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CHAPTER 1

Introduction: Methodological Challenges 
and Opportunities for the Study of Emotions

Maéva Clément and Eric Sangar

Almost ten years ago, Bleiker and Hutchison observed in a widely cited 
article that it seemed “surprising” there were “hardly any sustained discus-
sions about how to go about studying emotions in world politics” (2008, 
p. 124). Few researchers in international relations (IR) interested in emo-
tions would have then disagreed with this diagnosis.1 The nascent research 
on emotions focused on explaining why emotions matter conceptually, 
thereby having methodological debates take a backseat at the same time as 
these gained importance in the larger IR discipline. Even though emotion 
research in IR has started to address methodological issues more system-
atically, it is lacking consolidated insights discussing methodology in rela-
tion to the ontological, epistemological and theoretical debates on 
emotions in international politics.

This collective volume is the first of its kind to specifically address meth-
odological considerations in doing empirical research on emotions in 
IR. It discusses the link between theoretical argument(s) and  methodology 
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by presenting research-practical insights from contemporary cases in inter-
national politics. In so doing, this volume encourages researchers inter-
ested in emotions in international politics to discuss methodological 
choices more explicitly as well as the opportunities and limits associated 
with these choices. The book is committed to a ‘hands-on approach’. It 
emphasizes research-practical problems and solutions, thus providing an 
accessible and useful guide to students and scholars alike.

We define methodology as the way research is done, that is, how the 
researcher aims to gain knowledge with regard to his/her research ques-
tion. It is a roadmap including—among others—selection principles, data 
collection procedures, decisions about the use of a specific research 
method or a combination of methods and, decisively, the justification for 
these specific choices. Methods are defined, for the purpose of this book, as 
tools, techniques and processes of data collection (interviews, surveys, 
archival work, etc.) and analysis (narrative method, content analysis, 
process- tracing, etc.). Their use is shaped by and codified in the research-
er’s methodology.

Against this backdrop, the volume pursues three specific objectives:

• It provides valuable insights into how emotions and affects can be 
operationalized. It thereby problematizes methodological path 
dependency, that is, the extent to which ontological positions and 
theoretical arguments imply specific ways of collecting and analyzing 
empirical material in concrete research projects. Since methodologi-
cal choices vary from research project to research project, the authors 
of this volume write about methodology and methods within the 
context of their own research project. By reconstructing and making 
accessible how researchers translated complex theoretical frame-
works into concrete empirical analysis, readers can draw practical 
inspiration for producing both empirically creative and methodolog-
ically founded research;

• The volume takes stock of several of the main methods currently 
used to produce empirical evidence on the role of emotions in 
IR. The volume does not claim to be exhaustive but focuses rather 
on the call for integrating tools from ‘classical’ social science with 
approaches from the humanities in the study of emotions in IR 
(Bleiker & Hutchison, 2008, p. 131);

• Each individual chapter deals with key challenges identified in the 
introduction and discusses limits and advantages with regard to the 
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specific method(s) presented. In this regard, the contributing authors 
remind us that no method is perfect and offer insights and sugges-
tions on how researchers might overcome some of the limits that 
they identified in their own methodological approach.

In the following, we briefly discuss the current state of the art of 
research on emotions in international politics. While not aiming at provid-
ing an exhaustive review of this vibrant field, we pinpoint two major theo-
retical debates, discuss general methodological trends in the current 
scholarship, and present six key methodological issues that we deem par-
ticularly important for studying emotions empirically. In the second part, 
we explain the rationale of the volume and the didactic structure followed 
by each chapter. As the volume is designed both for research and teaching 
purposes, we highlight the two key aspects presiding over the volume: 
plurality and practicality. Finally, we present the volume’s structure, fol-
lowed by an overview table of the contributions, and introduce each indi-
vidual chapter.

OVERVIEW OF THE STATE OF THE ART IN EMOTION 
RESEARCH

Until the late 1990s, among the central analytical categories of IR, emo-
tions had occupied the role of a strange uncle who is invited to all family 
reunions but often sits isolated at the coffee table. ‘Fear’ in realist accounts 
of the international system (Freyberg-Inan, 2006), mutual sympathy in 
neoliberal conceptualizations of social capital (D’Aoust, 2014), ‘pride’ in 
constructivist accounts of recognition (Lindemann, 2014) and the influ-
ence of emotions on individual perceptions of rationality in actor-centric 
foreign policy analysis (Mercer, 2005) are just some examples of how 
implicit assumptions about emotions underline some of the most influen-
tial IR paradigms. This neglect is even more surprising given that both 
during and after the Cold War, emotions have played a central role in 
representations of conflict, with examples ranging from the transforma-
tion of ‘enmity’ into ‘friendship’ during the Franco-German reconciliation 
in the 1960s to the fear of a ‘nuclear holocaust’ within the peace move-
ments of the 1980s or the media coverage of ‘ethnic hatred’ in the 1990s 
civil wars.

This changed at the turn of the twenty-first century, when several schol-
ars began arguing that the presence of emotions in and their relationship 

 INTRODUCTION: METHODOLOGICAL CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES... 
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to international politics should be analyzed in their own right (Bially 
Mattern, 2008; Bleiker, 2001; Crawford, 2000; Danchev, 2006; Lebow, 
2005; Linklater, 2004; Marcus, 2000; McDermott, 2004; Ross, 2006; 
Saurette, 2006). In the past ten years, publications on the topic have been 
on constant rise, showing how much resonance this field of study is get-
ting nowadays.

Emotions were long denied the status of a legitimate research object in 
IR. As a result, scholarly work in the 2000s mostly centered on showing 
that taking emotions into account was worth it, for one thing because they 
relate to real-world problems and for another because existing IR theories 
had been implicitly relying on them all along (Bleiker & Hutchison, 2007; 
Ross, 2006). This argument was further developed along epistemological 
and theoretical lines (Bially Mattern, 2011; Bleiker & Hutchison, 2008; 
Mercer, 2010; Sasley, 2011). Path-breaking contributions have been made 
in this regard, which provided increasingly sophisticated theories on emo-
tions in international politics, opened up new fields of inquiry beyond the 
already well-established political-psychological accounts of decision- 
making processes (for instance Jervis, Lebow, & Stein, 1985), and which 
decentered the perspective away from the state (Brounéus, 2008; Fattah 
& Fierke, 2009; Ross, 2010; Solomon, 2015; Sylvester, 2012; Wright- 
Neville & Smith, 2009).

More recently, research on emotions has focused increasingly on spe-
cific aspects of international politics, such as—to take only two examples—
the relationship between emotions and violent conflict (Åhäll & Gregory, 
2015; Eznack, 2012; Fierke, 2012; Hall, 2011; Hutchison & Bleiker, 
2007; Khalili, 2010; Mercer, 2013; Pearlman, 2013; Penttinen, 2013; 
Ross, 2013; Schut, de Graaff, & Verweij, 2015) or between emotions, 
norms and governmentality (D’Aoust, 2014; Jeffery, 2011; Ross, 2016). 
Some have also called scholars to question the role of emotion in their 
own research process, thus asking for more reflexivity regarding the extent 
to which emotions stabilize the discipline’s own research practices (Ling, 
2014; Soreanu & Hudson, 2008; Sylvester, 2011).

Two Major Conceptual-Theoretical Debates

Though it goes beyond the scope of this volume to provide a history of the 
scholarship on emotions in IR, we identify two major  conceptual- theoretical 
debates in the literature: the differentiation between emotion and affect as 
analytical concepts and the theorization and conceptualization of emo-
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tions at the international level. This summary cannot replace already exist-
ing, extensive theoretical reviews (some sophisticated accounts are Åhäll & 
Gregory, 2015; Ariffin, Coicaud, & Popovski, 2016; Bleiker & Hutchison, 
2007; Crawford, 2000; Hutchison & Bleiker, 2014; Ross, 2006).

Emotion as an analytical concept is particularly tricky. Researchers refer 
to three main terms—affect, emotion and feeling—whose definitions are 
contested and particularly fuzzy at times. In a simplified fashion, affect 
refers to non-reflective bodily sensations, which are situated before and 
beyond consciousness (Hutchison & Bleiker, 2014; Ross, 2006). In con-
trast, an emotion is said to refer to the “subjective experience of some 
diffuse physiological change” (Mercer, 2014, p. 516) and has “intersub-
jective, and cultural components” (Crawford, 2000, p.  125). Finally, a 
feeling can be defined as the “conscious awareness that one is experiencing 
an emotion” (Mercer, 2014, p. 516); though internally experienced, the 
meaning attached to them is cognitively and culturally constructed 
(Crawford, 2000, p. 125).

From these summary definitions, it becomes obvious how closely inter-
related these concepts are. While some choose to “treat emotion and feel-
ings as synonyms” (Mercer, 2014, p. 516), others argue that “only feelings 
[…] are fully available to consciousness” and prefer to use the term affect 
while equating it to “corporeally mediated ‘emotions’” (Ross, 2006, 
p. 216). The dividing lines between affect and emotions on one side and 
emotion and feelings on the other side thus seem rather porous. In her 
early work, Crawford defined emotions in a more integrative fashion as 
“the inner states that individuals describe to others as feelings, and those 
feelings may be associated with biological, cognitive, and behavioral states 
and changes” (Crawford, 2000, p. 125), thereby taking into account all 
three dimensions. In a similar fashion, Hutchison and Bleiker highlight 
that “affect and emotions can be seen as intrinsically linked, for affective 
states are subconscious factors that can frame and influence our more con-
scious emotional evaluations of the social world” (2014, p. 502).

Notwithstanding the diversity of conceptual uses for naming such phe-
nomena, we use ‘emotion’ as an umbrella term, partly because ‘emotion 
research’ has become the most common term to designate the field, but 
also because each of the volume’s chapter specifies the researcher’s 
 understanding of emotional phenomena on an affect-emotion-feeling 
continuum.

The second theoretical debate refers to the processes through which 
emotions acquire a collective and political character. This challenge rests at 
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the core of our ability to account for the role emotions play in interna-
tional politics. Are emotions actually ‘private’? Under which circumstances 
do they become ‘social’, ‘shared’, ‘public’ and ‘political’? Mercer con-
tends, for instance, that the social character of emotion is linked to its 
“intrinsic importance to an actor in some relationship with an entity” 
(Mercer, 2014, p. 516). Against this backdrop, he calls for studying social 
(or ‘group-level’) emotions through identity, because “identification 
requires a feeling of attachment” to a group (understood in a broad sense).

At the other end of the theoretical spectrum, some reject the analytical 
distinction between individual and collective emotions altogether. Ross, 
for instance, stresses that “there is nothing inherently individual about the 
body and its affects” and warns against making a distinction “between 
social and individual dimensions of emotions” (Ross, 2006, p.  216). 
Analyzing the US response to the 9/11 attacks, he argues that one cannot 
pinpoint a precise collective emotion such as anger but rather a crystalliza-
tion of “memories”, “habits” and “public mood or moods conducive to 
militarist response”, that is, a specific type of collective action. In a similar 
vein, Bially Mattern contends that private emotions are always collective at 
the same time (Bially Mattern, 2014).

In short, most IR emotion researchers broadly agree that emotions are 
historically, culturally and socially contingent, yet they disagree on how to 
account for emotional change. For example, why certain emotions become 
more relevant than others in specific political configurations (Bleiker & 
Hutchison, 2014), how the same emotion category—’anger’ or ‘fear’—
come to be evaluated in a positive or negative light across time and space 
(Linklater, 2014), or how certain collective emotions become ‘institution-
alized’ (Crawford, 2014). As much as these represent theoretical ques-
tions, they raise evident methodological issues, such as at which level(s) or 
site(s) emotions are to be empirically observed, or how the emergence and 
disappearance of politically relevant emotions could be traced over time. 
In this regard, the much-relayed call for increased methodological debate 
on how to empirically ground the ‘emotional turn’ in IR reflects ongoing 
theoretical controversies.

Emotions and Methodology: A Slow Coming Methodological 
Debate

The IR literature explicitly addressing methodological issues in the study 
of emotions remains relatively scarce compared to other disciplines, such 
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as the sociology of emotions (Flam & Kleres, 2015; Stets & Turner, 
2014). Most journal articles and books on the subject have focused on 
the theoretical challenges linked to the study of emotions in interna-
tional politics. For the early publications, this is not all too surprising as 
the introduction of ‘new’ research objects requires establishing their 
theoretical relevance first. Yet 20 years on, it seems that methodology 
is still relatively under-discussed. So far, even case study-based publi-
cations have rarely provided insights into the researcher’s method(s), 
let alone into his/her methodological approach. Too often, the choice 
of a specific method seems to rest on personal preferences rather than 
on a specific conceptualization of emotion. Beyond questions of 
transparency and scientific good practice, this deficit points to key 
methodological and disciplinary challenges. Hutchison and Bleiker 
thus point out that “questions of methods are crucial […], not least 
because they explain why emotions remain understudied even though 
their political role has for long been recognized” (Hutchison & Bleiker, 
2014, p. 494).

A brief overview of major publications since the 1970s provides some 
clues on methodological trends and shortcomings in IR emotion research. 
In the 1970s, the nascent political-psychological accounts of foreign pol-
icy provided cognitive accounts of emotions at the individual level, that is, 
the decision-maker. With the ‘emotional turn’ starting at the end of the 
1990s, scholars debated ever more elaborated theoretical propositions, 
without actually offering suggestions on how to research emotions empiri-
cally (Bleiker & Hutchison, 2007, p. 4). Mercer already summarized the 
difficulties 20 years ago: “emotion is hard to define, hard to operational-
ize, hard to measure, and hard to isolate from other factors” (Mercer, 
1996, p. 1). In order to develop theoretical arguments and in the absence 
of dedicated empirical studies, early IR emotion research has tended to 
overemphasize the insights gained from neuroscientific experiments. 
Though this trend seems less accurate today, Jeffery argues that emotion 
researchers still rely much “on recent findings in the neurosciences to bol-
ster their arguments” (Jeffery, 2014, p. 584).

In this regard, many IR researchers have built on social scientific meth-
ods—from experiments to classical forms of discourse analysis—to account 
for emotions without completely breaking the discipline’s focus on cogni-
tive frames of analysis. More recently, following the call to “supplement 
social scientific approaches with modes of analysis stemming from the 
humanities” (Bleiker & Hutchison, 2007, p. 4), IR emotion research has 
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seen a growing trend to turn to methodologies that borrow extra- 
disciplinary tools and techniques of data collection and analysis.

