compassion inevitably involves transgression. At times it
seems to necessarily entail an element of over-involvement in which
reserve and professional distance are sacrificed. Fitz told us that life was
easier now that youth work had become more managerialised; he found
the more structured environment provided him with greater security,
he was more able to sustain an effective work/family balance and so on.
But he also felt something crucial was missing and this “something”
seemed to be a real feeling of emotional contact with young people. The
story he told was of qualifying as a youth worker, being given the keys
to the youth club where he still works and being told to get on with it
without any support only to find that the club was effectively in the
hands of a group of young men who bullied and terrorised, and with
whom he engaged in a prolonged war of attrition for about five years
until he’d regained control of the club. As Fitz put it, “it just felt that I was
working on raw emotion at that time for, for a good few years . . . having
no power over young people other than negotiating with them”. But
interestingly he then immediately added, “but it’s strange that my
relationship with those young people is so much stronger”. In contrast,
his experience of the young people he works with today is “slightly
colder and slightly more professional”. Several of the young men he
originally “fought” with he now regards as close friends, several are now
fathers in their own right. In the newly managerialised culture of the
British welfare state, workers like Fitz are no longer affected by those they
work with in quite the way they were in the past. He can still empathise
with these young people; like Si he knows enough about them to be
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able to imaginatively and accurately reconstruct their world. It is his
non-empathic immersion in their suffering that he is now increasingly
shielded from. It is as if the managerialisation of welfare is partly designed
to weaken emotional contact between “the suffering” and the state. 

Felt thoughtfulness 

I think the idea of “social suffering” popularised by Bourdieu (1999)
enables us to think about how we might move beyond both conservative/
blame the victim, and liberal/pity the victim notions of compassion.
For the idea of social suffering puts us in mind of the group rather than
the individual in the same way that when we read Beloved we see
beyond the individual agony of Seth and others to the class of black
slaves to which they belong. Reading texts such as this, or doing welfare
work in the way in which I have just described, puts the observer in
touch not just with the pain of others but also with the anger from which
intimations of injustice are derived. We are now used to contrasting the
ethic of care, introduced into the modern vocabulary by those such as
Gilligan, with the ethic of justice, as if the former emphasises the
passionate, relational and context bound whereas the latter emphasises
the more distanced, universal and dispassionate. But (as the previous
chapter indicated) in the politics of social movements and actual
political struggle, passion, and specifically anger, is also integral to
considerations of justice and injustice. 

Several contributors to Lauren Berlant’s (2004) book on compassion
warn us against a sentimentalisation of compassion. Woodward (2004)
for example stresses “the importance of not just feeling pain but of
understanding the experience of suffering” (2004, p. 68). Indeed, as
Nelson (2004) notes, for someone like Arendt the power of suffering is
such that it threatens to overwhelm and destroy public politics. She
cites (p. 226) a passage from Arendt’s On Revolution which I found
illuminating. Speaking of Robespierre’s sympathy for the destitute
masses of Paris, Arendt notes, “he lost the capacity to establish and hold
fast to rapport with persons in their singularity; the ocean of suffering
around him and the turbulent sea of emotion within him, the latter
geared to receive and respond to the former, drown all specific consid-
erations, the considerations of friendship no less than considerations
of statecraft and principle” (Arendt, 1990, p. 90). For Arendt it is the
overwhelming character of human suffering that potentially destroys
our capacity to think. We must find ways of distancing ourselves from
it, of not becoming too identified with it, if we are to retain the capacity
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to face reality. But the balance is a delicate one and I wonder if Arendt and,
in a different way, Nussbaum lack the capacity to fully face emotional
reality. Not feeling against thought (the sentimentality of pity), nor
thought against feeling (the alleged “heartlessness” of Arendt’s Eichmann
in Jerusalem) but, as Raymond Williams (1977) put it, “thought as felt
and feeling as thought” (p. 132) – it is this felt thoughtfulness which I
believe characterises the reflections of Si and Fitz, something neither
sentimental nor intellectualising. 

