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4. Leaders and Emotions
in Post-Representative Democracies

by Donatella Selva

1. The emotional turn

At the beginning of the last century, emotions in politics were identified as
precursors of unexpected, unpredictable and perilous collective behaviours,
and the study of emotions was synthetised as an attempt to formalise a psy-
chology of the crowds. The rise of nazi-fascism and the holocaust have con-
tributed to the success of this negative evaluation towards emotions'. Later,
the affirmation of a rational-deliberative ideal of the public sphere has consti-
tuted a normative benchmark that has excluded emotions from politics®.

Increasingly in recent years, social analyses point at the role of emotions
in shaping personal lives, political processes, and social wellbeing. The be-
ginning of the XXI century has seen a revival of the interest in studying emo-
tions as a key feature of social change. In particular, this interest has come
with ambivalent judgements about the positive or negative charge of a so-
called emotionalization of the public sphere. From the one side, the increas-
ing use of emotions in politics has been interpreted as a substitute for the loss
of'ideological roots, as a way to win power within dissolving political parties,
and a general downgrading of the possibility of a rational deliberation in the
public sphere. From the other side, emotions have maintained a positive al-
lure because they are conceived to be in contrast with technocratic ¢€lites and
with any sort of artificial intelligence that surround contemporary lives. The
“right” or “efficient” use of emotions is still seen as a quality of a political
leader’s ability to build a relationship with her/his supporters.

I Slaby, J. & von Scheve, C. (2019), Affective societies: key concepts, Routledge, New
York.

2 De Blasio, E. & Selva, D. (2019), Emotions in the Public Sphere: Networked Solidarity,
Technology and Social Ties, in Fox, B. (ed.) Emotions and Loneliness in the Networked Soci-
ety, Springer, Cham, 13-44.
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The emotional turn describes such a vibrant debate in social sciences. Jan
Slaby and colleagues, for instance, have talked about an “emotional reflex-
1vity” to describe the tendency to study the social world through the lenses
of emotions and affects®. Marx, Weber and Durkheim have also considered
the role of emotions, passions and beliefs in social processes, but the consol-
idation of emotions as an object of study is much more recent. The emotional
turn is both a point of arrival for previous reflections on subjectivity, biopol-
itics and recognition, and a point of departure for new lines of inquiry®. A
contribution to this comes from a paradigm shift in neuroscience and psy-
chology, that have demolished the dichotomy between rationality and emo-
tions: both elements are involved in processes of cognition, communication,
and decision-making’. The concept of “emotional intelligence” that synthe-
tises this new paradigm has become popular also outside scientific circles®.
Those advancements in neuroscience have constituted the basis for the de-
velopment of behavioural economics and political psychology approaches to
electoral studies.

Sociologists have taken a quite different perspective on emotions, more
rooted in social constructivism and psychoanalysis (particularly Lacanian
works)’. In such a view, emotions are defined as elements that reveal power
structures of modern times, as they are embodied in people’s behaviours®.
The most important consequence of this approach is that, while emotions
might be universal, the ways to identify, describe and enact them are medi-
ated by specific social and cultural contexts. “Structures of feeling” have a
historicity and emerge as a result of historical processes of domination and
struggles for emancipation’: they identify the meanings, practices, relation-

3 Slaby, J. & von Scheve, C., op. cit., 2019.

4 Clough, P. T. & Halley, J. O. (2007) (eds), The affective turn: theorizing the social, Duke
University Press, Durham.

> Damasio, A. R. (1994), Descartes’ error: emotion, reason, and the human brain, Put-
nam, New York.

¢ Goleman, D. (1995), Emotional intelligence, Bantam Books, New York.

7 The sociology of emotions has built different taxonomies of emotions (e.g. distinguish-
ing between positive and negative, moral and individual, primary and secondary) and pro-
vided definitions of all related concepts such as sentiments, feelings, moods, and most of all,
affects. For a comprehensive overview on those concepts see: TenHouten, W. D. (2008), 4
general theory of emotions and social life, Routledge, New York; and Slaby & von Scheve,
op. cit.,2019. This chapter follows a phenomenological and cultural approach to the emotional
component of social and political life, meaning that “rather than asking ‘what are emotions?’,
I will ask ‘what emotions do?’” (Ahmed, S., 2014, The cultural politics of emotion, 2nd edn,
Routledge, New York, p. 4).

8 Clarke, S. (2003), Psychoanalytic Sociology and the Interpretation of Emotion, “Journal
for the Theory of Social Behaviour”, 33(2), 145-163. doi: 10.1111/1468-5914.00211.

® Ahmed, S., op. cit., 2014.
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ships and discourses that ground human behaviours according to specific set-
tings. Linking emotions to history means acknowledging that they also have
a normative side, which is condensed in the words to describe emotions, the
possibility to recognise certain emotions and suppress others, the ways to
express emotions in the private and public life'. It also means that emotional
regimes vary through the centuries'' and that emotions accumulate over the
lifetime contributing to build political subjectivities'?.