These developments represent opportunities to reflect on at least four 
questions:

• How can researchers create meaning around emotional 
phenomena?

• What aspects may be ‘lost’ in doing so?
• To what extent should researchers adapt available methods to the 

study of emotions? And which existing methods might be particu-
larly appropriate?

• How much interdisciplinarity is necessary to capture the specific 
ontological character of emotions?

These issues relate in turn to fundamental questions about the kind of 
research scholars want to do, write, publish and teach. In this regard, this 
volume highlights the methodological challenges and opportunities result-
ing from diverging theoretical positions in concrete research projects as an 
avenue for stimulating an overdue scholarly debate.

IDENTIFYING SIX KEY METHODOLOGICAL CHALLENGES

Although a substantial debate on methodologies for the study of emotions 
is still nascent, it is useful to highlight the disagreements and problems 
current scholarship is facing. We identify six key methodological chal-
lenges, which relevance for the individual researcher may vary, depending 
on the theoretical and empirical scope of the concrete research project. 
The first two represent general methodological challenges referring to the 
forms of knowledge emotion researchers aim to produce: aiming for gen-
eralizability or the insider’s view; and adapting traditional methods and/
or borrowing methods from neighboring disciplines. The following four 
challenges refer to practical methodological issues linked to the operation-
alization of emotions: narrowing down the variety of emotional phenom-
ena in a concrete research project; negotiating the mediated character of 
emotions; clarifying the level(s) or site(s) of analysis; accounting for 
 emotions’ different temporalities. While we distinguish these six issues for 
didactic purposes, yet they are closely interrelated. For each issue, we dis-
cuss the main scholarly positions and stress their implications in terms of 
research desiderata, opportunities and limits.
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Generalizing Versus Accounting for the Insider’s View

The first issue resides in the potential tension between two criteria: sys-
tematically generating knowledge on emotions in international politics 
and accounting for emotions as authentically as possible. The first crite-
rion refers, for instance, to whether it is possible to generalize, that is, to 
extend research findings to a broader research context and/or transfer 
research findings from one research context to another (see Heller, Chap. 
4 and Sangar et  al., Chap. 8 in this volume). Generalizability rests on 
causal relationships and implies some degree of measurement and quanti-
fication. The social and cultural environment of the specific phenomenon 
under study is typically taken into account as a ‘variable’ which defines the 
characteristics of a whole class of objects to which statements from the 
specific phenomenon under study can be transferred. Conversely, the sec-
ond criterion prioritizes capturing the intrinsic complexity of the emo-
tional phenomenon at stake. It means being concerned with how to try 
and render the emotions of the researched as closely as possible. Beyond 
this, it also calls for self-reflexivity and transparency about the role of the 
researcher’s emotions in the production of the research insights (see 
Reeves, Chap. 5).

The extent to which emotion research can—or even should—satisfy 
both criteria remains contested. Both positions are difficult to maintain in 
their ideal forms. For Bleiker and Hutchison, “emotions cannot be quan-
tified, nor can they easily be measured, even in qualitative terms” (2008, 
p. 125). Similarly, authentic accounts of emotions might not be a realistic 
goal to achieve since “the inner feelings of a person cannot easily be known 
or even communicated authentically. The same is the case with emotions 
that are shared by communities” (Bleiker & Hutchison, 2008, p. 126). 
The challenge or opportunity here is thus to propose alternative criteria or 
standards of reference to evaluate the quality of empirical analysis in emo-
tion research.

Adapting Traditional Methods Versus Borrowing Methods 
from Neighboring Disciplines

The second challenge relates to whether it is sufficient to rely on methods 
traditionally used in IR research, or if emotion researchers need to adapt 
and repurpose such methods, or if they need to borrow methods from 
other disciplines. After all, methods usually relied upon in IR research 
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originated in studies that did not address emotions and/or were explicitly 
averse to their study. Moreover, the search for appropriate methods of data 
collection and evaluation is not merely a question of practical tools but is 
closely related to the researchers’ conceptualizations of emotional phe-
nomena. For instance, if one conceives of emotions primarily as affects of 
the individual body, which largely elude cognition, methods such as tex-
tual analysis—as useful as they might be for other approaches to emo-
tions—would not have much methodological relevance, compared, for 
instance, to phenomenological or auto-ethnographical approaches.

The chapters discuss and problematize these links between ontological, 
epistemological and theoretical views on emotions and their empirical 
exploration. Most stress the need to at least adapt methods used tradition-
ally in IR to render them more emotion-sensitive (see, for instance, 
Koschut, Chap. 12). Some argue that the study of emotions in IR requires 
incorporating methods of inquiry that were developed and are more com-
mon in neighboring disciplines, such as visual analysis (Schlag, Chap. 9), 
(auto)ethnography (Reeves, Chap. 5), historical-sociological analysis 
(Wasinski, Chap. 7) or psychoanalysis (Ringmar, Chap. 2). Others still 
present methodologies arguing for a combination of both, complement-
ing traditional social scientific methods with humanities-oriented methods 
(van Hoef, Chap. 3; Heller, Chap. 4; Sangar et al., Chap. 8; Reinke de 
Buitrago, Chap. 13). The contributions thus present a variety of method-
ological options and illustrate best the extent to which the study of emo-
tions will benefit from a lively debate on methodology alongside the effort 
to gain theoretical depth and sophistication.

Narrowing Down the Variety of Emotional Phenomena

The third challenge concerns how to capture specific emotional phenom-
ena within a concrete research project. It is not realistic to account for all 
emotional phenomena that might come into play over a defined period or 
even in the context of a specific event. Consequently, emotion researchers 
select certain emotions to focus on and hence operate distinctions between 
emotion expressions across time as well as across cultural and social space. 
In this regard, some argue that it is useful to isolate specific or ‘discrete’ 
emotions (such as anger or joy) and observe them separately, for instance, 
to analyze their relationship to specific types of behavior (Bially Mattern, 
2014; McDermott, 2004). Others contend that they cannot be isolated 
and should be treated, as Ross suggest, as ‘mixed emotions’, complex 
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‘affective energies’ or ‘public moods’ (Ross, 2006). Indeed, if one con-
ceives emotional stimuli as mutually interdependent, it makes little sense 
to develop methodologies to empirically detect instances of specific emo-
tions. Rather, holistic approaches would seem more appropriate to pro-
vide thick descriptions of emotional states, situated in time and space.

On the other hand, if the aim is to account for the potential impact of 
discrete (evolving) emotions within political processes, researchers might 
try, for analytical purposes, to disentangle emotional phenomena by creat-
ing ideal-typical categories of emotion (van Hoef, Chap. 3; Wolf, Chap. 
10; Heller, Chap. 4). Though this means addressing difficult questions 
about the impact of specific emotions in causal processes (Bially Mattern, 
2014), it allows researchers, for instance, to trace certain practices in inter-
national politics back to ‘institutionalized emotions’ (Crawford, 2014) or 
even to the institutional repression of emotions (see Wasinski, Chap. 7). In 
this regard, it might be particularly fruitful to increase triangulation 
through the use of multiple methods and/or of multiple materials in order 
to compare and potentially aggregate insights (Schlag, Chap. 9; Reinke de 
Buitrago, Chap. 13). Admittedly, triangulation might seem challenging in 
IR, when sources of empirical material are scarce and access to interviews 
and participant observation often limited. Yet researchers are considering 
increasingly diverse sources, from architecture, art, to social media (see the 
discussion by Reeves, Chap. 5).

Negotiating the Mediated Character of Emotions

Closely linked to this, the fourth challenge relates to the mediated charac-
ter of emotions. Accessing emotions’ authentic dimension might be a 
mirage, especially considering that the relationship between emotions and 
the ‘rational mind’ (Mercer, 2006) is not unequivocal. Emotions might 
frame what we perceive as our ‘rational’ interests (Fierke, 2006). In turn, 
the rational mind might to a certain extent re-orient emotional reactions. 
In other words, IR researchers cannot easily determine whether emotions 
are ‘genuine’ or ‘filtered’ through other—social or individual—instances 
(Fierke, 2014). For most authors in this volume, researchers thus ought to 
focus on what is displayed, communicated, represented and perceived by 
actors (see, for instance, the arguments by Delori, Chap. 6; Sangar et al., 
Chap. 8; Eroukhmanoff and Teles Fazendeiro, Chap. 11; Koschut, Chap. 
12). In this regard, a focus on the interplay between the represented and 
the perceived or interpreted seems particularly promising.
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Analyzing emotions via externally displayed behavior is not unproblem-
atic though (Åhäll & Gregory, 2013). Ross, for instance, is skeptical about 
this research strand’s capacity to “capture their [i.e. emotions] depth and 
intensity” (Ross, 2006, p.  201). Affect theorists sometimes even argue 
that affective phenomena are beyond representation (Hutchison & Bleiker, 
2014). As immediate bodily experience and mediated representations of 
emotions may differ, some contributors in this volume try to integrate 
both perspectives and account for potential empirical differences between 
bodily experiences and representations.

Clarifying the Level(s) or Site(s) of Analysis

The next, related challenge consists in clarifying the level(s) or sites of 
analysis within a specific research project. If researchers cannot reduce the 
conceptual complexity of both collective emotional representations and 
their individual manifestations in and through the body (Ahmed, 2004), 
what are the best ways of capturing their interactions empirically? Should 
researchers approach this interaction as a ‘top-down’ dynamic, where 
powerful actors and institutions might shape collective and individual 
emotional representations, or rather as a ‘bottom-up’ dynamic, where 
emotional stimuli at the individual level shape protest and/or institutional 
politics (see the different positions by Schlag, Chap. 9 and Delori, Chap. 
6)? Conceptualizations that consider emotions as co-dependent on indi-
vidual and social dynamics need to either adapt hermeneutical approaches 
that have been developed in the humanities, or combine social scientific 
approaches with insights from (social) psychology and the neurosciences. 
Beyond this, some scholars invite to caution when operationalizing indi-
vidual and group dynamics. McDermott rightly points out that it is not 
clear that individuals’ identification with a group “renders [them] subser-
vient to the group in the generation of emotions” (McDermott, 2014, 
p. 559). Researchers should also be cautious to avoid regarding all collec-
tives in the same homogenizing light (Reus-Smit, 2014), as some 
 collectives provide more conducive contexts and structures for the emer-
gence of shared emotions than others (see, for instance, the argument by 
Sangar et al., Chap. 8, on patriarchal contexts).

Accounting for Emotions’ Different Temporalities

Lastly, the temporal character of emotions constitutes a challenge that has 
not received enough attention in IR research so far. Should researchers 
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think of emotions as only ‘short-lived’, as argued by Ariffin (2016, p. 2), 
and if this is the case, when do emotions change or disappear (Linklater, 
2014)? Or do specific emotions display some continuity over time? 
Scholars working on resentment (Frijda, 2008; Petersen, 2002; Wolf, 
Chap. 10; 2015) and on trauma and reconciliation (Bell, 2006; Brounéus, 
2008; Edkins, 2002; Fierke, 2006; Hutchison, 2010; Kelly, 2010; Resende 
& Budryte, 2014; Rosoux, 2014) point to the endurance of certain emo-
tional phenomena. Moreover, certain emotions appear to be more strongly 
linked to specific representations of time than others. For example, 
Murphy has argued that feelings of humiliation result not only from pres-
ent experiences but are linked to perceptions of ‘stolen futures’ (Murphy, 
2011). In another vein, scholarship using visual analysis has come up with 
innovative insights about analyzing separately (and comparing) the imme-
diate emotional impact of images and the medium- and long-term emo-
tional effects that might follow from perceived reactions to images (and 
not the images themselves) being debated (Schlag, Chap. 9; Hansen, 
2011). There is increasing work on how to access emotions’ temporal 
character and longer term impacts (van Hoef, Chap. 3; Hom, 2016; 
Solomon, 2014), as well as on how to uncover emotional continuities 
over time which help reassess established accounts in IR scholarship 
(Wasinski, Chap. 7; Eroukhmanoff and Teles Fazendeiro, Chap. 11). 
Research on emotion is strongly event- oriented so far, which bears the 
question of how to account for emotional phenomena ‘in-between’ events 
or under changing circumstances.

THE VOLUME’S GUIDING PRINCIPLES: PLURALITY 
AND PRACTICALITY

This volume does not provide definite answers to these key challenges but 
rather contributes to an open-ended debate on methodological limitations 
and opportunities. We expect increased attention to methodological issues 
to further establish emotion research as a dedicated field of study within 
the IR research community. In fact, earlier introductions of alternative 
paradigms in IR research have always been accompanied by a thorough 
debate about which phenomena should be studied and how they should be 
studied. The contributors to this volume believe that to further establish 
emotion as a research strand able to spark debate and produce cumulative 
knowledge, emotion researchers need to position themselves more openly 
as to whether the nature of emotional phenomena requires specific ways of 
producing knowledge.
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Plurality

We believe that researchers produce substantially different insights on the 
role of emotions in international politics depending on the methodologies 
they design and the methods they use. Our volume does not aim to pro-
vide a representative canon of methods for the study of emotions in IR, 
neither does it rely on hierarchical assumptions about methodological 
validity and reliability. Rather, the methodologies presented in the volume 
correspond to current trends in emotion scholarship, focusing mainly on 
representations of emotions in social discourse.2 The volume features 
methodological frameworks inspired by positivist and by interpretative 
traditions, using qualitative and/or quantitative methods of inquiry and 
situating the analysis in the interactions between micro, meso and/or 
macro levels. Furthermore, some chapters focus on the advantages and 
limits of specific methods, while others address the heuristic potential of 
interdisciplinary and mixed-methods frameworks. Finally, some chapters 
deal with classic IR themes, while others cover empirical phenomena 
going beyond traditional Western- and state-centric angles. The various 
methodological positions showcased in the volume are not necessarily 
compatible; the contributors’ effort to spell out their varied epistemologi-
cal, ontological, theoretical and methodological positions makes it possi-
ble to bring the chapters into discussion and offer a critique (see the 
concluding remarks by Bleiker and Hutchison, Chap. 14).