Paradoxically the kind of compassion that I am exploring here requires
callousness. To feel as well as think requires a simultaneous identification
and dis-identification with the suffering of the other. As I argued earlier,
the latter is achieved by a summoning of another part of the self, an
observing thoughtful part, alongside that part which empathically or
non-empathically identifies. From a rationalist perspective, this is
impossible – one is either immersed in the other’s suffering or one
adopts Arendt’s moral hardness. But once we can get beyond a unitary
view of the self it becomes possible to see how we might think and feel,
or feel different things, at the same time. In summoning this observing
self part of our cathexis towards the suffering of the other is inevitably
withdrawn. Indeed the other may sense this and may seek to seduce
us back into a collusive fellow-feeling, perhaps based upon a mutual
idealisation, from which our critical thinking capacities have been
banished. This struggle to preserve independence of mind can be felt as
a betrayal by other, and in a sense it is. Sometimes to keep on thinking
requires an aggressive distancing from other, a kind of coldness.
Sometimes we need to be cruel to be kind. 

But this callousness that I am speaking of is different to that which
Berlant (2004, pp. 9–10) notices. For me, cruelty lies at the heart of
compassion as a form of felt thoughtfulness in the face of social
suffering; it is neither sentimental nor intellectualising. In contrast, the
“witholding” that Berlant notes describes the different ways in which
actors avoid fully facing suffering in the first place. Both deployments
of cruelty are necessary to compassion for there is indeed something
overwhelming about suffering which would otherwise threaten to
devour us. But what I am trying to demonstrate is that cruelty is also
inherent in a developed capacity for compassion, that is for an intelli-
gent compassion. And it is only an intelligent compassion which can
feel the pain and think critically about the injustice, thereby fusing an
ethic of care to an ethic of justice. 
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10 
Moving Forward in the Study of 
Emotions: Some Conclusions 
Simon Clarke, Paul Hoggett and Simon Thompson 

An embryonic field of inquiry 

None of the contributors to this book subscribe to the idea that the
emotions are inconsequential or stand opposed to reason and rationality.
In different ways the previous chapters have demonstrated that the
emotions make a substantive contribution to political and social life,
that they are not simply the consequence of thought or action but are
also a crucial determinant. The contributors go further: whilst they
demonstrate how the emotions can contribute to unreason (Alford shows,
for example, how hatred can attack the very foundation of thinking
itself) they also show how the emotions contribute to struggles against
injustice and thoughtful ethical action. Moreover they demonstrate
how an understanding of the emotions can provide a richer and fuller
understanding of rationality. But there are still some unresolved issues
here. In particular there is the vexed question of the precise relationship
between thinking and feeling. Can feelings exist which lack a thinker to
think them? Are feelings necessarily attached to an individual thinker or
can they be the possession of a group? In other words, if the possibility
of the existence of collective feelings is acknowledged, in what way are
they collective? Do experiences such as social suffering, ressentiment or
a shared sense of outrage or shame exist in a kind of social ether or is
this to fall into a kind of reification of emotion, one in which emotion
becomes some kind of phantasmic force operating above and beyond
individual actors? Just how do shared emotions make themselves present,
what form do they take? 

Or take another set of unresolved questions. Whilst it is clear that the
emotions can often be the source of irrationality is it necessarily always
the negative emotions such as hatred or envy which prompt irrationality?
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What about positive emotions such as love or compassion, can they not
also undermine thoughtful political action? But do not these very
questions betray a deeper assumption that needs questioning? Why is it
always emotion which seems to fuel irrationality, what about thought
itself? All these men, from the ancient Greeks onwards, who have given
so much thought to emotion and the human sentiments, should we
not be suspicious that a very gendered discourse of reason may have
emerged over the last two thousand years? Why should thinking seem
so innocent? Why do we always tend to think of irrationality in terms
of the way in which feeling destroys thought; what about the converse,
the way in which thought can destroy feeling? 

When it comes to thinking about the emotions as a social and political
as opposed to a purely psychological phenomenon the contributors to
this book have stressed that we are still at an early stage in the develop-
ment of analysis. To use an analogy, it is as if we are still stumbling
about in the foothills without any clear perspective or understanding of
the overall terrain. To pursue the analogy a little further, the chapters in
the first section of this book sought to offer some thoughts about the
geology of emotions – what is it that constitutes the base material of the
terrain that we seek to examine? The introductory chapter offered a way
of thinking about the social organisation of emotions which was anal-
ogous to geological strata. At the deepest level, part of the base material
of society, some emotions can be thought of as part of the human condi-
tion. At another level, but still operating largely beneath the surface,
“structures of feeling” refer to the particular emotional tone of a historical
period or epoch such as the pervasiveness of anxiety in late modernity.
“Abiding affects” are still enduring and organised forms of emotion
but linked more to conjunctural economic and political processes –
ressentiment in Greece after the Second World War, for example.
Finally, operating closer to the surface and therefore more visible and
noisy, political actors are able to give strategic shape to deeper lying
sentiments and, as such, emotions such as compassion and grief can
become resources for political action. Moreover, in a media-dominated
society, more fleeting but clamorous eruptions of emotion find expression
particularly in the shape of moral panics. 