This last point is relevant when approaching the study of leadership
through the lens of emotions. In effects, emotions seem to fill the empty
space left by the corrosion of traditional ideologies and to provide a source
of alignment that transcend socio-economic structures', thus favouring the
emergence of new political (collective) subjects (e.g. Indignados, Occupy,
MeToo, Black Lives Matter, and so on). New social movements, for in-
stance, are building their collective identities based on processes of discur-
sive contention and consensus about values, culture, and affective stances!®.
Personal experiences of discrimination, isolation, and suffering, in particular,
are the emotional drivers for many forms of identity politics'>. As new polit-
ical subjects emerge from society, political parties and leaders are also riding
the emotional hegemony with alternate results: some leaders appear to be
more effective in exploiting (or exhibiting) a sentimental connection with the
people'®, some others show specific emotional repertoires that tend to be
highly polarizing and divisive (for instance, Donald Trump'"). The next sec-
tion will focus on specific concepts that pinpoint the main reflections about
the relationship between emotions and leadership in the political realm.

19 Hochschild, A. R. (2013), Lavoro emozionale e struttura sociale, Armando, Roma; Il-
louz, E. (2007), Intimita fredde: le emozioni nella societa dei consumi, Feltrinelli, Milano;
Cabanas, E. & Illouz, E. (2019), Happycracy. come la scienza della felicita controlla le nostre
vite, Codice, Torino.

1 Reddy, W. M. (2001), The navigation of feeling: a framework for the history of emo-
tions, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge. Available at:
https://doi.org/10.1017/CB0O9780511512001 (Accessed: 26 April 2020); Martin-Moruno, D.
& Pichel, B. (eds., 2019), Emotional bodies: the historical performativity of emotions, Uni-
versity of Illinois Press, Urbana, IL.

12 Ahmed, S., op. cit., 2014.

13 Sacca, F. (2020), La politica come professione 2.0: leadership e campagne elettorali
all’epoca dei social network, “Sociologia”, 1(2020), 5-17.

14 Tilly, C. (2009), Identities, boundaries, and social ties, Paradigm, Boulder.

15 Dean, J. (2006), Solidarity of strangers. feminism after identity politics, University of
California Press, Berkeley; Ahmed, S., op. cit., 2014.

16 Sorice, M. (2014), I media e la democrazia, Carocci, Roma; Sorice, M. (2019), Parte-
cipazione democratica: teorie e problemi, Mondadori Universita, Milano.

'7 Wahl-Jorgensen, K. (2019), Emotions, media and politics. Polity Press, Cambridge.
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2. Leadership and emotions: between qualities and performance

For analytical reasons, it could be useful to separate two strands of re-
search that are often intertwined: the first considers the role of emotions as
personality traits of the leaders (emotions as character), while the second one
focus on emotionalization as a communication strategy, a matter of perfor-
mance rather than ontology (emotions as performance).

Looking at emotions as leaders’ character means to describe the person-
ality traits that make a person more suitable to become a leader than others
that do not share the same traits. As predictable, the analysis of leaders’ per-
sonality traits has gained resonance in the social sciences and cognitive psy-
chology'®. In this respect, Max Weber’s concept of leadership provides the
theoretical foundation for any subsequent study. Among the three ideal-
types, the charismatic leader emerges as an alternative to the “electoral ma-
chine”: its definitory qualities are “absolutely personal” (i.e. individual)"™
and include a vocational approach to politics (as opposed to the disenchant-
ment of modernity and bureaucracy); the ability to inspire trust; ambition
rather than competence (as in the rational-legal authority ideal-type); and the
capacity to stand out of “an abstract platform of a party composed of medi-
ocrities”?’. Weber acknowledges that a certain degree of charisma is essential
for any form of leadership; in effects, the personality of the leader plays a
pivotal role because it can have a “demagogic efficacy” in the electoral race.
The centrality of personality in Weberian accounts paves the way to the study
of emotions in politics: in Weber’s view, as representative democracies are
shifting to “leadership democracies”, emotions become “natural” characters
of politics?'. This point has attracted many criticisms, in particular by those

18 Gates, G. (1995), 4 Review of Literature on Leadership and Emotion: Exposing Theory,
Posing Questions, and Forwarding an Agenda, “Journal of Leadership Studies”, 2(4), 98—
110. doi: 10.1177/107179199500200408; Connelly, S. & Gooty, J. (2015), Leading with emo-
tion: An overview of the special issue on leadership and emotions, “The Leadership Quar-
terly”, 26(4), 485—488. doi: 10.1016/j.leaqua.2015.07.002.

19" Weber, M. (2020), Charisma and disenchantment: the vocation lectures, New York
Review Books, New York, p. 58.

20 Ivi, p. 79. In other works, Weber specified that charismatic leadership resides in the
ability “to attract devotion and inspire trust” in its followers. It is important here to highlight
that it is disputed if the qualities of such a leadership are identifiable as “innate” personality
traits (in a psychological vein) or as attributes, i.e. features of the leader that the followers
attribute to it as a result of the relationship with it. For the current debate on this issue, see
Joosse, P. (2014), Becoming a God: Max Weber and the social construction of charisma,
“Journal of Classical Sociology”, 14(3), 266—283. doi: 10.1177/1468795X14536652.

2 Weber, M. (2019), Economy and society: a new translation. Harvard University Press,
Cambridge, MS.
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who see charisma as a source of legitimacy for populists**. On the contrary,
both charismatic leaders and populist leaders “create an emotional linkage
substantiating a particular recognition of the leader, but the recognition of
the charismatic leader happens because of its ‘alterity’ and not ‘similarity’
between leader and people”. Hence the quality and valence of emotions
deployed in the relationship with the public can be detrimental to distinguish
between charismatic leadership and populist leadership.