Furthermore, we expect the increased engagement with methodologi-
cal issues to benefit the quality of teaching curricula on as well as stu-
dents’ self-engagement with emotions in international politics. Most of 
the contributors to this volume have taught courses on emotions in inter-
national politics and have been confronted with the extra difficulty to 
transmit methodology on a topic for which methodological practices are 
very little debated, much less codified. Students proved to be very open 
to and often instinctively attracted by theories emphasizing emotional 
dynamics in IR, yet were deeply frustrated with the all too often glossing 
over the concrete research steps that had been undertaken by researchers. 
Not to mention how most were at a loss when asked to outline potential 
methodological ways to go about researching emotions in their final 
essays. This volume should serve as a source of inspiration and guidance 
for both lecturers interested in including emotions in their curricula and 
students looking for practical illustrations on ways to approach emotions 
empirically.
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Practicality

The methodological discussion within the volume unfolds in three ways: 
through the volume’s organization, via the similar chapter construction 
and by means of a conclusion in the form of a critical assessment which 
builds bridges between the introduction and the chapters. In the follow-
ing, we lay the emphasis on the chapters’ common composition. All con-
tributors followed a hands-on approach described in a uniform guideline. 
In each chapter, the contributors start by presenting their research ques-
tion, epistemological background and theoretical argument, clarifying 
from the outset how they understand and conceptualize emotions in their 
research. As these have strong implications for methodological choices, 
the contributors explain why they opted for a specific method or combina-
tion of methods. Following this, contributors elaborate on the specificities 
of the method(s) they chose, thereby making explicit what research- 
practical consequences these have in terms of material, indicators, catego-
ries, etc. Contributors that chose to combine two methods also explain 
what synergic effects were expected and how these methods are articu-
lated within their research framework. Thereafter, each contribution pres-
ents a concrete illustration or case study in order to exemplify the practical 
analytical steps deriving from the methodological framework. Finally, each 
chapter ends with a reflexive assessment of the advantages and limits of the 
proposed methodological approach. It points to what might be improved 
in further research and draws insights from this experience to present 
some recommendations for similar projects.

There is more than one way to read the volume, depending on research-
ers’ and students’ interests. Readers interested in specific methodological 
issues can consult the chapters referring to each of the six key issues flagged 
up in the introduction. To orient themselves more quickly, readers looking 
for a specific method can look up Table 1.1, which provides an overview 
of the chapters, as well as Table 1.2, which summarizes the advantages and 
limits of the method(s) used and some recommendation for future 
research. The short presentation of the chapters at the end of this intro-
duction guides the reader towards specific case studies or material types.

Finally, the type of material analyzed in this volume is accessible to stu-
dents. Its focus on accessibility makes the volume a precious resource to 
explore emotions in course exercises and research essays. Students are 
encouraged to be creative in the design of their own empirical analysis (e.g. 
by combining several tools), as well as rigorous in justifying their method-
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ological choices. In this regard, lecturers can use the volume as a manual 
for a dedicated course on emotions in international politics, or individual 
chapters to stimulate methodological reflection in more general IR courses.

STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK AND OVERVIEW 
OF THE CHAPTERS

The volume’s empirical chapters were grouped according to the research 
questions formulated by the authors, which can be subsumed under three 
generic types of research questions. The volume is thus structured in three 
parts, based on the analytical functions given to emotions:

 1. Their presence or absence can help explain the occurrence of some 
other phenomenon, such as the formation of perceptions or 
decision- making outcomes. Researchers not only seek to account 
for the presence (or absence) of emotions at the individual or collec-
tive level but also to analyze whether this presence (or absence) 
results in change that would not have occurred otherwise.

 2. They emerge or disappear following the actions and/or the dis-
courses of powerful political actors or institutions, who/which con-
tribute to impact the evocation or suppression of individual or 
collective emotional phenomena. Here emotions ‘have to be 
explained’ and the analysis focuses on power relations and institu-
tionalized mechanisms of control.

 3. They are inseparable from and hidden in larger dynamics of social 
discourse. Here, emotions are part and parcel of larger political dis-
courses and have to be analyzed hermeneutically, in context with 
other phenomena of social discourse.

Table 1.1 provides an overview, for each individual chapter, of the ana-
lytical function given to emotions (generic types of research question), 
how emotions are conceptualized, and which specific method(s) is/are 
featured.

In the following, we present each chapter briefly, summarizing its main 
characteristics and arguments. The first section features approaches which 
build on the ontological assumption that emotions—individual or collec-
tive—have an independent influence on politics.

Erik Ringmar conceives emotions as distinctively situated affects in the 
individual body and ontologically separate from the cognitive mind. For 
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Table 1.1 Overview of the types of research question, ontological position and 
method(s) per chapter

Empirical 
chapter #

Author(s) Analytical 
status of 

emotions in the 
chosen research 

question

Ontological 
focus in the 

chosen research 
question

Specific methods

2 Erik Ringmar What effects 
do emotions 
have on other 
empirical 
phenomena 
(such as 
perceptions or 
behavior)?

Affect in and 
through the 
body

Psychoanalytical 
phenomenology

3 Yuri van Hoef Affect in and 
through the 
body

Interpretative political 
science, biographical 
analysis

4 Regina Heller Social 
discourse

Comparative 
qualitative content 
analysis

5 Audrey Reeves Why and how 
are specific 
emotions used 
by political 
leaders and 
institutions?

Affect in and 
through the 
body/social 
discourse

Participant 
observation, 
auto-ethnography

6 Mathias Delori Social 
discourse

Interview analysis, 
Foucauldian discourse 
analysis

7 Christophe Wasinski Social 
discourse

Historical sociology, 
STS

8 Eric Sangar, Maéva 
Clément and 
Thomas Lindemann

Social 
discourse

Computer-assisted 
narrative analysis

9 Gabi Schlag How to detect 
the inseparable 
yet partly 
hidden role of 
emotions 
within larger 
discursive 
dynamics?

Affect in and 
through the 
body/social 
discourse

Multimodal analysis, 
visual analysis

10 Reinhard Wolf Affect in and 
through the 
body/social 
discourse

Discourse analysis

11 Clara Eroukhmanoff 
and Bernardo Teles 
Fazendeiro

Social 
discourse

Fusion of 
horizons, affective 
stylistics

12 Simon Koschut Social 
discourse

Emotion discourse 
analysis

13 Sybille Reinke de 
Buitrago

Social 
discourse

Qualitative content 
analysis, visual analysis
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him, emotions should be analyzed as phenomena sui generis and cannot be 
reduced to mere effects of social discourses. They can help us understand 
individuals’ perceptions of their environment. Ringmar demonstrates the 
potential of combining phenomenological and psychoanalytical approaches 
to construe more accurately the interaction between emotions, affect and 
international politics. Ringmar relies on Eugene Gendlin’s psychoanalyti-
cal notion of ‘focusing’ and shows how individuals develop a ‘feeling’ of 
the situation in which they find themselves, thus adapting their perception 
and resulting cognitive interpretations. He discusses the impact of such an 
approach for studying international politics.

Yuri van Hoef’s contribution focuses on how affects resulting from 
personal encounters can modify the perceptions and behavior of individual 
decision-makers. His analysis centers on those interpersonal interactions 
between state leaders that are characterized as friendships. Defining friend-
ship in international politics as an “emotional bond between individual 
politicians that influences their political actions”, van Hoef argues that 
emotions should also be operationalized as an interpersonal phenomenon: 
affection resulting from personal encounters of like-minded individuals 
can transcend distrust resulting from membership in different collective 
entities with diverging material interests. Using the relationship between 
British Prime Minister Winston Churchill and US President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt as an empirical case, van Hoef’s methodology combines  
Bevir and Rhodes’ interpretative political science with biographical analy-
sis to detect the impact of interpersonal emotions on foreign policy 
decision-making.

Analyzing the influence of anger on Russia’s foreign policy towards the 
West, Regina Heller is interested in how emotions resulting from per-
ceived misrecognition influence institutional discourse and policy-making. 
Emotions are thus conceptualized as social phenomena produced in inter-
subjective discourse, which, in turn, has policy effects that cannot solely be 
explained by rational interests. In her contribution, she demonstrates the 
analytical potential of qualitative content analysis, which combines the 
sensitiveness of qualitative discourse analysis with the reliability of classical 
content analysis. She contends that by building dictionaries of emotional 
attributes, metaphors and other semiotic structures, emotions can be 
detected reliably across a large number of documents produced by several 
actors. Heller illustrates this with a comparison of representations of anger 
in discourses produced by several Russian institutions during the Kosovo 
crisis of 1999 and the war against Georgia in 2008.
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The chapters of the second section conceptualize emotions primarily 
(albeit not necessarily exclusively) shaped by the actions and/or the dis-
courses of powerful actors and institutions.

Audrey Reeves opens the section of contributions which focus on the 
extent to which and why emotions may be used by political leaders and 
institutions. She pursues this argument from a post-structural position, 
emphasizing self-reflexivity and the need for the researcher to question 
and expose his/her position as a subjective observer of social reality. 
Reeves argues that researchers should use their own emotional experiences 
in everyday life as a source of insight. Her methodology draws on auto- 
ethnography to explore how the Imperial War Museum in London pro-
duces specific emotional reactions to representations of war on visitors, 
and triangulates her observations with impressions collected on the social 
website TripAdvisor. These observations allow her to identify how archi-
tectural designs facilitate the stimulation of emotional support for political 
narratives about legitimate and illegitimate warfare.

Mathias Delori makes a plea for conceiving emotions as a strictly socially 
constructed phenomenon and indeed for interpreting them as the result of 
institutional discourses motivated by hegemonic political interests. In his 
contribution, he presents semi-structured interviews as a useful tool to 
observe how Western airmen represent their emotional reactions to the act 
of killing. He argues that said representations can only be understood via 
the impact of institutionally constructed frames that facilitate selective 
compassion due to differential framings of suffering and death. By con-
necting the hermeneutic analysis of interviews to larger discursive frames 
of liberal warfare inspired by Judith Butler, he shows that the airmen’s 
bodily reaction to killing is thoroughly managed by institutional discourses 
disseminated through military doctrine.

Another perspective on how military institutions manage and manufac-
ture emotions is offered by Christophe Wasinski. He shows in his chapter 
how military strategists have historically attempted to make emotions 
‘irrelevant’ by promoting techno-centric representations of war through a 
‘strategic gaze’. He argues that in order to appear rational and to present 
feasible plans, strategists have removed emotional aspects from representa-
tions of war by employing specific cartographic narratives. By studying his-
torical texts written by strategists over the last millennium and using a 
historical-sociological approach inspired by Social and Technology Studies, 
he shows that the comparative analysis of historical documents can help 
detect the century-old continuity and transnational diffusion of the 
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 cartographic narratives which facilitate the neutralization of emotions such 
as compassion, fear but also hatred—and, as a result, dehumanize warfare.

The contribution by Eric Sangar, Maéva Clément and Thomas 
Lindemann relies as well on an understanding of emotions as socially con-
structed phenomena. They aim to understand how political leaders inscribe 
collective emotions, especially anger and compassion, in elaborate narra-
tives in order to justify the use of force. They introduce the ‘hero- protector 
narrative’ as a model to understand the relationship between collective 
emotions, morality and action. Their methodology consists in a computer- 
assisted narrative approach which combines narrative coding categories 
with systematic cross-case comparison. Drawing on a corpus of political 
speeches and statements around the 2003 invasion of Iraq, some advocat-
ing the use of force, others rejecting it, they demonstrate the cross-cultural 
relevance of the ‘hero-protector narrative’ in speech acts by actors seeking 
to gather support for the use of force.

The chapters in the third section follow an ontological approach which 
regards emotions as a phenomenon that is epistemologically interlinked 
with social discourse.

Gabi Schlag’s contribution argues that while images do have an imme-
diate emotional effect that goes far beyond the one resulting from texts, it 
does not mean that images alone can stimulate collective action and ulti-
mately change political decisions. Drawing on a case study of the image of 
Alan Kurdi and its reception, Schlag argues that without analyzing the 
immediacy of a picture together with its embeddedness in a larger dis-
course which continues to be shaped by power interests, it is impossible to 
assess its widespread and yet contradicting reception. She illustrates the 
potential synergies gained by combining visual analysis and a multimodal 
approach. Schlag shows how and why images such as Alan Kurdi’s may 
provoke strong individual emotions but nevertheless fail to mobilize large- 
scale political action at the institutional level.

Reinhard Wolf turns his attention to shared emotional attitudes which 
are reproduced in public discourse over time. Taking political ressenti-
ments as a case in point, he shows that such negative emotional stereotypes 
have a typical pattern. Wolf argues that discourse analysis is well-suited to 
uncover the articulations of cognitions, affective arousals and action ten-
dencies which form these patterns. He suggests a set of indicators to detect 
the emergence of resentment-based national discourses. He then illus-
trates his methodological reflection with a case study of the Syriza 
 administration’s discourse on Greek-German relations in the wake of the 
Greek sovereign debt crisis, focusing on ressentiments aimed at Germany.
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Clara Eroukhmanoff and Bernardo Teles Fazendeiro explore how 
researchers could turn the methodological difficulty of seizing emotions’ 
temporal character to their advantage. Combing Hans-Georg Gadamer’s 
aesthetic theory with the analytical method of ‘affective stylistics’ developed 
by Stanley Fish, they suggest a methodology which allows to detect the 
underlying temporal specificities of emotional representations. In Gadamer’s 
epistemological concept of a ‘fusion of horizons’, multiple temporal perspec-
tives are placed in dialogue with one another, thus enabling the detection of 
hidden continuities in emotional representations, which would otherwise 
remain undiscovered by approaches focusing on specific events. Emotional 
representations are seen as being embedded in socially constructed, relatively 
stable traditions of discourse. Drawing on the US discourse on Afghanistan 
before and after the 9/11 attacks, the authors demonstrate the usefulness of 
this method as they uncover temporal similarities in the emotional represen-
tation of Afghanistan in the imaginary of US political leaders.

Simon Koschut’s contribution also argues that emotions should be con-
ceived as an integral part of discourse, the relevance of which is sometimes 
hidden. He calls for methodological innovation in textual analysis in order to 
account more accurately for such emotional dynamics integrated into dis-
course. He presents a methodological framework called ‘Emotion Discourse 
Analysis’, which includes tools to systematically map and compare discursive 
utterings of emotions. He subsequently applies this framework to the emo-
tional underpinnings of NATO’s discourse towards Russia after the annexa-
tion of Crimea in 2014. More than the ‘cold’ meaning of the chosen 
vocabulary, he argues that it is the subtle emotional associations in discourse 
that mark the profound shift towards an antagonistic representation of Russia.

Sybille Reinke de Buitrago’s argument is about the intrinsic links 
between emotions in social discourse and the construction of self- identities 
and perceptions of the other. Looking at the construction of the percep-
tion of Iran within US security discourses around the 2015 nuclear agree-
ment, she highlights the impact of emotions on US representations of the 
self and the other. Collective emotions shape representations at the soci-
etal level which in turn influence the perceptions of decision-makers. To 
empirically demonstrate the interdependence of societal and policy dis-
courses, she combines visual analysis of cartoons with qualitative content 
analysis of official documents. She thus argues in favor of combining 
methods of qualitative analysis to assess the role of emotions in the making 
of collective representations in the policy-society nexus.