Keeping with our analogy just as there are geological strata so there
are also different kinds of rock – igneous and sedimentary, for example –
and in a similar vein we can distinguish between different kinds of
emotion. In Chapter 2 James Jasper makes some useful distinctions here
between urges, reflex emotions, affects, moods and moral emotions. He
then offers an analysis of the way in which these different types of
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emotion can influence both the nature of the purposes and goals of
political action and the strategies and tactics adopted in pursuit of these
goals. Finally, in Chapter 3 Jack Barbalet offers a particular way of
thinking about the universality of emotions, one which grounds this in
the formal properties of social relationships such as hierarchy and solid-
arity, rather than in biology or developmental psychology. He then
develops an analysis of the interplay between the universal and rela-
tional aspect of emotions such as shame or fear and their specifically
cultural and historical dimensions (which he terms “iterated”). He also
offers an account of the way in which emotions both give shape to
political action and are shaped by political actors: in this sense an
emotion such as anger provides a resource for groups engaged in political
struggle which can be shaped by activists. Thus he offers a further
perspective on the strategic deployment of emotion which was outlined
in Chapter 1. 

The more applied chapters in the second part of this book link back
to these foundations in a number of ways. Whereas the chapters by
Clarke, Alford and Demertzis consider what Jasper terms “the affects”
(ie. of envy, hatred and ressentiment respectively) the final two chapters,
by Thompson and Hoggett, explore what Jasper refers to as “moral
emotions” – ie. anger and compassion. Each of these chapters also seeks
to make the link between a particular emotion and a particular aspect of
political life – envy is linked to racism, hatred to genocide, ressentiment
to populism, anger to struggles for social justice and compassion to the
politics of welfarism. 

We hope that each of these chapters will offer readers new insights,
indeed will be counter-intuitive in some ways. For example, Alford
investigates the way in which hatred can be used not so much to attack
another but to attack the capacity for thinking itself. Clarke sees envy as
an emotion which, paradoxically, seeks to destroy the object of love
and desire. Demertzis portrays ressentiment as a festering cocktail of
grievance, complaint and spite which, in and of itself, leads nowhere
politically because it is the emotional response of the weak and power-
less to perceived injustice. In this sense he contrasts the Nietzschean
concept of ressentiment to the more familiar idea of resentment, an
emotion which often does lead to political action. Finally whereas
Thompson indicates how anger can be thought of as a constructive
emotion, Hoggett argues that a durable form of compassion requires an
element of cruelty. Each of these examples defies simplistic attempts to
distinguish between the so-called “positive” and “negative” emotions,
and each also reveals the often complex and mediated relation between
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feeling, thought and action. In what follows we offer some reflections on
some of the key themes and conundrums to have emerged in the course
of completing this book. We also touch upon some of the issues that this
book has not addressed in posing some research questions for the future. 

On irrationality 

Rationality and irrationality are not distinct concepts covering separate
types of behaviour nor even are they are to be understood as points at
the opposite ends of a continuum; rather they seem to be inextricably
mixed up with each other – rationality is always a matter of “more or
less” rather than either/or. As Jasper notes, in politics the separation
between ends and means also enables us to grasp the paradoxes and
contradictions of rationality. To give an example, the extermination of
the Jews and others by the Nazis during the Second World War was
made possible by the application of a concerted rationality which drew
upon the full range of techniques available under conditions of advanced
modernity (Bauman, 1989), but of course the purpose to which these
means were applied was completely mad. However we might understand
anti-semitism – as a virulent attempt to expunge a phantasised contam-
inant from the purified body of the Aryan race; as the mobilisation of
we-group violence against a projected out-group; or as an attack upon
an envied other, the possessor of a strength and enjoyment which had
been stolen from “us”. What cannot be ignored is the intensity of two
emotions, the hatred of the Jewish other and the love for one’s fellow
German. But equally crucial is the way in which these emotions were
linked to powerful products of the collective imagination – the idealised
body of the motherland and the denigrated and excoriated figure of the
Jewish virus. Now these “collective imaginings” were neither unconscious
phantasies (the imagery of the Jew and the motherland were consciously
and extensively articulated in propaganda) but nor were they the product
of elaborated and sophisticated systems of thought (although they drew
upon a huge variety of quasi-scientific and philosophical systems). In
other words, the irrationality of anti-semitism seems attributable not just
to the presence of powerful feelings but also to the quality and character
of the thoughts that constituted this belief system. 