This difference resonates most in the second strand of literature about lead-
ership and emotions, a line of inquiry that points at emotions as part of a per-
formance. The theoretical grounds of this conception are in the dramaturgical
model sketched by Erving Goffman?*: power, as much as any other social re-
lationship, is exercised through screenplays that are adapted to the settings of
interaction. In this model, a certain degree of publicness is always present in
every ‘“stage” in which the agent/actor intervenes, as the boundaries of the
stages are defined by the situations of social interaction. Following this per-
spective, emotions are the basis to distinguish between the categories of trans-
formational leaders and transactional leaders®’. While the latter adopt a social
exchange model of interaction (i.e. based on rational calculus between costs
and benefits, a disposition to privilege self-interest and the attainment of short-
term achievements), the quality of the transformational leader is the ability to
influence others’ behaviours through inspiring a moral commitment towards
each other in the group, rather than through coercion. The concept of transfor-
mational leadership lies at the heart of studies that have investigated the role
of media and communication in the construction of political leadership. It
can be observed that the Covid-19 crisis, in this respect, urged government
leaders to be transformational: interpreting the social change and defining the
route to follow, while at the same time involving citizens in a collective mis-
sion, to be performed cognitively and behaviourally”’.

According to the studies on the charismatic performance, for instance, a
leader’s career should be assessed through the analysis of its appearances in

22 Pappas, T. S. (2016), Are Populist Leaders “Charismatic”? The Evidence from Europe,
“Constellations”, 23(3), 378-390. doi: 10.1111/1467-8675.12233.

23 Viviani, L. (2020), Il carisma nella sociologia weberiana della leadership, “Societa
Mutamento Politica”, 10, 39-55. doi: 10.13128/SMP-11045, p. 52.

24 Goffman, E. (1969), La vita quotidiana come rappresentazione, 11 Mulino, Bologna.

25 Burns, J. (1978), Leadership, Harper & Row Publishers, New York.

26 De Blasio, E. et al. (2012), La leadership politica: media e costruzione del consenso,
Carocci, Roma; Sorice, M., op. cit., 2014, 2019.

27 De Blasio, E. & Selva, D. (2020), Affective Governance During the COVID-19 Crisis:
Building Leadership, Trust, and Good Citizens, “Tripodos”, 1(47), 67-86.
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the “dramas” it has contributed to write and play*®. Such studies have stressed
the ephemerality of political leaders that perform a pseudo-charisma based
on popularity and visibility in the media®. As leadership is performed
through actions and communicative actions in particular, emotions are part
of the screenplay. In this perspective, the distinction between charisma and
pseudo-charisma is problematic: for instance, while recognizing that far-
right leaders such as Hitler and Mussolini were not adherent to the Weberian
concept of charisma, Eatwell*® warns that the social consequences of such a
“manufactured charismatic bond” were equivalent. It is a way to normalize
manipulation in communicative processes, acknowledging that any public
performance or any social interaction rely on a certain degree of fictionality
or artificiality®'. Other far-right leaders, for instance, (as Jean-Marie Le Pen
and Vladimir Zhirinovsky, but also more recently Matteo Salvini and Donald
Trump) sustained the emotional bond and the personification typical of the
charismatic/plebiscitarian leadership ideal-type**. And we could also add
that the bond between the leader (whether charismatic or pseudo-charis-
matic) and the people rests on a certain quota of emotions mise-en-scene, but
it would be almost impossible to determine empirically if such emotions are
truly felt by the leader or just pretended.

This argument leads us to conceive emotions as assets for pursuing lead-
ers’ goals. In a first point of view, emotions are deployed by leaders for the
maintenance of social order and power structures™. The concept of affective
governance describes “the way in which intimate emotional relationships be-
tween citizens are endorsed and recognized by governments in personal life”,
and “how citizens are encouraged to feel about others and themselves in
broader, more public domains™**. The concept thus addresses the normative
construction of the good citizen through social discourses, and relies on a

28 Joosse, P. (2017), Max Weber’s Disciples: Theorizing the Charismatic Aristocracy,
“Sociological Theory”, 35(4), 334-358. doi: 10.1177/0735275117740402.

29 Massidda, L. (2020), La politica come rappresentazione. Il carattere della leadership
populista nell 'epoca dei social media, “Sociologia”, LIX(1), 18-30; Viviani, L., op. cit., 2020.

30 Eatwell, R. (2006), The Concept and Theory of Charismatic Leadership, “Totalitarian
Movements and Political Religions”, 7(2), 141-156. doi: 10.1080/14690760600642156.

31 Sorice, M. (2020), Sociologia dei media: un’introduzione critica, Carocci, Roma.

32 Eatwell, R. (2018), Charisma and the radical right, in Rydgren, J. (ed.), The Oxford
Handbook of the Radical Right, Oxford University Press, Oxford.

33 Fortier, A.-M. (2010), Proximity by design? Affective citizenship and the management
of unease, “Citizenship Studies”, 14(1), 17-30. doi: 10.1080/13621020903466258.