Table 1.2 summarizes each chapter’s methodological proposition, its 
advantages, limits and how it could be further improved.
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NOTES

1. As an interdisciplinary field of study, International Relations is understood 
here in its broadest sense. It does not merely refer to relations among states 
or political entities at large, but also to politics against or beyond the state 
which has transnational dimensions and impacts. Consequently, IR as a con-
cept is used, throughout the volume, interchangeably with international 
politics, world politics and global politics.

2. While we recognize the insights gained through psychological experimenta-
tion (for instance, in the work of McDermott), the volume is made primarily 
for a broad readership for whom experimental work and the resources it 
demands is not a realistic option.
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CHAPTER 2

Eugene Gendlin and the Feel of International 
Politics

Erik Ringmar

The social sciences have always had an anti-emotional bias. Emotions have 
been regarded as aberrations and as unfortunate deviations from a ratio-
nalistic norm; emotions are what women have, lower-class people or for-
eigners. Yet as we now know, everything we do is couched in terms of 
affect. Emotions are not an afterthought or an add-on, but they are there 
right from the start, coloring everything we do, setting the parameters for 
what we remember and plan and making each situation into a situation of 
a specific kind. Emotions tell us what things are and what they mean. 
International politics provides plenty of examples. People express love for 
their fatherlands, hate of their enemies, fear during wars, terror in the face 
of terrorist attacks and anxiety about the consequences of globalization. 
Take away the emotions, and there will be little international politics left 
(Bleiker & Hutchison, 2008, pp. 115–135; Crawford, 2000, pp. 116–156; 
Fierke, 2014; Hutchison & Bleiker, 2014, pp. 491–514).

However, acknowledging the importance of emotions is only the first 
step. We also have to say what emotions are and how they can be studied. 
We need theories and we need a methodology. Yet the vocabulary of affect 
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is hopelessly confused. “Emotions” are often used interchangeably with 
“feelings” and with “moods,” and there is little consensus among psy-
chologists, physiologists, brain scientists and philosophers regarding what 
these terms refer to. The social scientists who have weighed in on the 
subject have added to the confusion by intimating that emotions are noth-
ing but “social constructions.” That culture has an influence on emotions 
is certain, but we know that they have a biological basis too. Emotions 
concern our bodies at least as much as our minds. Indeed, emotions are 
lodged in our bodies before they are registered by our minds and this is 
the very reason why they come to determine the perimeters for what we 
regard as the meaningful. At long last, yet so far with some trepidation, 
students of international politics are reaching the same conclusions 
(Brown, 2013, pp. 435–454; Neumann, 2014, pp. 330–350; Ringmar, 
2016, pp. 101–125).

Phenomenology provides a specific way of investigating emotions and 
psychologists of a phenomenological bent address a range of conditions 
that involve affective states (Giorgi, 1970; Jager, 1989, pp.  217–231; 
Wertz, 2009, pp. 394–411). Emotions, to a phenomenologist, have their 
origin in the body and not in the mind; or rather, they originate in the 
interaction between our bodies and the situations in which they find them-
selves (Johnstone, 2012, pp. 179–200; Cf. Ringmar, 2017a). It follows that 
emotions only can be defined as an aspect of a person’s experience of a 
particular environment. Indeed, emotions are not “things” and psychology 
is not about “the mental,” since no distinction can be made between the 
thinking subject and the objective world. Such a holistic perspective, phe-
nomenological psychologists will tell us, avoids many of the riddles—including 
the mythology of an “unconscious”—which traditional psychology has cre-
ated. Regarding research methods, phenomenological psychology empha-
sizes precognitive, embodied, experiences—emotions arise as phenomena 
in our experience of being in the world.

One prominent example of a phenomenological psychologist is Eugene 
T. Gendlin. Born in Vienna in 1926, Gendlin received a PhD in philoso-
phy from the University of Chicago in 1958, but he also worked closely 
with Carl Rogers, one of the founding fathers of American psychotherapy 
(Cf. Gendlin, 1988, pp.  127–128; Ikemi, 2005, pp.  31–42). Gendlin 
taught in both the departments of philosophy and psychology at Chicago 
until his retirement in 1995 and he also maintained a psychotherapy prac-
tice on the side. To the general public, he is best known as the person 
behind “Focusing,” a program with distinct New Age overtones which 
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currently is relied on by thousands of dedicated practitioners around the 
world.1 The purpose of this chapter is to briefly introduce Gendlin’s work 
and to show how it might help us think about the role of emotions in 
social life in general and in international politics in particular. What we will 
try to do is to put the actors of international politics on Gendlin’s couch 
and make them talk about their emotions, following his phenomenologi-
cal method.

GENDLIN ON THE FELT SENSE

Gendlin’s phenomenology of affect is organized around a sharp distinc-
tion between feelings and emotions. Feelings are about how things feel. 
We feel things with our five senses to be sure, but we also have a general-
ized feeling for the whole of the situation in which we find ourselves. 
Gendlin calls this the “felt sense”. The felt sense is not a result of an inter-
pretation and it does not require conscious ratiocination. Instead, a felt 
sense is automatically and imperceptibly arrived at, and it is our bodies 
rather than our minds that are in charge. Think of it as “[a] bodily aware-
ness of a situation or person or event. An internal aura that encompasses 
everything you feel and know about the given subject at a given time.” Or 
“[t]hink of it as a taste, if you like, or a great musical chord that makes you 
feel a powerful impact, a big round unclear feeling” (Gendlin, 2003b, 
p. 32). In a lecture Gendlin provides an example (d’Orsogna, 2000). As a 
student at the University of Chicago, he participated in a study which 
asked questions about the impact that therapists have on their clients. The 
assumption was that this impact was strong, but preciously little evidence 
of the effects could be found using traditional survey methods. Then 
Gendlin thought about his own experiences as a client and remembered 
what took place as he was about to enter the room of his therapist. 
Standing outside the door, hesitant to knock, he gathered himself, pre-
pared himself, set himself in a certain frame of mind. This, he came to 
realize, was where it all was happening. It was in this felt sense that the 
terms of the subsequent interaction between the therapist and the client 
were laid out.

It seems difficult to explain, Gendlin admits, but some way or another 
our bodies are able to make sense of situations without directly involving 
our conscious minds. There are a number of mechanisms at work here 
(Gendlin, 1991, pp. 15–29). Most obviously, our bodies are designed for 
interacting with their environment, and information about the environment 
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is for that reason implicit already in our body’s structure. From the bone of 
a prehistoric animal, one can infer not only the whole of its body but also 
the whole of its environment and what its body did in this environment. 
Our hands and feet are not only body parts but they have implications, as it 
were; there are things that they want to do. Besides, there are entire reper-
toires of largely instinctive behavior associated with basic activities such as 
feeding, sleeping, mating and child-rearing (Gendlin, 1991, p. 16). On top 
of these instinctive routines, there are habitual routines. In the course of our 
lives, our bodies develop ever better ways of coping with any number of 
standardized situations. Since our bodies are in charge, we do not have to 
explicitly think about how to walk upstairs, open doors and throw balls. So 
when unexpected situations occasionally come up, our habits can usually be 
adapted to fit the new circumstances (Gallagher, 1986, pp. 541–554; Noë, 
2009, pp. 97–128). Put an ant on an oily surface and you will see instincts 
enabling the body to adapt to a new environment.

Recent work in neuroscience adds another mechanism. As the neuro-
scientist Antonio Damasio argues, everything that happens to us through-
out our lives is given an emotional weight, a certain feeling tone. Damasio 
refers to these weights as “somatic markers” (Damasio, 1994, 
pp. 165–201). When we recall something, what we retrieve are not only 
the images associated with the event in question but also the feeling tones. 
Think about Marcel Proust eating his madeleines. Suddenly the spongy 
texture of a shell-shaped bun, together with a newly pressed sailor-suit, the 
dangling of tiny legs, the smell of coffee—combine to recreate the mem-
ory of a visit to a fashionable café as a child in the last century. Yet the 
memory not only is a certain way, it feels a certain way. Such madeleine 
effects, we can argue, are not necessarily the properties of individuals but 
can be shared by many individuals, even by societies at large. A culture 
contains all the associations that people in a society connect with a certain 
object, creature, place or situation; everything we ever read or heard said 
about an item; all the lore and the history; what we have seen in movies, 
newspapers and in nightmares (Gendlin, 1991, p.  16). All of these 
 associations are stored away in the recesses of our minds, and although 
much of it is cognitive material, it is also labeled by somatic markers.

The result is that our bodies are far more knowledgeable than we are. 
Put in another way,  we consist of far more than our conscious minds. 
Gendlin refers to this as an “excess” (Gendlin, 2004, pp. 127–151, 2009, 
pp. 147–161). There is an excess of embodied meanings which we usually 
never make explicit. No matter how long we talk or how fancy the 
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 metaphors we employ, the felt sense will not be exhausted. Somehow or 
another, words are simply the wrong medium for conveying feelings 
(Gendlin, 1992a, p. 344, 2003a, pp. 100–115). To some, this unsaid and 
unsayable surplus may be understood as a spiritual realm, and for Freudians 
it is the realm of the unconscious. For Gendlin, it is simply the inevitable 
consequence of the fact that we have bodies that have lived and are alive 
(Gendlin, 1978, p. 10). And yet, we still need words. After all, it is only 
with the help of words that we can talk about things. Psychological theo-
ries, drawn from any of the different schools that exist, provide an exam-
ple. Psychologists like to talk and, as Gendlin implies, they often talk too 
much. While psychological theorizing is necessary, it leaves next to every-
thing unsaid. “Feeling without further symbolization are blind, (and sym-
bols alone are empty)” (Gendlin, 1978, p. 23).

The felt sense has a large number of implications, creating networks of 
entailments that spread far and wide. “A body isn’t only an is; it is an is 
and implies further” (Gendlin, 1992b, p. 203; Gendlin in Heuman, 2011, 
p. 107). To feel hungry implies eating, and eating implies food, digestion 
and defecation; food, in turn, implies shopping and food preparation; 
food preparation implies kitchens, refrigerators and stoves … and so on ad 
infinitum (Gendlin, 1973, pp. 371–372). In much the same way, our hab-
its are stored in our bodies as sequences of actions which all imply each 
other (Cf. James, 1890, pp. 114–115). Thus if we start to do one thing, 
we will quite automatically go on to do the next. Some of these sequences 
can be very elaborate indeed—as when a violinist learns how to play an 
entire concerto by heart. Feeling tones imply each other, too. It is through 
the felt sense that things are associated in our minds, and the memory of 
one thing quite automatically triggers another.

By exploring these implications, a whole world can be deduced. But 
this is never a question of merely applying a set of preexisting rules. 
Instead, as we follow the implications of the felt sense, new and unex-
pected implications will come into view. “Our bodies can total up years of 
all kinds of experience, and at any moment give us something new, a new 
more intricate step” (Gendlin, 1992b, p. 206). Imagine, for example, that 
you are an artist working on a painting or a poet writing a poem (Gendlin, 
1992a, p. 348). The work is not yet complete, something is missing. You 
add something, but you realize right away that it is not quite what you 
were looking for (Gendlin, 1992b, pp. 198–201). It does not feel right. 
So you try again, making new additions, until you are satisfied. When all 
the necessary implications have been deduced, and they all feel right, the 
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painting or the poem is finished. Throughout this creative process, it is the 
felt sense which guides us. The felt sense is carrying us forward and allow-
ing us to say something new.

This, Gendlin explains, is essentially a metaphorical process (Gendlin, 
1995, pp. 1–2; Cf. Johnson, 1997). In a metaphor two systems of implica-
tions are suddenly, and perhaps unexpectedly, brought together. Metaphors 
are always literally false—a relationship, for example, is not really “at a 
crossroad” or “off the rails”—and yet we make sense of such language by 
letting the felt sense that we associate with relationships interact with the 
felt sense that we associate with journeys. By creatively exploring the con-
nections between these two systems of implications, we come up with new 
ways of talking, but also with new ways of feeling. It is as though we have 
discovered a new world. Alternatively, we can explore the metaphors we 
take for granted, looking for unexpected implications. In this way, the felt 
sense can provide opportunities for criticism and political dissent (Levin, 
1994, p. 350; Cf. Ringmar, 2007, pp. 188, 203–207).

This is how Gendlin’s discussion of the felt sense takes him to a philoso-
phy of language (Levin, 1997). The felt sense and language are closely 
related, he says, since language is based on the body. It is not that we make 
up words which we apply to the world but instead, language is inherent in 
the world, and as we explore the implications of the felt sense, this lan-
guage is gradually revealing itself (Gendlin, 1978, p. 9). The body is the 
conduit of language, as it were. The implications demand to be spoken 
much as our hands and our feet demand to be used in a particular fashion. 
And what demands to be spoken, demands to be first verbalized and lis-
tened to (Cf. Hatab, 1994, p. 368; Johnson, 2008, pp. 86–110; Rosen, 
2000). Many of these verbalizations may be obscure, and they may sound 
funny, and many people will not understand them, but, says Gendlin, since 
they clearly are related to existing ways of speaking, we will not misunder-
stand them either. When prompted by the quizzical looks of our interlocu-
tors, we get a chance to say more (Gendlin in Heuman, 2011, p. 109).

ON THE THERAPIST’S COUCH: FEELINGS

Eugene Gendlin is not only a philosopher but also a practicing psycho-
therapist. He is not only interested in what feelings are and how they 
work, he also wants to help people deal with the problems that their feel-
ings may cause. Often we simply do not understand ourselves and our 
reactions; we have problems dealing with situations and with other people; 
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we get stressed out for no reason, or anxious or depressed. What we need 
to do in these situations, Gendlin suggests, is to explore the felt sense. It 
is in the felt sense that all of our cognitive activities arise—our emotions, 
our reflections, plans, hopes and fears (Gendlin, 1992a, p.  347; cf. 
Stanghellini & Rosfort, 2013, pp. 3–8). For this reason, it is here that the 
solutions to our psychological problems can be found. Somehow or 
another the felt sense must be accessed and once accessed it must be 
rearranged.

Gendlin is well aware of the difficulties we run up against here. A felt 
sense is not the kind of thing which we can study explicitly or even pay 
direct attention to. In fact, a felt sense is not a thing. “People rarely have 
a felt sense,” Gendlin admits.