The issue is important because of the way, in political science in
particular, irrationality has so often been equated with the emotional,
as if thought stands on the side of reason whereas passion stands on the
side of unreason. In this book all of the contributions have questioned
this assumption. Powerful passions have been shown to fuel struggles
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for social justice. The so-called “negative” emotions such as anger and
cruelty have been shown to work in constructive ways. The emotions
have been shown to give direction and orientation to individual and
collective action (see Barbalet’s chapter in this book on “programmatic
emotion”); they provide a filter through which reality is apprehended
and writers such as Honneth and Nussbaum have argued that some
emotions express a more or less explicit moral judgement. 

Feeling, thought and action 

Advances in neuro-science have indicated that the human organism
first registers signals from the environment at an emotional level,
through what is called the limbic system and specifically the amygdala.
To use a by now well-known example, I am walking down a street, a car
careers towards me out of control, before I have begun to formulate the
danger in terms of a conscious thought I have registered the threat at a
psycho-somatic level, and I am beginning to react before the conscious
awareness of my circumstance. In everyday language we talk about
“sensing” something. We feel something is not quite right but we may
not know what, we may even go so far as to say that at an intuitive level
we “know” something even though we cannot articulate what it is that
we know. This is what Thompson (in this book) refers to as the epistemic
dimension of our emotional lives. It suggests the existence of emotional
experience which is pre-discursive. In different ways psychoanalysis
and critical theory have stressed the same point. Psychoanalysis insists
that the earliest experiences of infancy are both formative and pre-
discursive (“infans” meaning “without words”). Critical theory, following
Marx, has always stressed the way in which being precedes conscious-
ness or, as Gramsci (1971) put it, that we have both a practical (implicit
in our activity) and a theoretical consciousness. So, both critical theory
and psychoanalysis stress how articulated thought always tends to lag
behind practice and action. Hoggett and Clarke (in this book) have
criticised cognitivist conceptions of emotions such as compassion and
envy for the way in which they deny such emotions an independent
role. It follows that we see value in conceiving of emotion, thought and
action as separate but overlapping spheres none of which are synony-
mous with meaning, but all of which contribute to the meaningfulness
of experience. We would like to offer the following framework as a
useful device for thinking about their relatedness. 

Much human activity is primarily unreflexive and is expressed through
what Gramsci terms “practical consciousness”. This is the action embodied
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in the individual activities of everyday life and in the uncoordinated,
dispersed and spontaneous activities stretched across time and space of
untold thousands of actors through which history is largely made. As
Raymond Williams (1977) noted, it is through these activities that
language evolves, settlements take shape, taste develops, manners form
and dissolve and so on. Reflexive agency in contrast is purposeful in
a more consciously organised sense. Through such agency individuals
seek to shape their own life course. Such agency is also the consequence
of the interaction between the practical consciousness of people and
the interventions of social movements, the mass media, parties and
political activists, interventions which shape what Gramsci terms a
“theoretical consciousness”. Passion inheres in both forms of agency
but, we suggest, the passion which guides unreflexive agency refers
primarily to the realm of the senses, to gut reactions, to unarticulated
and more somatic forms of feeling. 