3 Johnson, C. (2010), The politics of affective citizenship: from Blair to Obama, “Citi-
zenship Studies”, 14(5), 495-509. doi: 10.1080/13621025.2010.506702; Jupp, E., Pykett, J.
& Smith, F. (2017) (eds), Emotional states: sites and spaces of affective governance,
Routledge, New York.
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foucaultian ground®. In such a vein, emotions are used to state normative
constructs in an enduring timeframe.

In a second point of view, emotions are employed in a tactical dimension
by leaders in their communication, as tools to consolidate a relation with the
public. This is widely covered by literature on political communication and
populism®®: if we assume a wide definition of populism as ideology, strategy
to gain power and political style’”, emotionalization is a key feature of pop-
ulist performances and communication. At the same time, there is no reason
supporting the claim that only populist leaders use emotionalization as a
communication strategy nor that only populist leaders are able to express
empathy. This point will be further discussed in the next section.

3. Hyper-leaders, populism and social media emotionality

The trend towards the emotionalization of politics is commonly explained
by the importance of media in the public sphere: the basic thesis is that the
media stage has created the perfect conditions for the superimposition of per-
formance over qualities, and simulacra over reality. Relying on his Frankfur-
tian background, Habermas could not be optimistic when asserting the role
of mass media in the development of the public sphere in the second half of
the XX century>®.

It is not by chance that the interest in the way emotions relate to democracy
renews at every crisis of democracy. In Western countries, in particular, the
consensus for xenophobic movements and parties has been interpreted as a
symptom of a “cultural backlash” that undermines the social basis of democ-
racy, the strength of democratic values and the trust towards political repre-
sentatives® . While formal institutions of democracy are still functioning (i.e.
the parliament, the separation of powers, the rule of law), the “sentimental con-
nection” (a concept originally coined by Antonio Gramsci) between the demos

35 Isin, E. F. (2004), The neurotic citizen, “Citizenship Studies”, 8(3), 217-235. doi:
10.1080/1362102042000256970; Di Gregorio, M. & Merolli, J. L. (2016), Introduction: af-
fective citizenship and the politics of identity, control, resistance, “Citizenship Studies”, 20(8),
933-942. doi: 10.1080/13621025.2016.1229193.

36 De Blasio et al., op. cit., 2012; De Blasio, E. & Sorice, M. (2018), Populism between
direct democracy and the technological myth, “Palgrave Communications”, 4(1), 1-11. doi:
10.1057/541599-018-0067-y.

37 Moffitt, B. (2020), Populism, Polity Press, Cambridge.

3 Habermas, J. (2005), Storia e critica dell opinione pubblica, Laterza, Roma.

3 Sacca, F. (2015), Culture politiche e mutamento nelle societa complesse, FrancoAngeli,
Milano; Norris, P. & Inglehart, R. (2019), Cultural Backlash: Trump, Brexit, and Authorita-
rian Populism, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, MS.
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and the practices and actors traditionally mediating with democratic institu-
tions (i.e. political parties) has eroded*. The aftermath of the WWII was
marked by a “democratic momentum”, with citizens showing strong support
towards democratic institutions and values. Since the 1980s, this support has
started declining and the symbolic distance between governors and governed
has widened*'. The attempts to cure this “democratic malaise” have been pro-
liferating, such as democratic innovations, deliberative processes and partici-
patory budgeting*?; direct social action and social movements*; active and
monitorial citizenship*; the rise of new movement parties and platform par-
ties*. Hence the presence and success of populist and xenophobic movements
(often overlapping to one another) can be read as a consequence of the crisis
of representative democracies; in facts, compared to non-populist forces, they
benefit the most from such a crisis*®. At the same time, populists have a recip-
rocal relationship with crises: it is true that historically they have emerged and
gained consensus in critical junctures, but it is also true that they contribute to
perform and create a social perception of crisis, first of all through a strategy
of dramatization and hence emotionalization of public affairs®’.

As crisis has become a structural element of politics, we are currently
witnessing a fourth phase of political communication, marked by the accel-
eration of news production and distribution, the increased perception of ur-
gency, and the parallel development of a two-level communicative ecology
separating institutions and the grassroots*. In such a context, the thesis of
media decadence has acquired a growing consensus:

40 Sorice, M., op. cit., 2014.

41 Rosanvallon, P. (2006), La contre-démocratie: la politique a l’dge de la défiance, Seuil,
Paris; Norris, P. & Inglehart, R., op. cit., 2019; Crouch, C. (2020), Combattere la postdemo-
crazia, Laterza, Roma.

42 Elstub, S. & Escobar, O. (2019) (eds), Handbook of democratic innovation and govern-
ance, Edward Elgar, Cheltenham.

43 della Porta, D. (2020), How social movements can save democracy: democratic inno-
vations from below, Polity, Cambridge.

# Keane, J. (2013), Democracy and Media Decadence, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge.

4 De Blasio, E. & Viviani, L. (2020), Platform Party between Digital Activism and Hy-
per-Leadership: The Reshaping of the Public Sphere, «Media and Communication», 8(4);
Deseriis, M. (2020), Two Variants of the Digital Party: The Platform Party and the Networked
Party, “Partecipazione e Conflitto”. doi: 10.1285/120356609V 1311P896.