We usually act and speak sentiently, but without stopping to let that sen-
tience come to us as a datum of inner attention. We attend to the people, 
and the things. Inwardly there are emotions, thoughts, images and memo-
ries, usually not a felt sense. (Gendlin, 1991, p. 16)

A felt sense is a medium, we might say, not a content. As such it allows our 
emotions, reactions, perceptions and thoughts to arise, but it is itself opaque. 
Much as the eye, the felt sense allows us to see but it cannot itself be seen. 
Yet we are not completely at a loss. There are techniques we can rely on, and 
the principal technique which Gendlin advocates is what he calls “focusing” 
(Friedman, 2003, pp. 31–42; Gendlin, 1991, p. 16; Heuman, 2011).

What you focus on above all is how you are feeling; that is, how your 
body finds itself in the world (Gendlin, 1978, p. 2). Yet the question “how 
do you feel?” is itself quite vague and it is not always clear how to answer. 
But if we go to our bodies, Gendlin suggests, there is bound to be some-
thing there, something worth exploring, however murky and indistinct. The 
body knows the whole of each situation, in far greater detail than our minds, 
and this embodied knowledge will present itself to us as long as we remain 
patient (Gendlin, 2003b, pp. vii–viii). Focusing is the method by which we 
gradually come to clarify this feeling and learn to follow its implications.

For example, if you feel some excitement or some opposition or some dis-
comfort, go to the quality. The first thing you get on this felt sense is just a 
quality, and you won’t even know what to call it. You have to say it’s “ugh” 
or it’s uncomfortable, or it’s “something important is happening in here and 
I don’t know what, but I can feel it.” (Heuman, 2011, p. 106)
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Gendlin presents us with a focusing manual in six steps (Gendlin, 2003b, 
pp. 51–64). First we need to clear a space where we can sit quietly and 
return to our bodies. Next we try to get in touch with the felt sense, wait-
ing for it, even if it takes time to appear. Then we look for what Gendlin 
refers to as a “handle”—a word or image which resonates perfectly with 
what the body tells us—perhaps something like “tight,” “sticky,” “scary,” 
“stuck,” “heavy,” “jumpy.” Next we test the accuracy of the handle by 
asking questions. Eventually the felt sense will stir and from this stirring 
answers will begin to appear (Gendlin in Heuman, 2011, p. 45). “Is this 
what the feeling is like?” asks the therapist. “No,” says the client, “that is 
not quite it. What I meant to say is….” “I see,” says the therapist, “but 
there might also be this and that, no?” “Yes,” the client will acknowledge, 
“but you have to take into consideration that….” Prodded by the analyst 
in this fashion, the felt sense starts to speak, often in unexpected meta-
phors. Drawing one implication after another, we learn more and more, 
and all the while the client checks each step and statement against the felt 
sense . Eventually, with some luck, the client will experience a feeling of 
having arrived at a stopping point. The body shifts, it feels differently. The 
client exhales and says “OK, now I get it….”

At the same time Gendlin is careful not to present focusing as a full- 
fledged therapy. Instead it is best practiced together with other techniques 
(Gendlin, 1978, pp. 20–21). Actually, he suggests, it is through a process 
of focusing that all clients are helped regardless of whichever therapy they 
follow. Focusing helps since it allows us to lift a problem out of its old 
context and insert it into a new one. We put an issue in a place where it no 
longer hurts, where it no longer makes trouble for us or forces us to react 
in a strange and disruptive manner. Mere understanding is never going to 
be enough here; it is not enough to simply expose the problem and to put 
it into words. We must rebel against the dictatorship of cognition. In order 
to feel better, we need to feel differently. We must learn to explore new and 
unexpected implications, break old patterns of thought and acquire new 
habits. This is not a quick fix to be sure but the consequences are self-
transforming. The self is transformed since its body feels different.

ON THE THERAPIST’S COUCH: EMOTIONS

Let us think about emotions next. Emotions too, Gendlin explains, are a 
matter of feelings, but at the same time emotions feel quite differently 
than a felt sense. A felt sense, we said, is diffuse, vague and difficult to put 
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into words, but emotions are only too obvious, not least since many of 
them take the form of visible physiological changes. Emotions make our 
hearts beat, our knees tremble, and they give us stomach cramps. Emotions 
are also far more focused, far narrower, than the felt sense. While the felt 
sense is broad and in the background, emotions make us zero in on spe-
cific details, blinding us to everything else. When we are emoting, we 
know it, and others do too since emotions are in your face and in the face 
of others.

Think about how animals react. Whether animals can be said to have 
emotions is debated but cats that fight certainly seem to be angry and cats 
that purr seem to be content. And yet, as far as we know, emotions in 
animals concern only a “readiness potential,” a readiness, that is, to act in 
a certain fashion (Panksepp & Watt, 2011, pp. 387–396). What a human 
would call “anger” is thus an animal’s readiness to fight, and what a human 
would call “fear” is an animal’s readiness to flee. Human beings are ani-
mals too of course, and our emotions too have a readiness potential. For 
example: if we suddenly come upon a bear in the forest, we might quite 
automatically try to escape (James, 1994, pp.  205–210; Lange, 1922, 
pp. 33–92). We react instantaneously and before we have time to think 
about the matter, and it is only later, once we already are running, that we 
get scared. It is easy to see why such physiological immediacy has been 
favored by biological evolution.

When animals emote—if that is what they do—they always display the 
same, more or less identical, behavioral patterns, and the same can be said 
for humans, too, as long as we are talking about emotions understood as 
readiness potential (Gendlin, 1973, pp. 370–371). As most authors on the 
subject make clear, there is only a relatively small set of basic emotions. 
Although the list varies somewhat, the most commonly mentioned  emotions 
are anger, fear, disgust, contempt, triumph, joy, sadness, jealousy, surprise 
and awe (Ekman, 1992, pp. 169–200; Russell, 1991, pp. 426–450). These 
basic emotions are expressed in a standardized set of behaviors, and the 
behavior we find in humans is in fact not that different from the behavior of 
animals. Thus, anger results in tense muscles, quickened breath and con-
torted facial muscles, and sadness implies tears, listlessness, downcast eyes 
and so on (Gendlin, 1973, p. 374). It is because the physical manifestations 
are standardized in this way that we can recognize emotions as the same 
from one person to the next, or across disparate contexts and cultures.

But—and this is crucial—in addition to these physiological changes, 
human beings represent emotions to themselves (Gendlin, 1973, p. 384; 
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cf. Lewis & Todd, 2005, pp. 210–235). This is not something animals do, 
and the representation is what turns the readiness potential into an emo-
tion properly speaking. We represent the emotion by imagining scenarios 
for ourselves (Gendlin, 1973, pp. 373–377). The scenario describes our-
selves, who we are and what we want, which situation we are in, the 
people with whom we interact and what our relations to them are. This 
scenario may apply to a situation which is right before us, but it can also 
apply to a situation that is remembered or as anticipated. We find our-
selves not in a certain situation, rather in our representation of a certain 
situation, and it is in relation to this representation that we react. As a 
result, we are often in a position to repress our emotions or to express 
them in some alternative manner (Gendlin, 1973, pp. 375–377). We can 
also experience the emotion apart from the situation, and whenever we 
imagine the scenario, we are likely to experience the emotion again. These 
representations, says Gendlin, are constructed by means of the felt sense 
and they draw on its various implications (Gendlin, 1978, p. 10; Heuman, 
2011, p.  45). People will represent things differently in their minds 
depending both on their personal experiences and on the society in which 
they live. As a result, although the readiness potential is expressed in much 
the same fashion across contexts and societies, emotions are expressed in 
culturally distinct ways, and also differently from one person to the other 
(Gendlin, 1973, pp.  379–380). Consequently, emotions come to feel 
quite differently too.

Our emotional reactions, or a lack thereof, are an important reason 
why we might seek the help of a psychotherapist. We react unpredictably 
and uncontrollably; we get angry, scared, anxious or sad for no reason 
or for reasons which we cannot quite understand. We seek professional 
help since we want to stop the emotional reactions from hurting us and 
from hurting others. This is where focusing comes in. It is by trying to 
uncover the felt sense that we can hope to understand why we imagine 
a certain scenario in a certain fashion. Focusing helps us lift out the 
emotion, as it were, and place it in a new context where it feels quite 
differently. Or perhaps focusing can help us create more robust routines 
that do not break down so easily and thereby never cause the emotion 
to arise in the first place (Gendlin, 1992b, p. 204). “Your body knows 
the direction of healing and life. If you take the time to listen to it 
through focusing, it will give you the steps in the right direction” 
(Gendlin, 2003b, p. 78).
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THE FEEL OF INTERNATIONAL POLITICS

International politics is next to always analyzed in rationalistic terms. It is 
discussed as a matter of the preferences, intentions and goals that guide 
policy-makers, or in terms of their interests, national or otherwise. Digging 
deeper, a student of international politics might ask about the perceptions 
of a politician, about her basic outlook on life, her Weltanschauungen, 
cognitive maps, or perhaps the psychological processes by means of which 
she perceives the world. Or we ask questions about identities and struggles 
for recognition. Digging deeper still, we might investigate matters of psy-
chological makeup: what particular politicians think of their mothers, or 
what role emotions play in their lives. Yet none of this would be a primary 
concern of Eugene Gendlin’s. To him, such cognitive and emotional 
material, interesting though it may be in its own terms, is a derivative of a 
felt sense. The felt sense comes first and everything else comes second. 
Thus, if we want to understand international politics, it is the felt sense we 
should investigate. No one has properly looked at this before or analyzed 
it in anything approaching the manner which Gendlin suggests. The pros-
pects are exciting.

So let us imagine putting political actors on Gendlin’s couch. How do 
they feel? How do they find themselves in the world? What is that murky, 
indistinct, sensation in the pit of their stomachs? Asking these questions, 
we suddenly recall a number of statements we have heard over the years: 
how president George W. Bush’s claimed to have invaded Iraq based on a 
“gut feeling”, or how Tony Blair insisted that he felt “the hand of history 
upon our shoulders” (Blair, 1998; Suskind, 2004). Or consider a Brexit 
supporter who argues that voting against British membership in the EU is 
a question of doing “what feels right”, or Donald Trump’s alleged ability 
to “speak directly to the gut, often bypassing the cerebral cortex  altogether” 
(Freedland, 2016b). Students of international politics typically treat such 
statements as stock phrases to be ignored, but if Gendlin is right, the 
expressions point us towards a crucial experience. They are all references 
to a felt sense.

It is a mistake, in other words, to only listen to what political actors say 
or to only watch their actions. Instead we should be interested in body 
language. Watch the posture of the world leaders as they assemble in front 
of the TV cameras and listen out for any statements regarding the posture 
of the countries they represent. What we will find is that a “forward- 
leaning” country, such as that represented by Dick Cheney in 2003, is 
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prone to act quite differently from a country which, like France in 1940, 
is “lying on her back” (Borger, 2003; Sartre, 1949, p. 51). Likewise, a 
leader such as Mao Zedong who has “stood up,” is likely to behave quite 
differently from a leader, such as Nelson Mandela, who had “walked that 
long road to freedom,” and who realizes that there still are many moun-
tains to climb (“In His Own Words,” 2013; Mao, 1949). It is from these 
bodies, no matter how metaphorical, that emotions arise—a desire for 
revenge, a sense of determination, feelings of shame, humiliation, pride, 
vulnerability, invulnerability and all others. “Is this what the feeling is 
like?,” we can imagine ourselves asking the foreign minister or security 
advisor. “No,” says our client, “that is not quite it. What I meant to say 
is….” “I see,” we say, “but there might also be this and that, no?” “Yes,” 
they will acknowledge, “but you have to take into consideration that….” 
Prodded in this fashion, the felt sense starts to speak, and drawing one 
implication after another, we learn more and more. Eventually, and with 
some luck, we will arrive at a stopping point; something has been revealed, 
a clearing has been made in the forest. The client exhales and says “OK, 
now I get it….”

So what was going on in George W. Bush’s gut and in Tony Blair’s 
shoulder? Why did the Brexit supporter feel the way she did and how is 
Donald Trump able to bypass a voter’s cerebral cortex? Let’s take Bush’s 
gut first. It is easy to imagine his gastric acids acting up in the wake of the 
9/11 attacks—an acute stomach cramp giving way to a persistent sinking 
feeling (Johnstone, 2012, pp. 179–200; Cf. Prinz, 2006). He had been 
asleep on his watch, betrayed his fellow Americans, and revealed himself 
and America as weak and vulnerable. The invasion of Iraq in 2003 was his 
way of relieving this sense of unease. Likewise, the weight of the hand on 
Blair’s shoulder indicates his sense of being anointed by Fate, of being 
called by Providence, of being under scrutiny by History. Blair, by all evi-
dence, often felt attended to by capitalized abstractions such as these, and 
this explains both the seriousness with which he took his responsibilities, 
and the momentousness of his mistakes (Owen & Davidson, 2009, 
pp.  1396–1406). As for the Brexit voter, her satisfaction stems from a 
feeling of finally having spoken up to the powers-that-be. After years of 
not being listened to, the referendum was her chance to get it all off her 
chest: her awkwardness in relation to things foreign, her growing anxiety 
with the sheer uncertainty of life, the way her well-established habits no 
longer seemed to be working. She wanted her country back and she 
wanted to regain control. This is how she felt, she felt it in her body 
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(Freedland, 2016a). The Trump voter surely shared many of these senti-
ments, yet in his case it was fear more than anything that dictated the 
choice. It is fear after all which most effectively bypasses the cognitive 
processes of the cerebral cortex: fear of being invaded by Mexicans, 
Muslims and Chinese goods, fear of black men with guns and impostor 
presidents with foreign birth certificates. He voted Trump since only 
Trump can make him feel secure.

Alternatively, to take another example, consider the case of a suicide 
bomber who kills himself together with a large number of his fellow human 
beings. Growing up as a regular child in the suburbs of a large European city, 
he became “radicalized” in his late teens. He began to pray regularly and 
attend mosque, to dress in a Muslim fashion and not eat certain food. He 
refers to the will of God as the reason behind these choices, but others say he 
was brainwashed by fundamentalist clerics. There are indeed reasons for 
what happened, the reasons have rational grounds and the rational grounds 
have further rational grounds, yet underneath all the rational grounds there 
is nothing but a felt sense. And it is against this felt sense that he constantly 
checks his choices. He does not fit into the society into which he was born; 
he feels discriminated and humiliated (Birzer & Smith-Mahdi, 2006, 
pp. 22–37; Gendlin, 1973, pp. 388–391). In response, he has set himself 
alternative standards, and these are the standards his actions are designed to 
uphold. Leaving for jihad in Syria suddenly feels right and, returning home, 
so does killing innocent civilians (Ash, 2006; Atran & Hamid, 2015).