We are drawing attention to the powerful role of pre-discursive but
nevertheless organised structures of experience, something Williams
(1977, p. 132) calls “structures of feeling”. According to Williams, “we
are talking about characteristic elements of impulse, restraint and tone;
specifically affective elements of consciousness and relationships”
(ibid.). In other words, at this pre-discursive level our attention is drawn
to form and style rather than content, to the implicit rather than explicit,
to the coming-into-being rather than to the precipitates of the already
existing, to “what is actually being lived, and not only what it is thought
is being lived” (p. 131). Williams specifically links this to emergent and
pre-emergent social phenomena such as new class formations coming
into being, or the ways in which new forms of the organisation of
production (such as globalisation) manifest themselves at first through
what he calls “changes of presence”. Thompson (in this book) grapples
with the same issue when looking at the way in which Honneth seeks
to conceptualise the experience of injustice. Honneth seeks to under-
stand how the lived everyday experience of the injustices of class, race,
gender and so on is at first made manifest at this largely pre-discursive
level, something Bourdieu (1999) captures in terms of “social suffering”.
Social suffering can therefore be thought of as the practical consciousness
of injustice. The question Thompson wrestles with is this: does this
suffering orientate actors towards particular forms of action and under-
standing; in other words, is there an intelligence inherent to these
inchoate feelings of anger, frustration and resentment or not? 

Our sense is that at the moment we have to say that we do not know.
Thompson concludes that what seems clear is that an enormous amount
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appears to depend upon the way in which these experiences are
“framed”, what resources for resistance are available to the group in
question, what probability of success awaits such resistance and so on.
As the chapter by Demertzis indicates, such questions appear to deter-
mine whether the experience of perceived injustice gives articulation to
collective resentment or to ressentiment, towards a counter-hegemonic
struggle for recognition or towards populism. But we cannot rule out
the chance that these unformed feeling states do in fact orientate us
towards some possibilities rather than others. After all, to return to the
scenario of the out-of-control car, the affective arousal it produces does
not predispose me towards daydreaming, yawning or thinking about a
desired cup of tea. Similarly, social suffering may predispose actors
towards some kinds of political signals rather than others, something
we might think of in terms of a “psychological readiness”. In other words
we can agree that there is no necessary reason why social suffering
should lead to progressive protest but this does not rule out the possibility
that it nevertheless makes some kinds of response more likely than others.
So whilst injustice may fuel class anger and resentment or spiteful and
vengeful attacks on minorities it is unlikely to lead to hopefulness about
one’s future or a sense of pride in the achievements of one’s group nor is
it likely to fuel compassion for the perpetrators of this injustice. 

The same issues have been debated within psychoanalysis. For Freud
“desire” (the primary affect) is essentially “objectless”; in other words the
object of the affect, that to which it attaches itself, is the most contingent
aspect of it (Freud, 1915). For Freud our passions lead us like a wild horse
on whose back we cling precariously. From this perspective it is only when
such inchoate feelings have been given form and shape by finding expres-
sion discursively that they can be properly thought of as emotions. Object-
relations analysts however see a much closer tie between passion and its
object; indeed for the Kleinians, desire is structured by the unconscious
phantasies (good breast/bad breast, etc.) that surround it and permeate
it. Rather than the unbound energy of the horse we have something
more akin to the structured energy of the guided missile (Lagache, 1964). 

What is at stake in these debates is the relative autonomy of passion.
Take anxiety for example. We have hinted that anxiety may be integral
to the structure of feeling of contemporary modernity, to “risk society”
as Beck (1992) has put it. So as modernity possibly reaches its apogee is
it feasible for us to imagine flows of anxiety which suddenly inundate
and flood financial markets or erupt across cities? A kind of electric
energy equally capable of fuelling panics about paedophiles as it is the
apocalyptic fantasies of Christian or Islamic fundamentalists. Or is it
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mistaken to imagine the existence of powerful feelings somehow
operating freely and beyond the discursive anchorings provided by the
media, governments and corporations? In making such distinctions we
feel the need to reiterate that if it is to be of value the distinction
between pre-discursive and discursive feelings is one of “more or less”
rather than “either/or”. There is always some degree of articulation in
even the most inchoate feelings and, on the other hand, within the
most refined emotion unknown passions will lurk. 

We also need to recognise the existence of feelings which are largely
unarticulated because of resistances to articulation. The following
example was given by the psychoanalyst and political activist Marie
Langer (1989); it draws from her experience of work in Nicaragua after
the fall of the Somoza dictatorship. 