4 Crouch, C., op. cit., 2020; Urbinati, N. (2020), /o, il popolo: come il populismo tra-
sforma la democrazia, 11 Mulino, Bologna.

47 Moffitt, B. (2015), How to Perform Crisis: A Model for Understanding the Key Role of
Crisis in Contemporary Populism, “Government and Opposition”, 50(2), 189-217. doi:
10.1017/gov.2014.13.

4 Blumler, J. G. (2016), The Fourth Age of Political Communication, “Politiques de com-
munication”, 6(1), 19. doi: 10.3917/pdc.006.0019; Davis, A. (2019), Political communica-
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It refers to the wide gaps that are opening up between the rosy ideals of free and
fair public contestation and chastening of power, the unforced plurality of opinions and
public commitment of representatives to the inclusion and treatment of all citizens as
equals, even in cross-border settings—loosely speaking, the ideals of monitory democ-
racy — and a rougher, wrinkled reality in which communication media are deeply im-
plicated in the dirty business of promoting intolerance of opinions, stifling the public
scrutiny of power and fostering the blind acceptance of the way things are heading®.

The emergence of a digital post-public sphere has posited new challenges
for its constantly changing nature, showing some elements of discontinuity
from the previous, pre-digital media landscape, but not yet deploying its full
potential: this “transitional” media ecology is featured by post-factuality, in-
civility, a hegemonic populist-lite style of political communication, and a
“wild west” of fragmented and polarized micro-spherettes (aka echo cham-
bers’). Even more, some are now observing that forms of hyper-leadership
are emerging, together with a mythology of direct democracy that surrounds
the mushrooming of digital and platform parties’'. Scholars generally agree
that the rise of hyper-leaders is caused by the crisis of representative democ-
racy and the shift towards a post-representative democracy” or a post-de-
mocracy tout court™; as for any concept, the prefix post- reveals the uncer-
tainties and the lack of structuration of the contemporary landscape. In this
unclear framework, the common elements are the crisis of political parties
(the kind that involves ideologies, organizations, membership, voice, i.e.
both communication and capacity to influence policy-making)**, and the per-
vasive importance of media as the political arena in lieu of Parliaments™. In
Nadia Urbinati’s phrasing:

Plebiscitarian democracy in the audience style [...] is a postrepresentative de-
mocracy in all respects because it wants to unmark the vanity of the myth of partic-
ipation (i.e., citizenship as autonomy) and to exalt the role of mass media as an ex-
traconstitutional factor of surveillance (in fact, even more relevant than constitu-
tional checks). It declares the end of the idea that politics is a mix of decision and

4 Keane, J., op. cit., 2013, p. 159.

30 Schlesinger, P. (2020), After the post-public sphere, “Media, Culture & Society”, 42(7—
8), 1545-1563. doi: 10.1177/0163443720948003; Sorice, M., op. cit., 2020.

31 Gerbaudo, P. (2019), The digital party: political organisation and online democracy,
Pluto Press, London; De Blasio, E. & Viviani, L., op. cit., 2020; Deseriis, M., op. cit., 2020.

32 Alonso, S. et al. (eds., 2011), The Future of Representative Democracy, Cambridge
University Press, Cambridge.

33 Crouch, C. (2010), Post-democracy, Polity Press, Cambridge; Fawcett, P. et al. (2017)
(eds), Anti-politics, depoliticization, and governance, Oxford University Press, Oxford.

>4 Sacca, F., op. cit., 2015.

35 Keane, J., op. cit., 2013; Sorice, M., op. cit., 2014.
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judgment and makes politics a work of visual attendance by an audience in relation
to which the basic question is about the quality of communication between the gov-
ernment and the citizens or what people know of the lives of their rulers’®.

Against this backdrop, hyper-leaders emerge as the ultimate form of lead-
ership, a move that requires a theoretical update. Hyper-leaders share the
same roots of plebiscitarianism: they aimed first of all to reform mass parties’
organization but soon extended to democratic institutions themselves (which
1s evident from the attempts to reform Constitutions, diminishing the number
of parliamentary seats or disempowering legislative and judiciary)®’. The call
for direct democracy groups together plebiscitarianism and populism; how-
ever, populism emerges as a form of “politicization of the collective resent-
ment” against political representatives that constitutes the core (if not the
only one) issue to address’®.

A step forward in this theorisation of hyper-leaders concerns the role of
digital media, and particularly of the cultural logic of disintermediation that
surrounds digital technologies. Hyper-leaders are the typical form of leader-
ship in digital or platforms parties, new political formations that cultivate the
refusal of traditional mass parties and representation through “direct” e-vot-
ing by the super-base’; in some relevant examples, digital networked parties
also allow for more decentralised®’ and discursive forms of decision-making,
e.g. deliberative processes and consultations®'. Most substantially, hyper-
leaders designate a shift towards hyper-representation also beyond digital-
native parties, favoured by media and social media in particular, in substitu-
tion for the allegedly “broken” traditional representation; intuitively, hyper-
representation is not equivalent to direct democracy nor to participatory de-
mocracy, but instead tends to exploit an empowering rhetoric to superimpose
a delegative system®.