Or take the case of a young American who decides to volunteer for the 
war in Iraq. Describing himself as “your normal North Carolina loser,” he 
tells you about his disappointments in life: his father who left home and 
family way too soon, his bad grades in school, his occasional drug use and 
inability to hold down a permanent job (Wright, 2004, p. 235). These 
biographical facts can be described in sociological terms, or in terms of 
political economy, but they have a phenomenology too. There is a certain 
way of feeling to be poor, and given this phenomenology, joining the mili-
tary feels like the right thing to do. There is a bodily posture to being a 
military man after all—standing to attention, standing tall, straight back 
and chest out. The military promised him a new start, to make something 
out of him, to make him feel proud. Economic incentives played a role in 
the decision to enlist and perhaps politics entered into it, too, but defend-
ing one’s country feels right above all because it provides an opportunity 
to do one’s duty. Doing one’s duty is to stand up for what is right. Standing 
up feels good after years of slouching on a couch in North Carolina.
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Consider, finally, the prospect of resolving conflicts and achieving 
peace. By investigating the felt sense, Gendlin suggests, we can explore the 
potential for reconciling opposing points of view (Gendlin in Heuman, 
2011, p. 109; Cf. Rosen, 2000, pp. 1–14). The issue to be investigated 
here is not the interests that divide us or the hostile claims we make, and 
reconciliation is not a matter of negotiating or of somehow integrating 
contradictory positions. Instead we need to get back to the origin that 
interests, claims and positions have in a felt sense. A phenomenological 
sensation of unease, anxious twitchings in the legs, an existential tension 
of the jaw, a stomach cramp, can be relieved in a large number of different 
ways and thereby result in many contradictory actions (Ringmar, 2017b). 
But it is only by exploring the felt sense, in which all these experiences orig-
inate, that we come to see this common origin. Our respective bodies 
understand each other far better than our cognitive minds. This, Gendlin 
suggests, could be the beginnings of a mutual understanding.

CONCLUSION

Despite the trappings of a psychologist’s couch and the confessional for-
mat of these engagements, you do not have to be a psychoanalyst to 
engage in this kind of research. Focusing, Gendlin explains, is ultimately 
not a psychoanalytical technique. Psychoanalysts analyze, that is obvious 
from their job title, but what is required here is not analysis or even 
thought. Instead we need to feel. The reason why we can understand the 
felt sense of other is not that we have the requisite training, or any particu-
lar insights, but instead that we have bodies as well. Likewise, we do not 
have to have a special training in the social sciences in order to understand 
the felt foundations of international politics. And if this sounds like an 
anti-intellectual point, it sounds that way because it is. International poli-
tics, at the very heart of it, is not an intellectual enterprise and to intellec-
tualize it is to misunderstand it. Instead, international politics is a matter 
of how human beings, and the collectivities which they have created, find 
themselves in the world. We rely on our minds to find these places for 
ourselves but, as Eugene Gendlin explains, before anything else, we rely 
on our bodies.
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NOTES

1. Gendlin, 2001, As presented in popular titles such as Gendlin, 2003b; See 
further “The International Focusing Institute,” n.d.; Gendlin was an occa-
sional lecturer at the Ensalen Institute in Big Sur, California, a leading cen-
ter for the New Age movement. A personal account is Weisel-Barth, 2008, 
p. 386.
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CHAPTER 3

Interpreting Affect Between State Leaders: 
Assessing the Political Friendship Between 

Winston S. Churchill and Franklin 
D. Roosevelt

Yuri van Hoef

INTRODUCTION

Our friendship is the rock on which I build for the future of the world so 
long as I am one of the builders.
Churchill to Roosevelt, 17 March 1945 (Letter C-914 in: Kimball, 1984b, 
p. 574)

Within international relations (IR), the study of friendship has only 
recently gained traction (Koschut & Oelsner, 2014). However, the vast 
majority of friendship scholars are focused on theorizing friendly relations 
between states, rather than relations between individuals that could impact 
international relations (Berenskoetter, 2007, p.  653; Oelsner, 2007). 
Furthermore, friendship scholars have hereunto not dealt with the 
 ‘affective turn’ within the social sciences: friendship as an emotional bond 

Y. van Hoef () 
Utrecht University, Utrecht, The Netherlands



52 

between individual political actors that influences their agency receives 
little to no attention, despite Byman and Pollack’s famous appeal to bring 
‘the statesman back in’ (Byman & Pollack, 2001). Analysing the role that 
friendship between state leaders plays offers an original contribution to the 
study of emotions, because emotions that result from personal encounters 
are neither completely individual nor a pure result of collective socializa-
tion. Furthermore, most research dealing with emotions has hitherto dealt 
with negative emotions (Löwenheim & Heimann, 2008; Sasley, 2011, 
pp. 453, 456; Scheff, 2000).

In addressing that gap in our understanding of IR, this chapter takes a 
distinctly interpretivist, anti-positivist approach. Therefore, this chapter is 
of particular interest to scholars who want to make sense of the role of 
personal relations in IR but find traditional IR theories and methods 
unsatisfactory. Friendship and the meaning and influence of it on and for 
individual political actors, cannot be measured by any traditional positivist 
methods. Because friendship has proven to be such an unfathomable phe-
nomenon, the first section of this chapter offers a conceptualization of 
friendship that can be used by researchers who seek to study this bond. 
The following section shows how this theoretical framework can be practi-
cally applied by employing Mark Bevir and R. A. W. Rhodes’ Interpretative 
Political Science (IPS) methodology as a tool for biographical analysis. 
Their antifoundational approach draws heavily upon various disciplines, 
including history, to offer an interpretivist toolkit for social scientists 
(Bevir & Rhodes, 2010). Most importantly, their methodology is not just 
compatible to my conceptualization of friendship, but it also adds addi-
tional intellectual depth. Finally, this methodology will be illustrated in the 
third section by applying it to the famous friendship between British Prime 
Minister Winston S. Churchill and US President Franklin D. Roosevelt 
(Meacham, 2003; Sainsbury, 1996). Applying my conceptualization of 
friendship in combination with IPS reveals that, in contrast to the prevail-
ing sceptical view (Kimball, 1984a, pp. 4–5; Maney, 1992, pp. 190–191; 
Meacham, 2003), there (1) existed a genuine friendship between Churchill 
and Roosevelt and that (2) this friendship impacted international 
relations.

Crucially, the third section will discuss several weaknesses of IPS poten-
tially hindering its practical use, as well as a number of challenges which 
come with studying emotional ties between actors. These include a num-
ber of traditional weaknesses of hermeneutics (Wachterhauser, 1986); fur-
ther shortcomings that are revealed in the debate between interpretivism 
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and critical realism (McAnulla, 2006a); and, following Sasley, the extent 
to which emotions constrain political actors (Sasley, 2010). Although sev-
eral of these flaws are inherent to an interpretivist approach, IPS’ value lies 
in its potential to challenge established interpretations which fail to illumi-
nate the impact of emotional ties on political actors. Accordingly, the final 
section poses relevant questions to scholars that are inclined to employ, or 
dismiss, IPS. This chapter, then, differentiates itself from the current state 
of the art both in the studies of emotions and friendship in IR, by offering 
an approach to study friendship at the intermediary level, rather than at 
the individual or the collective level.

The case study reveals that, though the friendship between Churchill 
and Roosevelt has been highly romanticized, their mutual emotional 
affection at crucial moments influenced the relations between Great 
Britain and the USA. Throughout the analysis, the value of IPS as an ana-
lytical tool is exemplified, especially its ability to make sense of the past and 
provide an outlook on potential future ramifications. I argue that the 1956 
Suez crisis can be interpreted as an unintended consequence of the 
Churchill-Roosevelt friendship. Thus, this chapter not only illustrates the 
negative and positive ramifications of friendship on state leaders and their 
decision-making, but also demonstrates the profound influence individual 
friendships have on IR.

CONCEPTUALIZING FRIENDSHIP

‘But when you talk about friendly relations in politics,
it’s not the friendship of schoolmates.’
Mikhail Gorbachev (quoted in Heintz, 2004)

Friendship between state leaders shares a number of characteristics with 
friendships that ordinary citizens might have, but also differs in a number 
of important aspects. First, each and every friendship has a history, is a 
chronicle of a personal story between two or more individuals, and it 
therefore lends itself well to a more interpretive and historical approach. 
That means it consists out of the three elements of every story: a begin-
ning, middle, and an end. Even a very specialized form of friendship such 
as the Special Relationship clearly ‘describes and explains an end point’ 
(Gardner Feldman, 2014, p. 124). Within the story there will be a foun-
dational moment (Eznack & Koschut, 2014, pp. 74, 78–79), a pillar upon 
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which the structure of the friendship rests, such as the famous 2001 meet-
ing of George W. Bush and Vladimir Putin in Ljubljana. This shared expe-
rience could be a ‘heroic act of reconciliation’ (Vion, 2014, p. 113), such 
as between Helmut Kohl and François Mitterrand at Verdun in 1984, 
which precipitated their countries growing closer.

An interpretative analysis will focus on the progress of the relationships, 
paying specific attention to first impressions (the beginning), the way the 
relationship developed (the middle), and, if applicable, how the relation-
ship ended. To illustrate, consider that Churchill and Roosevelt took an 
immediate disliking to each other when they first met, or that we would 
expect a friendship, in contrast to a partnership (Van Hoef, 2014, 
pp. 68–69), to outlast the terms of office. An example of the latter is the 
friendship between Mikhail Gorbachev and George H. W. Bush, exempli-
fied by Barbara Bush’s heartfelt eulogy for her dear friend Raisa Gorbacheva 
in Time Magazine in 1999 (Bush, 1999; Van Hoef, 2012b). These are 
very concise examples of how we can witness friendship between state 
leaders in the international arena.

When conceptualizing friendship, it is crucial to differentiate between 
indicators for, and key components of, friendship. Owing to the highly 
individualized nature of friendship, indicators can be very diverse, and 
include shared character traits, values (Smith, 2014, p. 36), virtues, opin-
ions, and political agendas. They provide the fertile ground for a friend-
ship to grow. For example, two presidents might share a deep religiosity, 
and in that recognize each other, as George W. Bush and Vladimir Putin 
did in Ljubljana in 2001. Another indicator, especially in the international 
arena, is the dissemination of the relationship. Friendship is not limited to 
the two state leaders, but the friendship will disseminate and affect others 
that are close to the two friends. Their romantic partners become friends 
as well; the children play together; the families go on joint holidays; circles 
of acquaintances and colleagues intermingle, and so on:

Because friends [states] are embedded in a larger social environment—an 
international society—their world-building efforts not only create an exclu-
sionary space that seals friends from criticism and creates bias, but also pro-
mote an idea of international order that affects others. (Berenskoetter, 
2014, p. 67)

Yet indicators such as shared values and dissemination are present in 
other social relationships as well. Alone, they are not enough to differen-
tiate friendship from relations such as that between client and supplier, 
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employee and employer, or that between pupil and teacher. There is an 
astonishing amount of friendship literature and conceptualizations of 
friendship are many and varied.1 However, it is possible to identify a 
number of key components that are present in the extensive friendship 
literature and which are applicable to a political friendship between two 
state leaders. First, friendship is a reciprocal relationship made up out of 
equal partners (Gardner Feldman, 2014, pp. 139–140; Roshchin, 2014, 
p. 99). Furthermore, from the classical philosophers onward a virtuous 
friendship involves a joint task: to help each other strive for the good 
(Stern-Gillet, 1995, pp. 49–50). This ‘moral’ and ‘ethical task’ (Smith, 
2007, pp. 187–188) is also found in the works of Johan Galtung, found-
ing editor of the Journal of Peace Research, who in his vision of positive 
peace held that the great task of positive peace is the project of ‘human 
integration’ (Galtung, 1964). Another important element of friendship 
is the idea of strong moral obligations, such as personal sacrifices for the 
sake of the other (Schmitt, 2007, pp. 77–78; Smith, 2014, pp. 40–41). 
Finally, there is an element of critical realism’s emergent properties 
where the ‘emergent properties of an entity are properties possessed only 
by the entity as a whole, not by any of its components or the simple 
aggregation of the components […]’ (Mingers, 2011, p. 306). Friendship 
is indeed, then, ‘a catalyst of change in its own right [my emphasis]’ 
(Koschut & Oelsner, 2014, p. 202). Identifying these five key compo-
nents leads to the following working definition of friendship:

an (1) equal and (2) reciprocal bond between two or more individuals, 
which (3) imposes moral obligations upon them, has (4) emergent proper-
ties, and has at its foundation (5) a shared (grand) project.

With this definition, it is possible to study a political friendship, such as the 
famous friendship between Churchill and Roosevelt, while operationaliz-
ing it through the use of IPS adds an additional layer of analysis. This defi-
nition also strongly hints at the emotional level of friendship.

By approaching friendship as an affective emotional bond between 
political actors, studying friendship offers an interesting alternative to 
more traditional realist notions of self-interest (Berenskoetter and Van 
Hoef, 2017). It is no surprise that most research so far has focused 
upon negative emotions (Sasley, 2011, p. 456). Even though the study 
of friendship as a positive affective bond is on the rise, this traditional 
realist view can still be found in recent publications. Todd H. Hall has 
argued that emotions such as anger, sympathy, and guilt are strategi-
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cally deployed by political actors as a means to an end (2015, pp. 2–3). 
Even though Hall is open to the possibility of friendship in politics, he 
remains sceptical because ‘for leaders and diplomats, enacting camara-
derie with their counterparts is both a form of individual emotional 
labor and part of a larger corporate performance of emotional affinity’ 
(2015, pp. 188–189).

Friendship scholars in IR have been accused of making an ontologi-
cal mistake in attributing an emotional bond such as friendship to 
nations, because states ‘are ontologically incapable of having feelings’ 
(Digeser, 2009, pp. 327–328; see also Keller, 2009). This argument 
has been countered by friendship scholars by positing that they ‘mean 
decision makers acting as the state’ when speaking of states being affec-
tively attached to each other (Eznack, 2011, p. 242; see also Smith, 
2014, pp. 38–40). Lucile Eznack has advocated a collective approach 
to studying emotions by holding that ‘affect exists in close allies’ rela-
tionships, under the form of affective attachment to the latter and to 
the group—in this case, the alliance—as a whole’ (2011, p. 241; see 
also Koschut, 2014).