We call (this) frozen mourning. In 1982, in a therapeutic group in
Leon, a handsome woman of about forty complains about her
marriage. Her husband, who used to be a very good companion, has
in recent years become irritable, jealous and alcoholic. He reproaches
her and insults her for her evening outings even though he knows
that she is a good woman and goes out to do political tasks. We
carefully ask what might have happened and where and when this
change occurred. Thus we touch upon a painful experience that took
place only days before the fall of Somoza. This couple and their
children were Sandinistas. One night the Guardia broke into the
house and, pointing towards the eldest son, shouted: “This is the
one”. And they killed him in front of their eyes. At the time it was
dangerous to cry or dress in mourning. The mother controlled her
pain as much as she could and lay down in her son’s bed; since then
she has not returned to the marital bed. We could explain to her that
through her political activity she kept alive the memory of her son,
but that her attempt to repress the grief and give life to the dead son
by sleeping in his bed was senseless: paralysing her and destroying
her marital life. In a sense her husband’s jealousy was justified. 

In this instance an individual life was given orientation by powerful
feelings that the actor herself was only fleetingly aware of. Such feelings
give organisation and meaning to lives, so much so that to problematise
them threatens the moral and epistemological order that the individual
has created for himself or herself. For this reason individuals do not
always reach eagerly for ideas which would provide them with a more
reflexive understanding of their circumstances. 
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Similarly with groups, some things are simply too painful to think
about. As those working to bring about reconciliation in South Africa,
the former Yugoslavia and elsewhere have discovered, perpetrators of
political violence are often in a state of deep denial about what they
have done. By denying certain thoughts to consciousness the perpe-
trator of violence is able to stave off what would otherwise be a cata-
strophic blow to their moral system. In Bosnia and elsewhere most acts
of political violence were not undertaken by psychopaths but by
ordinary people in thrall to powerful group emotions and imaginings.
To the extent that they deploy denial they betray a tacit awareness of
what they have done. Their capacity to “feel nothing” is itself a
particular kind of affect, “affectlessness” being a mood state well known
to modern psychiatry. It provides its own distinctive orientation to the
world, an active “feeling nothing” which at one level can be under-
stood as a form of emotional intelligence which aims to bring about
psychic survival. 

In these examples the feelings that individuals and groups exper-
ienced are embodied neither in forms of practical consciousness nor in
reflexive agency. The feelings are geared towards the avoidance of
reality (the reality of political violence) rather than towards facing and
acknowledging reality. The woman is overwhelmed by grief and yet
she cannot name it, face it and therefore “feel” it. She appears to have a
feeling without being aware of it, and this feeling gives structure and
meaning to her life, but in ways that she did not intend and which are
ultimately destructive for her and those she loves. Her husband’s jeal-
ousy seems incomprehensible, and so the fact that she sleeps in
another man’s bed seems to have no significance for her. For both
victims and perpetrators the memory of the violence involved is too
much to bear, it becomes unthinkable. To follow Freud we could say
that the “thing presentation” (the raw emotional experience) becomes
split off from the “word presentation” (the symbolisation of exper-
ience) or, following Alford in this book, we could say that neither the
victim nor the perpetrator has the capacity to imagine, dream or think
their experience. 

To summarise, the relations between feeling, thought and action are
complex and varied. Powerful feelings can exist which are largely
unthought but which are expressed and embodied in action. This
action can be the partly habitual and partly improvisational practices of
everyday life or it can be the “acting out” of feelings which cannot be
worked through and symbolised – if individuals or groups cannot
symbolise experience they may be doomed to repeat it. 
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The problem of methodological individualism 

In contrast to the concept of “interest”, the focus of rational choice
theory, Jasper offers emotion as an alternative building block of political
life. But Jasper also notes that any attempt to move from concepts of
the individual actor, guided by interests or emotions, to concepts of the
social and political poses the question, how do we get from the individual
to the social, from the micro to the macro, without reducing the latter
to the former? This is the problem of methodological individualism. 

Sara Ahmed (2004) notes that psychologistic accounts of the emotions
typically assume that an emotion “belongs” to the individual and is
somehow located inside him or her. The question then becomes how does
something “inside” get “outside”, how does my anger become your or
our anger? Psychoanalysis addresses this problem through the concept
of projective identification – for example, I “put” the unbearable sadness
inside me into you through a subtle and largely unconscious process of
affective communication. Interestingly enough this unidirectional concept
of projective identification is undergoing criticism and reappraisal from
emerging relational and intersubjective currents within psychoanalysis
itself (Benjamin, 2004). 