As a matter of facts, the literature on the relationship between leadership
and emotions suffers from this frame of crisis of democratic institutions and
decadence of the media ecology. Accordingly, the rise of emotional publics
has been interpreted as a sign of the times. The concept has born as a critical

36 Urbinati, N. (2014), Democracy Disfigured, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, p. 172.

37 i

38 Viviani, L. (2017), A4 Political Sociology of Populism and Leadership, “Societa Muta-
mento Politica”, 8, 279-304. doi: 10.13128/SMP-20860.

39 Gerbaudo, P., op. cit., 2019.

0 Deseriis, M., op. cit., 2020.

1 De Blasio, E. & Viviani, L., op. cit., 2020.

2 De Blasio, E. & Sorice, M. (2020), Spaces of Struggle: Socialism and Neoliberalism
with a Human Face Among Digital Parties and Online Movements in Europe, “tripleC: Com-
munication, Capitalism & Critique”, 18(1), 84-100.
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investigation of political talk shows and stresses the ambivalence that results
from the interplay between popular culture and politics®*. Emotional publics
are passionate and motivated to engage in public discussions, as much as
they are superficial and exposed to populist appeals®*. Emotional publics are
“mobilised” through emotional governance strategies, like the war on terror
and the politics of fear, that are often deployed by populist leaders®. On the
contrary, affective publics can drive forms of collective actions, most of all
through social media, that involve processes of identification and grassroots
mobilisation®. Indeed, in a recent reinterpretation of the concept of media
engagement beyond marketized notions, emotionality is posited at the very
basis of public engagement (and sometimes disengagement) with media con-
tents and with politics®’.

In the audience democracy sketched by Urbinati, emotions are tools to
capture people’s attention in a context of over-abundance of information®.
Recently the Netflix documentary The Social Dilemma has pointed at how
much algorithms of social platforms are based on neurosciences to capture
users’ attention and produce profit. A growing industry is trying to translate
how the mind works into formalized rules and algorithms, for instance
through facial recognition and predictive models®. The rise of populist lead-
ers and parties and their capacity to gain consensus by exploiting emotional
outburst has further nurtured this claim. Bonansinga’ has reviewed studies
looking at the relationship between emotions and populism, and found three
lines of inquiry:

- The structural dimension, featured by the analysis of the impact of
“macro-processes and long-term trends” on preparing the ground for

8 Lunt, P. & Stenner, P. (2005), The Jerry Springer Show as an emotional public sphere,
“Media, Culture & Society”, 27(1), 59-81. doi: 10.1177/0163443705049058.

% Higgins, M. (2008), The media and their publics, Open University Press, Maidenhead;
De Blasio, E. et al., op. cit., 2012.

6 Richards, B. (2007), Emotional governance: politics, media and terror, Palgrave Mac-
millan, Basingstoke; Wodak, R. (2015), The politics of fear: what right-wing populist dis-
courses mean, Sage, London; Wahl-Jorgensen, K. (2019), Emotions, media and politics. Pol-
ity Press, Cambridge.

% Papacharissi, Z. (2015), Affective publics: sentiment, technology, and politics, Oxford
University Press, Oxford; Selva, D. (2020a), Emozioni digitali: solidarieta, social media e
democrazia, LUISS University Press, Roma.

7 Dahlgren, P. & Hill, A. (2020), Parameters of media engagement, “Media Theory”,
4(1), 1-32.

8 Urbinati, N., op. cit., 2014.

9 McStay, A. (2018), Emotional Al: the rise of empathic media, Sage, London.
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tics  and  Populism,  “Partecipazione e  Conflitto”, 13(1), 83-106. doi:
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populists: those are globalization, distrust, and partisan misalignment;

- The subjective dimension, mainly rooted in the political psychology
literature and pointing at resentment, disenchantment, nostalgia, and insecu-
rity;

- The communicative dimension, that looks at studies focused on the
interplay between populist discourse, communicative strategy and emotions.

The shift towards a digital ecosystem dominated by social media plat-
forms has renewed the interest in studying digital emotions’'. Some observe
that emotions are exploited both by social media (i.e. through standardisation
and commodification processes) and populist leaders (i.e. mainly through
communication strategies). According to the elective affinity thesis, social
media and populism share a common “rebellious narrative” against condi-
tions of subjugation by different élites, namely media professionals and pol-
iticians’2. It is the triumph of the ordinary man. Indeed, social media are en-
vironments in which visibility is translated in relevance; and such a relevance
become the source of legitimacy’®, and not the other way around as Max
Weber was prefiguring. Bartlett, Sacca and Wodak’™, among others, warn
that populists have first and best used social media to conquer visibility and
power.

If we define populism as an ideology, a strategy to gain power and a dis-
cursive-performative style”, we can observe different aspects of the relation-
ship between populism, emotions and social media. Following Fuchs’®, the
populist ideology is inherently linked to the functioning of social media cap-
italism. According to this view, social media corporations pursue the very
same ideology, through operations of merging and acquisitions that increase
the monopoly of some companies: there is little room for a reconciliation
between capitalism and democracy within social media platforms and within
populist ideology. In effects, if we look at the case of Donald Trump, he is

"I Selva, D., op. cit., 2020a.

72 Gerbaudo, P. (2018), Social media and populism: an elective affinity?, “Media, Culture
& Society”, 40(5), 745-753. doi: 10.1177/0163443718772192.