In contrast, studying friendship between state leaders considers friend-
ship at an intermediary level, in the space between political leaders. It is 
in this space, in their interactions and their outward displays of affection, 
that the bond becomes observable. Studying friendship at this level also 
sidesteps the ontological accusation of attributing feelings to non-human 
actors. Finally, following Sasley, by defining affects as ‘general valence 
feelings toward something’ (Sasley, 2010, p.  3), studying friendship 
between state leaders focuses on the positive affect political actors hold 
for each other and the extent to which this positive valence affects their 
policies.

INTERPRETIVE POLITICAL SCIENCE

[…] to understand actions, practices and institutions, we need to grasp the 
relevant meanings, beliefs and preferences of the people involved. (Rhodes, 
2011, p. 202)

Mark Bevir and R.  A. W.  Rhodes’ interpretive political science (IPS) 
approach offers an interpretivist toolkit for social scientists. This section 
shows that their approach moves away from structural constraints that are 
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nowadays common in mainstream IR theory and gives centre stage to 
individual actors. Moving into IPS marks the next step in the develop-
ment of my study of friendship, where I previously dabbled in positivism, 
but found fields such as Game Theory and Social Network Analysis want-
ing and incapable of studying the effects of friendship (Van Hoef, 2012a). 
Friendship, its meaning and influence on and for individual political 
actors, cannot be measured by any traditional positivist methods. Bevir 
and Rhodes offer a method that is especially appealing to those unim-
pressed by positivist efforts, deliberately choosing to base their approach 
not ‘on modernist-empiricism but on hermeneutics and historicism; on 
Dilthey and Collingwood rather than Weber or Marx’ (2010, p.  19). 
That is not to say that they deny the relevance of structures. On the con-
trary, although their ‘procedural individualism asserts that meanings are 
always meanings for specific people’, Bevir and Rhodes situate the agency 
of individual actors against these actors’ backgrounds and traditions 
(2006, p. 399).

The concepts of traditions, dilemmas, practices and unintended conse-
quences form the basis of their theory. The behaviour of actors can be 
interpreted by studying their specific traditions (their ideational back-
ground), dilemmas encountered by actors (experiences or ideas that con-
flict with their tradition), and finally their practices, a set of actions or 
patterns (Bevir & Rhodes, 2006, p. 400). These concepts allow friendship 
to be studied at an intermediate level, taking the power of statesmen as 
reflective active agents into account (cf. Vogler, 2016, p. 77). Especially 
revealing is the concept of dilemma, because it allows us to study moments 
of choice in a friendship where an actor has to decide between their ide-
ational background and their friend. In other words, friendship has the 
power to force an individual to alter and/or challenge their individual 
tradition. Following our definition of friendship, for a political friendship 
to truly be considered a friendship, both reciprocity and equality should 
be a pattern in the relationship. There is one last interesting insight to be 
gained from Bevir and Rhodes, namely the concept of unintended conse-
quences, which stems from systems theory (McAnulla, 2006b, p. 407).

Certain consequences might be unintended by an actor, but are never-
theless the result of their actions and form an emergent property of the 
actions of an actor. Note that our friendship definition also included the 
idea of emergent properties, ‘the friendship being more than the sum of 
its parts’. Bevir and Rhodes illustrate this with the example of a great mul-
titude of people who decide to cross the Golden Gate Bridge by car in the 
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morning so they can arrive early at work, which results in an unintended 
traffic jam (2006, p.  401). Consider the supposed friendship between 
François Mitterrand and Helmut Kohl which, arguably, led to German 
Reunification and further European integration. What if  the German 
Reunification and  the European integration were unintended conse-
quences of their friendship? This short example shows the additional theo-
retical depth that can be added by invoking the interpretive theory of 
Bevir and Rhodes, rather than opting for historical analysis or process 
tracing.

In sum, Bevir and Rhodes’ methodology is largely compatible with the 
view of friendship developed in the previous section  and offers extra 
methodological depth when analysing a specific friendship. When devel-
oping the case studies, illustrated by the Churchill-Roosevelt friendship 
in this chapter, it is crucial to identify the traditions and ideational back-
ground of the political actors to determine whether there are any indica-
tors for friendship. Owing to the highly individualized nature of 
friendship, indicators can be very diverse, and include shared character 
traits, values (Smith, 2014, p. 36), virtues, opinions, and political agen-
das. By studying memoirs, biographies and autobiographies of state lead-
ers, and  of their close associates, we  can identify their ideational 
backgrounds to find common characteristics that could indicate their 
capacity and receptiveness to friendship. While the accounts  found in 
these primary sources offer personal recollections of affects, the observa-
tions of the relationship in the accounts of friends, colleagues, and associ-
ates are just as vital. The latter offer the researcher the ability to verify and 
falsify the account of the actors themselves. However, even though these 
indicators are important, they can only suggest that two individuals were 
or were becoming friends.

For a political friendship to be present, the five key components (equal-
ity, reciprocity, moral obligations, emergent properties, and (grand) politi-
cal projects) must be identified. Friendship then should be observable as a 
practice, with discernible patterns of reciprocity and equality. Moral obli-
gations will be most readily observable in the dilemmas the actors face in 
their relationship. The bond becoming more than its parts, its dissemina-
tion and emergent properties can be found in IPS’ unintended conse-
quences. Table 3.1 illustrates how the four different elements of such a 
case study (Story; Challenges; Patterns; Unintended Consequences), 
 correspond with the four components of IPS and the five key elements of 
friendship.
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The red thread running through the story, challenges, and patterns of 
the friendship is the presence of reciprocal emotional affection of the 
friends for each other. Some overlap between the key components is pos-
sible. It might well be, for instance, that the grand political project previ-
ously formed a dilemma between the two actors. Such was the case with 
the issue of German Reunification between Helmut Kohl and François 
Mitterrand, which first divided the two friends before bringing them 
closer together (Van Hoef, 2014, pp. 73–74). Meanwhile, when present-
ing the story of the friendship, the researcher will also encounter the 
other elements of the relationship. Therefore, it is important to analyse 
the challenges, patterns, and unintended consequences of the relationship 
after the story is presented. The final section of this chapter will illustrate 
this approach by applying it to the friendship between Churchill and 
Roosevelt.

CASE STUDY: ASSESSING THE CHURCHILL-ROOSEVELT 
RELATIONSHIP

I had a true affection for Franklin. (Churchill, 1964, p. 128)

This case study elaborates on a previous study of the Churchill-Roosevelt 
relationship (Van Hoef, 2010, pp. 25–34) and illustrates how the pro-
posed conceptualization of friendship can be operationalized using Mark 
Bevir’s and R.  A. W.  Rhodes’ methodology of Interpretative Political 
Science (IPS). This analysis is divided into four parts: (1) the story, (2) 
challenges, (3) patterns, and (4) unintended consequences. Each of these 
sections corresponds to one of IPS’ concepts: ideological background (the 
story), dilemmas (challenges), practices (patterns), and unintended 
 consequences. Finally, as illustrated in Table 3.1 on the previous page, the 
four parts of the analysis also correspond to the five key components of 

Table 3.1 Structure of the case studies

Case study IPS Friendship

1 The story Ideological background (5) Grand project
2 Challenges Dilemmas (3) Moral obligations
3 Patterns Practices (1) Equality and (2) reciprocity
4 Unintended 

consequences
Unintended consequences (4) Emergent properties
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 friendship. Within the story we look for indicators for friendship, but also 
for the presence of a grand project (5). Challenges call upon the moral 
obligations (3) friends have to each other. Reciprocity (2) and equality (1) 
can be observed as patterns, while the final part is devoted to the unin-
tended consequences of the specific friendship.

Introduction

Winston S. Churchill (1874–1975) certainly had a capacity for making 
friends, with several studies having been devoted to his friendships alone 
(Meacham, 2003; Young, 1966). His friendship with US President 
Franklin Delano Roosevelt (1882–1945) is the stuff of legends. Warren 
F. Kimball, editor of the monumental Churchill & Roosevelt: The Complete 
Correspondence, identified five phases in their relationship but Churchill 
and Roosevelt only met intensively in the period from 1940 to the sum-
mer of 1943 (Kimball, 1984a, pp. 6–18). Following Kimball, one would 
expect to find signs of friendship mostly within that period. However, my 
analysis reveals that the history of their relationship both preceded and 
outlasted this period.

The Story

Famously, Roosevelt and Churchill did not get along when they first met 
in 1918, many years before they would both reach the pinnacle of political 
office (Meacham, 2003, p. 5). Roosevelt’s dislike would waver when the 
two statesmen found themselves in the minority concerned about the rise 
of Nazi Germany. In 1938, Roosevelt predicted ‘an inevitable conflict 
within five years’ and started corresponding with Churchill, who had 
impressed him with his stalwart opposition to Germany (Black, 2003, 
pp. 480–481). Roosevelt saw a potential ally in Churchill: ‘I’m giving him 
attention now because there is a strong possibility that he will become the 
prime minister and I want to get my hand in now’ (Berthon, 2001, p. 25).

This was clearly a partnership then (Van Hoef, 2010, p. 69), born out 
of opposing a mutual adversary. It was not until Pearl Harbor on 
December 7, 1941 that the USA joined the war. The instrumentality of 
the partnership is revealed in Churchill’s responses to the attack: ‘This 
certainly simplifies things’ (Meacham, 2003, p. 130), and, when one of his 
advisors cautioned him to maintain consistency in his diplomatic approach: 
‘Oh! That is the way we talked to her [America] while we were wooing 
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her; now that she is in the harem, we talk to her quite differently!’ (Kimball, 
1984a, p. 289).

Now that the USA was fully part of the war, a series of personal meet-
ings between the two leaders took place in which they grew attached to 
each other. This worried their advisors: the Americans feared the impres-
sive Churchill was gaining too much influence on Roosevelt, while the 
British feared that Churchill worshipped Roosevelt as a living hero (Black, 
2003, p. 695). These meetings led to unprecedented historical decisions, 
such as British and US forces under a single commander (Kimball, 1984a, 
p. 9).

However, near the end of the war, the Soviet Union had supplanted 
Britain as the USA’s most important strategical partner, while Churchill 
found himself increasingly at odds with Roosevelt on geopolitical and 
post-war visions. Churchill wanted Great Britain to play a leading role in 
a post-war world in which colonial powers would provide stability. 
Roosevelt advocated self-determination for the colonies (Meacham, 
2003, p.  118). Edward Stettinius, US foreign Secretary at the time, 
mentions that Roosevelt’s ‘early fascination with [Churchill] had 
declined, and there was an increasing divergence in their desires for the 
postwar world’ (Black, 2003, p.  1085; See also: Sainsbury, 1996, 
pp. 3–4).

Their diverging worldviews might have come into play but that ques-
tion has become purely academic since Roosevelt died two months after 
the Yalta Conference, on April 12, 1945. Churchill had been very worried 
about Roosevelt’s health and had requested Foreign Affairs to alleviate his 
workload because he worried it cost his friend too much energy (Charmley, 
1993, p. 630). Churchill reflected upon the last time he saw Roosevelt: 
‘The president seemed placid and frail. I felt that he had a slender contract 
with life. I was not to see him again. We bade affectionate farewells’ (Black, 
2003, p. 1085).

One of the great mysteries surrounding the Churchill-Roosevelt rela-
tionship is that Churchill did not attend his friend’s funeral. He seemed to 
intend to but came up with the rather weak excuse that too many British 
ministers were abroad at that time (Churchill, 1964, pp.  132–133). It 
seems more likely that Churchill feared to be too emotional at a public 
funeral: he cried at a later memorial service and reflected that he was ‘over-
powered by a sense of deep and irreparable loss’ (Churchill, 1964, p. 137). 
A visit to America would not only have allowed him to pay his respects to 
a valued partner, and, by his own words, a dear friend, but would have also 
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allowed him to meet Roosevelt’s successor: postponing this meeting cost 
Churchill valuable diplomatic time (Black, 2003, p.  1115). Churchill 
reflected upon his affection for Roosevelt in letters sent to Eleanor 
Roosevelt and Harry Hopkins, Roosevelt’s adjutant (Churchill, 1964, 
p. 128).

Born out of political necessity, the Churchill-Roosevelt friendship 
began as a partnership pure sang. Both recognized the threat of Nazi 
Germany and therefore sought each other out. Instrumentality was at the 
core of their early relationship, which is clearly evidenced by the way 
Churchill described the early stages of the relationship: the USA was not a 
friend, but a partner to be seduced. It is also clear that both state leaders 
held very different worldviews. Yet, though instrumentality was at the 
core of their nascent friendship, they sought each other out for a shared 
grand project, i.e. defeating Nazi Germany. They also show clear affection 
towards each other during their personal encounters, as evidenced in their 
letters, by the worries of their advisors that they are becoming too 
impressed by each other, and, finally, by Churchill’s absence at Roosevelt’s 
funeral, his crying at a later memorial service, and his heartfelt letters of 
condolences.

Challenges

There are two dilemmas in the 1941–1943 period that are intriguing. 
First, in a letter dated February 25, 1942, Churchill revealed to Roosevelt 
that British intelligence succeeded in decrypting codes used by US diplo-
mats. This is a strange revelation, especially considering the way Churchill 
delivered the message: he had the British ambassador bring it himself ‘by 
hand, to be delivered into yours personally’ and requested that Roosevelt 
burned the letter after reading it, which indicates the highly confidential 
nature of the message (Letter C32/1 in: Kimball, 1984a, p. 371). Although 
it is possible that Churchill worried that the Americans would inevitably 
find out and that this would hurt bilateral relations, or that he was genu-
inely concerned there was a security risk (Letter C32/1 in: Kimball, 1984a, 
p. 371), this does not explain why Churchill chose to reveal very sensitive 
information to Roosevelt in such a delicate and personal manner.