Ahmed also notes the existence of what she calls an “outside in”
account of the emotions in which emotions are seen essentially as
properties of social and cultural practices which somehow then “get
inside” individuals. For example, Hochschild (1983) outlines the ways
in which social systems develop “feeling rules” which influence what
can and cannot be felt. Also, psychoanalytic understandings of the group
such as Bion’s (1961) insist that groups have emotional structures – hope,
paranoia, faith – which are irreducible to the properties of their individual
membership. 

But whilst Ahmed’s distinction between psychologistic and sociologistic
accounts of the emotions can be useful in reality, many existing models
are highly complex. Hochschild, for example, acknowledges the role of
bodily, psychodynamic and social-interactionist influences and yet also
situates the emergence of “emotion work” in the context of broader
changes towards post-industrial forms of society. Rather than construing
emotion as if it was an individual property or possession, contributors
to this book have largely argued for a position which sees emotion as
a relational phenomenon. Barbalet, for example, draws upon Kemper’s
(1978) model of relations of hierarchy and solidarity to situate feelings
such as shame. Clarke analyses the place of organised envy as a powerful
but hidden dimension in racism. But in saying that such emotions are
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relational we mean more than the fact that they involve movements of
“towardness” or “awayness” (Ahmed, p. 8) in relation to their objects.
As Ahmed demonstrates through her more detailed analysis of hate
(pp. 49–54) emotions are constituted complex patterns of real and
imagined relationships involving (real and imagined) actors occupying
distinct positions. Indeed much of contemporary psychoanalysis is
strongly relational in which feelings are constituted by complex “object
relations”. Both love and hate move us towards the object of our feeling
whereas disgust and fear move us away, but love seeks to preserve the
object whereas hate seeks to destroy it; guilt, on the other hand, perceives
the object to be already destroyed or damaged. But we can go further
than this. Say X has nursed a grievance, we know not from where, over
many years. There is a good probability X will carry this grievance over
into other situations. Friends and colleagues may begin to become
aware of this as they get to know X; for example, they may notice how
X can suddenly take offence at others, accusing them of wrongs of
which X feels to be the victim. The point is that X’s sense of grievance
requires the existence of another whose real or imagined wrongdoings
provide X with the grounds for his complaints. We use the example of
grievance simply to illustrate that any emotion requires a set of actors
to play different, and sometimes quite complex, parts – this is what we
mean by the relational nature of the emotions. In political life there may
be very valid grounds for nursing a grievance in this way, for “keeping
the wounds open” as the Mothers of the Disappeared in Argentina put
it (Holst-Warhaft, 2000). To reiterate, we should be wary about making
hasty distinctions between what is rational and what is irrational. 

In this book we have also offered a number of ways of thinking about
the social organisation of feeling at the macro-level. Hoggett, for example,
outlines the way in which “compassion fatigue” is an integral aspect of
neo-liberal responses to modernisation. Demertzis provides a fine-grained
analysis of ressentiment as an organised feeling specific to a particular
social group within post-war Greece. Our view is that passion adheres to
all social forms. It directly influences the experience of a historical
period, of processes of social and economic change, the experience of
city life in particular places and periods, the experiences of specific
social groups such as black people or gays and so on. We are still at the
early stages of developing social scientific understandings of the human
passions. One thing that is required is the development of a more
morphological approach which might, for example, analyse the dynamic
qualities of organised emotions. Are there recurrent configurations to be
discerned in the passionate relations between groups, structured games if
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you like? For example, what about relations of mutual recrimination or
recurring cycles of humiliation and revenge? Can we begin to discern
cycles of envy and reparation at work between political leaders and the
constituencies they organise? These kinds of questions seem beyond
our means to answer at the moment. 

Emotional relations and emotional communication 

Returning to Sara Ahmed, she stresses the limitations of both psycholo-
gistic and sociologistic models of the emotions, insisting that emotions
are something which neither “I have” nor “we have”; moreover simply
adding them together to build a model which is both psychological and
sociological is no improvement. In declaring that “my model refuses
the abbreviation of the ‘and’ ” (p. 10) Ahmed appears to be arguing for a
psychosocial model which sees the emotions as constitutive of subjec-
tivity itself, and specifically of those boundaries we use to mark off
inner from outer, I from we and we from them. The crucial question,
according to Ahmed, is not “what are emotions” but “what do emotions
do”? And one of the key things they do, she argues, is they move and
circulate. Ahmed considers Le Bon’s (1952) idea of contagion, the original
model of emotional circulation, but suggests it presumes some move-
ment from outside (the crowd or mass) in (to an individual member of
the crowd). Ahmed (pp. 44–49) seeks to advance beyond this model by
using the idea of “affective economies” so that the circulation of affect
becomes analogous to the circulation of commodities, but her analysis
remains at a high level of abstraction. 