73 Khosravinik, M. (2018), Social Media Techno-Discursive Design, Affective Communi-
cation and Contemporary Politics, “Fudan Journal of the Humanities and Social Sciences”,
11(4), 427-442. doi: 10.1007/s40647-018-0226-y.

74 Bartlett, J. (2014), Populism, social media and democratic strain, in Sandelind, C. (ed.),
European Populism and Winning the Immigration Debate, Fores, Stockholm, 99-116. Avail-
able at: https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/74233199.pdf; Sacca, F., op. cit., 2020; Wodak, R.
(2021), The politics of fear: the shameless normalization of far-right discourse. 2nd ed., Sage,
London.
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the perfect ideal-type of how populists can merge a neoliberal agenda with
authoritarian sympathies, exploiting the logic of accumulation of value and
oligarchy to gain political power. The overlapping between populists-in-
power and media’s complicity to privilege sensationalism over accuracy,
generates a cultural hegemony in which “politics is angry rather than concil-
iatory in tone, and oppositional rather than constructive as to the potential of
government”’’. Aggressiveness and anger are the key features of such a po-
litical hegemony, feed by social media’™ as much as by “belligerent” broad-
cast media’’. Another emotion commonly associated with populism is nos-
talgia™.

From a strategic perspective, populists are using social media’s emotion-
ality as a channel to increase their popular consensus and gain power. In his
analysis of the cultural logic of populism, Michael Higgins has defined it as
a “relational attitude” manifested “in primarily oppositional forms of politi-
cal rhetoric that can be directed against or in tactical collaboration with me-
dia”®'. Thus media can be either allied or enemies for populists: Trump has
exploited Twitter as a platform to stand out and race to the Presidency of the
United States back in 2016, and by the end of his mandate in 2020, he has
accused Twitter of censoring him. The analyses about the populists’ use of
social media during electoral campaigns have produced a long tradition of
studies. What those studies point at is that populists prove to be very effective
in using social media, much more than their counterparts, hit by a sort of
communicative aphasia®®. Moreover, populists are proven to take advantage
of algorithms, able to run engineered-enhanced electoral campaigns through
echo-chambers of like-minded, disinformation campaigns, networked pub-
lics across platforms feeding conspiracy theories and so on®’.

Finally, as far as the populist discourse and performance are concerned,
populists increasingly use emotional dispositives to build their community.
As already stated, emotions are used as tools for alignment, in substitution
to ideology; this is not in contradiction with the first point, as the populist
ideology is constituted by a claim for post-ideology or non-ideology. Popu-
list and charismatic leaders have always used emotions to communicate with

"7 Higgins, M. (2017), Mediated populism, culture and media form, “Palgrave Communi-
cations”, 3(3). doi: https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-017-0005-4, p. 4.
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7 Higgins, M. & Smith, A. (2017), Belligerent broadcasting: synthetic argument in
broadcast talk, Routledge, New York.
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81 Higgins, M., op. cit., 2017, p. 2.
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the people. But what scholars observe is that social media promote the diffu-
sion of emotional discourses more than rational argumentation, promote em-
pathy and affective involvement (for business), and promote disruptive emo-
tions such as anger and indignation as they generate peaks in posts, mentions,
retweets and reactions®®. A repertoire of populists’ use of emotions include:
the promotion of emotional authenticity (e.g. openly showing feelings) as a
source of credibility in the positioning alongside the up-down axis of con-
flict; the tactic of going negative, for instance through tweetstorms and hate
speech campaigns; the use of emotions like fear and anxiety to cultivate and
address popular resentment. In this respect, social media also offer tools to
monitor and adapt in real-time to the momentous sentiment of the audience.

4. A research agenda

It is a common assumption to say that Trump and Obama were the best
exploiters of social media and, at the same time, that they are at the antipodes
in their use of emotions: as much the former has been identified with the
label of “angry populism™®, as the latter has been able to mobilise people
with a storytelling of hope and love, challenging not only the Democratic
establishment, but more broadly the Bush’s narrative of the war on terror.
The new elected President Joe Biden had not a clear emotional repertoire
other than his loathing at Trump: his insistence on marking the difference
with his opponent is the key feature of the communication strategy®®. Such a
difference, however, has been nurtured with concepts of decency, empathy,
openness, and a general disposition towards civility as opposed to incivility
and hatred that Trump personified®’. Paraphrasing Urbinati, populism is just
one of the “possible destinies” of the emotional use of social media in the
political realm®,

8 Wahl-Jorgensen, K., op. cit., 2019; Wodak, R., op. cit., 2021.

85 Wahl-Jorgensen, K., op. cit., 2019.

86 ‘Wahl-Jorgensen, K. (2020), The emotional politics of 2020: fear and loathing in the
United States, in Jackson, D. et al. (eds.), US Election Analysis 2020: Media, Voters, and the
Campaign, University of Bournemouth, Poole. Available at: https://www.electionanaly-
sis.ws/us/president2020/section-3-candidates-and-the-campaign/the-emotional-politics-of-
2020-fear-and-loathing-in-the-united-states/.

87 Sydnor, E. (2020), From “clown” to “community”: the democratic potential of civility
and incivility, in Jackson, D. et al. (eds.), US Election Analysis 2020: Media, Voters, and the
Campaign, University of Bournemouth, Poole. Available at: https://www.electionanaly-
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8 Urbinati, N., op. cit., 2014.
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Yet emotions seem to have little chance of receiving a positive judgement
when linked to political processes that involve the public sphere. First, they
suffer from a normative ideal of cognition and publicness that relegate emo-
tions to the margins. Second, even when they are recognised as part of both
cognition and publicness, they are scrutinised in search of their detrimental
effects for democracy. The reason for this double negativisation is probably
linked to the fact that the study of emotions in politics and social media have
tended to focus on strategies much more than on ideologies and discourses.
Following psychological explanations, the individual effects of emotional
manipulation, also summed up together in forms of “emotional contagion”
or “emotional underpinnings”, have been widely investigated® .

On the contrary, the study of emotions as part of the political narratives
and 1deologies is receiving a growing attention, particularly by critical dis-
course studies approaches that aim at neutralising the role of social media®.
This position is sustained by three basic considerations.

The first one is that affectivity has always been part of human communi-
cation and politics, and hence it is not a product of social media. Social me-
dia, indeed, could be understood as the product of the cultural logic of the
contemporary age, one marked by the imperatives of happiness and shar-
ing”".
The second one is that social media and digital platforms at large prove
to be effective tools of communication, storytelling, visibility-catching, and
community-building not only for populists but also for non-populists’* and
for subjects that promote positive emotions such as hope, love, and solidar-
ity”. In some ways, positive emotions can have ideological roots insofar as

8 See for instance: Ferrara, E. & Yang, Z. (2015), Measuring Emotional Contagion in
Social Media, “PLOS ONE”, 10(11), e¢0142390. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0142390;
Hameleers, M., Bos, L. & de Vreese, C. H. (2017), “They Did It”: The Effects of Emotional-
ized Blame Attribution in Populist Communication, «Communication Research», 44(6), 870—
900. doi: 10.1177/0093650216644026; Rico, G., Guinjoan, M. & Anduiza, E. (2017), The
Emotional Underpinnings of Populism: How Anger and Fear Affect Populist Attitudes, “Swiss
Political Science Review”, 23(4), 444—461. doi: 10.1111/spsr.12261; Marquart, F., Brosius,
A. & de Vreese, C. (2019), United Feelings: The Mediating Role of Emotions in Social Media
Campaigns for EU Attitudes and Behavioral Intentions, «Journal of Political Marketingy, 1—
27. doi: 10.1080/15377857.2019.1618429.

% Ahmed, S., op. cit., 2014; KhosraviNik, M., op. cit., 2018.

I llouz, E., op. cit., 2007; van Dijck, J. (2013), The culture of connectivity: a critical
history of social media, Oxford University Press, Oxford; Cabanas, E. & Illouz, E., op. cit.,
2019.

92 Postill, J. (2018), Populism and social media: a global perspective, “Media, Culture &
Society”, 40(5), 754-765. doi: 10.1177/0163443718772186.

93 Selva, D. (2020b), 1/ discorso della solidarieta: migrazioni, Terzo Settore e social me-
dia, “Mondi Migranti”, 2020(2), 121-139. doi: 10.3280/MM2020-002007.
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they exercise a counter-hegemonic role (see for instance the case of the social
movement called Sardine’*); moreover, they could also promote an ideology
of care, respect for human rights and for environment (condensed in the last
Pope Francis’ encyclical, for instance). Contemporary sociologists are high-
lighting that those are the ultimate fields of struggle, and that the protection
of human rights (i.e. women rights and refugees rights) is deeply intertwined
with the protection of the environment’. In this struggle, affectivity can en-
hance the possibilities to engage in a relation of mutual respect and recogni-
tion’®. In a recent reading of the concept of media ecology, communication
can be conceived also as a common good to be protected from hatred and
incivility; together with our sense of respect for the environment and our
awareness of being part of a global society, a “kind communication” could
be the tool to preserve our sense of belonging to universal humankind”’.
The third consideration is that the indignation of the public cannot be con-
demned as such, especially in the context of a general distrust towards expert
systems and intermediate bodies. What should be under scrutiny is the ability
of some political entrepreneurs to exploit indignation and make it a source
of legitimacy, or as well, the in-ability of traditional political parties to avoid
this exploitation and to provide an alternative way to address it. The presence
or the lack of “emotional capital” by political leaders is part of the research
agenda of the sociology of emotions. Echoing Pierre Bourdieu, emotional
capital can be defined as “an embodied form of cultural capital, understood
as a trans-situational capacity to express, manage, and feel emotions in a
manner that is ‘in tune’ with dominant emotion norms and cultures”; it is a
form of capital in the sense that it can be converted in and exchanged with
political capital. At the same time, the ability to use an emotional capital and
to transform it into political capital is highly differentiated between genders
and among social classes. Addressing the emotional capital could shed light
on the future of political leadership in more complex and diverse societies.

% De Blasio, E. et al. (2020), Sardine: fenomenologia di un movimento di piazza, LUISS
University Press, Roma.
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flicts, Polity Press, Cambridge; Fraser, N. & Honneth, A. (2020), Redistribuzione o ricono-
scimento lotte di genere e disuguaglianze economiche, Meltemi, Roma.

97 Colombo, F. (2020), Ecologia dei media: manifesto per una comunicazione gentile,
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