Interestingly enough the psychoanalyst R. D. Hinshelwood developed
a similar line of thinking in the late 1980s. In two articles (Hinshelwood,
1986, 1989) he explores processes of reification, fetishism and circulation
in psychoanalysis and Marxism and in particular considers the Kleinian
concept of projective identification as the psychical equivalent of alien-
ation. Traditionally psychoanalysis has seen projective identification as
the process by which X communicates something about his affective
state to Y by making Y feel something of what he is feeling – the process
is unreflexive, the affect being embodied in gesture, tone and action.
Based on his observations of groups and institutions Hinshelwood
suggests that Y in turn may pass on to a third the affect that X has passed
to him, and so on. As he puts it, “my thesis is that an essential ingredient
of a social network is that bits of experience, affects, emotions, feeling-
states, are moved around” (Hinshelwood, 1989, p. 77). Unsurprisingly
Hinshelwood refers to this as “the affective network” (p. 78). Hinshelwood
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suggests that the parallel with alienation comes from the fact that the
bits of experience that are circulated refer to feeling-states that actors
wish to disown. But then this would lead us to assume that all flows of
affect across bodies, that is all collective emotion, are in some respects
alienated. This seems unnecessary. We could simply say (following
Bion’s (1962) model of containment) that a feeling was too strong for X
to contain and so it overflowed. To use the example of grief we can see
how the feeling is often too powerful for an individual to bear (ie. to
contain): a close friend may pick up some of this grief and be similarly
affected by it but we do not say that in this instance the circulation of
affect is in some way alienated. So affective networks may comprise
alienated affect (most of the worst forms of political violence over the
past century have been committed by groups who perceive themselves
to be the victims of another group’s aggression) or they may not (when
Nelson Mandela dies there will presumably be global displays of mass
grief which will make the outpourings upon the death of Princess Diana
seem puny, yet only by a perverse stretch of the imagination will we be
able to say this was alienated). 

Given the importance of the concept of social network to a whole
range of sociological and political investigations – social movement
theory, actor network theory, policy networks, inter-organisational
networks and so on – the idea that pre-existing social networks may be
conduits for affect and, perhaps even more interesting, the idea that
circulations of affect may also be constitutive of social networks (along-
side other factors), that is the idea of affective networks, could poten-
tially prove to be a powerful concept with real empirical applicability. 

Emotions, institutions and power 

The previous two sections have drawn us increasingly towards relational
and systemic analyses of emotion. Perhaps such forms of analysis provide
the basis for another field of investigation – the relation between affects,
emotions and organisations, particularly the institutions of government.
In what ways do institutions both shape and get shaped by collective
feelings and sentiments, including contradictory and ambivalent senti-
ments (Hoggett, 2005)? Again there are a number of developments that
could be drawn upon – the idea of organisations as social defences
against anxiety (Menzies Lyth, 1960) and the accumulating studies of
“emotional labour” (Smith, 1992) for example. For government this
presents issues of internal organisation, systems and practice as well as
questions of policy. These kinds of questions are particularly important

1403_996814_13_cha10.fm  Page 174  Thursday, February 2, 2006  4:58 PM



Simon Clarke, Paul Hoggett and Simon Thompson 175

as governments struggle increasingly to cope with threats to national
security posed by the new terrorism and the consequences of global
warming (Sunstein, 2005). 

The emphasis upon organisations and institutions is also a necessary
corrective to the belief that emotions are something that the masses
have as opposed to the elites. How, for example, do emotions affect the
political decisions of ruling elites in western democracies, decisions such
as the invasion of Iraq (Hoggett, 2005)? How do political or corporate
elites “do aggression” in today’s globalised and flexibilised economy
(a theme which haunts the pages of Sennett’s (1998) investigation of
corporate life)? These kinds of question enable us to examine the role of
the emotions in the exercise of power and might usefully be turned upon
a range of hegemonic institutions, including universities themselves.
And perhaps particularly universities, for after all where else is the myth
of calm and dispassionate communities of reason so unquestioned? 
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