A second interesting dilemma was the fall of Tobruk on June 21, 1942, 
where twenty five thousand allied soldiers were taken captive, which 
resulted in a vote of no confidence (easily defeated) in Churchill,  and 
which led Roosevelt to send him one of his shortest letters: ‘Good for you. 
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Roosevelt’ (Letter R-160 in: Kimball, 1984a, p.  517). Roosevelt went 
much further though than just offering verbal support, he provided 
Churchill with 300 tanks and 100 pieces of artillery (Freidel, 1990, 
pp. 450–451). This was no empty gesture and it left a lasting impression 
upon Churchill (Letter C-146 in: Kimball, 1984a, p.  592). In a letter 
dated March 17, 1945, Churchill reflects on their friendship and refers to 
Tobruk as well:

[…] Our friendship is the rock on which I build for the future of the world 
so long as I am one of the builders. I always think of those tremendous days 
when you devised Lend-Lease, when we met at Argentia, when you decided 
with my heartfelt agreement to launch the invasion of Africa, and when you 
comforted me for the loss of Tobruk by giving me the 300 Shermans of 
subsequent Alamein fame. I remember the part our personal relations have 
played in the advance of the world cause now nearing its first military goal. 
(Letter C-914 in Kimball, 1984b, p. 574)

Both the cracking of the US diplomatic codes (25 February 1942) and 
Roosevelt’s aid after the fall of Tobruk (21 June 1942) illustrate Churchill’s 
personal affection for Roosevelt. Both are clear instances of a moral obli-
gation being fulfilled: Churchill warning Roosevelt, and Roosevelt offer-
ing military aid. It is only by discarding their emotions that it is possible to 
offer a more sceptical realist account: Churchill might have feared the 
potential backlash had the USA found out that their British allies had 
cracked their codes and it does not take much of imagination to posit that 
the USA had much to gain from providing Churchill with military mate-
rial after Tobruk. Note that there were two potential future challenges: 
Britain becoming the junior member in the alliance and Churchill and 
Roosevelt’s diverging worldviews. Roosevelt’s early death prevents from 
speculating further on these matters. After all, a potential obstacle is not 
an actual obstacle.

Patterns

Throughout the friendship there are three patterns that are worth fur-
ther consideration. Churchill consciously playing the part of the wooer 
is a recurring pattern. As noted above, Churchill’s (assumed) romanti-
cizing of the relationship has led scholars, including Warren F. Kimball, 
to be highly sceptical of the friendship. Second, there is also a pattern 
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of the diminishing importance of the relationship, the cause being the 
Soviet Union’s growing importance to the alliance, which hints at  a 
possible future inequality between the friends. Finally, there is a pat-
tern of mutual appreciation, even fondness, between the two state 
leaders, evidenced by their letters and the observations of their close 
associates.

Unintended Consequences

As noted above, the post-war world and how to approach it would have 
formed a major obstacle not just between the two countries but between 
Churchill and Roosevelt themselves. The friendship between Churchill 
and Roosevelt heralds the Special Relationship between Great Britain and 
the USA and the Special Relationship itself might be the most obvious of 
the unintended consequences of their wartime partnership. Though their 
diverging worldviews did not lead to a conflict during Roosevelt’s lifetime, 
these diverging worldviews most clearly came to the front in the 1956 
Suez Crisis. As one might wonder whether the Churchill-Roosevelt friend-
ship would have outlived their post-war worldviews, one might also won-
der if an earlier clash would have prevented the Suez Crisis from  happening. 
Interpreting the Suez Crisis as an unintended consequence remains a ten-
tative suggestion here, but this idea certainly merits future research. 
Others have interpreted the Suez Crisis as an example of friends simply 
disagreeing (Eznack, 2011, p. 254).

Conclusion

Kimball soberly argues that ‘[…] the Churchill-Roosevelt relationship has 
been much over-romanticized by historians, largely through Winston 
Churchill’s own efforts’ (Kimball, 1984a, pp. 4–5). An ulterior letter to 
Eisenhower reveals as much (Van Hoef, 2010, p. 64).

My analysis shows that there is a clear instrumentality to their early rela-
tionship, more akin to a partnership than a friendship (Van Hoef, 2014, 
p. 69). As the USA gets drawn into the war, the relationship intensified 
and the two state leaders were also drawn to each other. They enjoyed a 
reciprocal and equal bond, which focused upon a grand project (defeating 
Nazi Germany). The friendship also contained emergent properties: the 
story of their friendship became a legend on its own and heralded the Special 
Relationship. The letter from Churchill to Eisenhower shows how keen 
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Churchill was to maintain the unique bond that had developed between 
the two countries. This is an effect of the Churchill-Roosevelt friendship. 
The fifth key component, their moral obligations, is hardest to pinpoint.

Here, IPS’  concept of dilemmas proves enlightening. First, there is 
Roosevelt’s offer of assistance after Tobruk. Churchill’s professed grati-
tude, at multiple occasions, shows that for him this was a seminal gesture 
on Roosevelt’s part. The most interesting dilemma is the moment 
Churchill went out of his way to reveal the decryption of the US diplo-
matic service to Roosevelt, a move potentially harmful to British intelli-
gence services. Churchill’s careful phrasing in the letter, hand delivered by 
the British ambassador to Roosevelt, implied that  he was aware of the 
sensitivity of the situation. This is a further example of a moral obligation 
being fulfilled for a friend. Since each of the five key components of our 
conceptualization of friendship are present in the Churchill-Roosevelt 
relationship, the claim that their friendship has been romanticized is 
unfounded (Table 3.2).

It is in their different ideological backgrounds that the seeds for future 
conflict can be found. The (unverifiable) claim that their friendship would 
not have survived World War II is connected to their divergent views on 
what the post-war world would have to look like. Clearly, Churchill’s 
imperialism would have found itself at odds with Roosevelt’s ideal of self- 
determination for the colonies. In this regard, the idea of the Suez Crisis 
as an untended consequence of the Churchill-Roosevelt relationship sheds 
an interesting light on the possible ramifications of close relations between 
state leaders. The story of a  political friendship does not end with the 
friendship itself; the possible ramifications the unintended consequences 
of such relationships offer an exciting field for future research.

Table 3.2 Results of the case study

Case study Results Friendship?

1 The story Diverging views; defeating Nazi 
Germany

• Grand project

2 Challenges Tobruk; cracked codes • Obligations fulfilled
3 Patterns Equality; reciprocity; mutual 

fondness
• Equal and 
reciprocal

4 Unintended 
consequences

Suez Crisis; Special Relationship • Emergent 
properties
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IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

Affective attachments […] order priorities for leaders. (Sasley, 2010, p. 7)

The Churchill-Roosevelt case study brings several advantages and disad-
vantages of IPS to light. These include a number of traditional weaknesses 
of hermeneutics (Wachterhauser, 1986), further shortcomings that are 
revealed in the debate between interpretivism and critical realism (McAnulla, 
2006a), and, following Sasley, the extent to which emotions constrain politi-
cal actors (Sasley, 2010). This section will outline some of the lessons that 
can be learned from the latter two. The friendship definition proposed in the 
first part of this chapter contains the concept of emergent properties, which 
is found in critical realism, while Sasley’s findings on the role that emotions 
play serve to further deepen the analysis of emotions in this chapter.

Bevir and Rhodes’ interpretivism shares critical realism’s critique of a 
fully positivist empirical approach to our field of study and both focus on 
the role actors have. However, critical realism does not share the crucial 
role that IPS lends to actors and stresses how social structures can both 
impede and allow for the agency of actors (McAnulla, 2006a, pp. 135–136). 
In an IPS perspective, Churchill and Roosevelt’s different post-war world-
views are part of their traditions and their differences form a dilemma, to 
either be overcome (one or both change their ideological backgrounds) or 
to be an obstacle. As seen in the preceding part, an IPS analysis stresses the 
agency of the actors to effect change, while critical realism would stress the 
inhibiting role of their backgrounds. Adopting IPS therefore amounts to 
take position in the agency-structure debate. For those researchers that 
wish to focus in on the role of social structures, critical realism offers a dif-
ferent, yet akin approach. The case study showed how the relationship 
eventually disseminated and came to mean much more than just the bond 
between two individual state leaders. The extent to which the friend-
ship  between Churchill and Roosevelt came to have meaning for their 
successors, in both the immediate and distant future, illustrates the theo-
retical depth that Bevir and Rhodes’ approach offers.

One of the main criticism that can be addressed to IPS is its neglect of 
the actions of preceding actors - and their influence - on present actors, 
thereby forgetting that ‘current activity and acts of reflexivity always take 
place within a pre-structured context’ (McAnulla, 2006a, p. 121). I have 
answered that critique by making critical realism’s concept of emergent 
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properties one of the five key elements of friendship. Assigning emergent 
properties to the actions of past and present actors gives them a form of 
agency that is lacking in IPS’ tradition (McAnulla, 2006a, p. 121), which 
assigns all agency to the actors (Bevir & Rhodes, 2003, p.  2). That 
 friendship is more than the sum of its parts is mirrored in the concept of 
emergent properties, because friendship is a social system and as such: 
‘involves interactive, coordinative, and synergistic dynamics that create 
emergent group-level properties not reducible solely to individual attri-
butes’ (Bandura, 2006, p. 166). Following from Albert Bandura’s social 
cognitive theory of triadic reciprocal causation, ‘personal agency and 
social structure operate independently’ and ‘human agency operates gen-
eratively and proactively on social systems, not just reactively’ (Bandura, 
2000, p. 77).

By focusing on the role of individual state leaders, this chapter took 
an approach which bears ressemblance  to Foreign Policy Analysis.2 
However, analysing the role of friendships of individual state leaders 
contributes, more importantly, to understanding the role emotions play 
at the intermediate level in IR. Both Roosevelt offering material aid to 
Britain after Tobruk and Churchill revealing to Roosevelt that US dip-
lomatic codes were deciphered are instances of political action being 
taken out of personal affect for the other. While most research focuses 
on negative emotions (Sasley, 2011, p.  456), a study of friendship 
focuses on the positive affects that actors have for each other and the 
extent to which these affect their policies (Sasley, 2010, p.  3). 
Furthermore, by considering friendship at the intermediary level, an 
additional layer of analysis is offered next to the individual (cognitive) 
and the collective (national/transnational) level that has so far been left 
unexplored. While this case study’s main concern was the question 
whether a friendship  existed between Churchill and Roosevelt and 
whether it had an effect on the relations between the USA and Great 
Britain, the analysis contains examples of clear expressions of affect. 
Future studies focusing solely on the different ways state leaders express 
affect, as well as towards which objects (cf. Wissenburg, 2014), could 
further account for the role friendship plays in IR. Finally, while the idea 
of friendship in IR has been gaining traction (Koschut & Oelsner, 2014), 
its opposite, enmity between state leaders, is an unexplored field 
altogether.

Studying friendship connects to a number of current research projects 
in IR. It is a particularly enticing field because at the heart of its subject 
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matter is something that has an important and different meaning to each 
and every one of us. By carefully conceptualizing friendship, scholars do 
not only contribute to the growing scholarship on emotions on IR, but 
also engage with a subject that can count upon societal interest.

CONCLUSION

By conceptualizing friendship and operationalizing it through the use of 
Bevir and Rhodes’ Interpretive Political Science (IPS), this chapter makes 
a case for studying the extent to which friendship between state leaders 
matters to international relations. This is an emotional bond present at the 
intermediary level,  i.e. between the individual and collective level. 
Friendship is defined as a reciprocal, equal bond between two or more 
individuals sharing a (grand) project. It is a bond that is more than the 
sum of its parts, because it disseminates and affects others outside the 
relationship, and it carries with it important moral obligations, such as  
the ideal of self-sacrifice for the sake of the friend. In other words, friend-
ship holds both promises and threats to international order. It brings to 
the fore important questions such as whether friends might privilege their 
friendship over the states they represent.

Bevir and Rhodes’ IPS offers a fruitful framework for the analysis of 
relationships between actors because the key concepts of their method, 
and the philosophies underlying their approach, form a natural structure 
for researching the history of a relationship. Their approach offers addi-
tional depth compared to a process tracing or traditional historical analy-
sis. This is especially evident when considering their concept of unintended 
consequences in a relationship and the ramifications those might have on 
the international order.

Analysing the friendship between Winston S. Churchill and Franklin 
D. Roosevelt served as an illustrative case study of using IPS. In contrast 
to many historical analyses of their relationship, which hold their friend-
ship to be idealized and romanticized, this analysis showed that their 
friendship adheres to each of the key components of friendship we have 
identified. Two findings stand out. First, there are multiple instances of 
Roosevelt and Churchill fulfilling moral obligations towards each other, 
which further validates their relationship being a true friendship. Second, 
there are multiple instances of their friendship being more than the sum of 
its parts. There are both positive and negative examples of this dissemina-
tion, of which the Special Relationship and the Suez Crisis form the most 
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vivid examples. Finally, throughout their friendship there were multiple 
instances of clear emotional affection. These are most prominently 
 displayed by Churchill, both in contemporary letters and observations by 
his advisors.

This chapter offered an approach for studying friendship between polit-
ical actors. There is room for future studies that delve more deeply into 
the ways state leaders express ties of affection and to what extent they 
describe personal friends and foes differently. Future research could also 
tap into ties of enmity between actors. Finally, this case study offered a 
Western conceptualization of friendship: non-Western conceptualizations 
of friendship are still very much unexplored (Devere, 2014, pp. 194–195) 
and offer fruitful ground for future research to further conceptualize 
friendship.
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NOTES

1. In-depth overviews can be found in Simon Koschut and Andrea Oelsner’s 
(Koschut & Oelsner, 2014) Friendship in International Relations and 
Barbara (Caine, 2014) Friendship: A History.

2. For an analysis of the role of friendship in Foreign Policy Analysis, see: 
Berenskoetter and Van Hoef, 2017.
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CHAPTER 4

More Rigor to Emotions! A Comparative, 
Qualitative Content Analysis of Anger 

in Russian Foreign Policy

Regina Heller

INTRODUCTION

Constructivist approaches to researching emotions in international rela-
tions usually apply discourse analysis or related interpretative methods that 
aim at exposing emotion-laden semantic patterns in the representations, 
mainly language, of social subjects in order to show how emotions con-
struct the social reality. In the epistemological rationale of constructivism, 
this is fully legitimate. I share the basic constructivist view on and approach 
to emotions, understanding language as a key through which we gain 
access to emotions and their constitutive social function. However, such 
purely interpretative approaches produce problems. The classical interpre-
tative approach via discourse analysis sometimes appears methodologically 
arbitrary and unsystematic. Furthermore, most scholars who study the dis-
cursive character of emotions prefer single-n case studies. Their results, 
therefore, remain a snapshot and cannot be generalized any further. 
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Finally, the interpretation of language and discourse is insufficient if we 
want to understand how emotions precede, form and sustain identity, for 
example: what function do emotions have in the social structure in which 
they are communicated and what effects they produce on international 
relations.

I suggest that we can only make full sense of the role and effects of 
emotions in international relations by integrating them into a broader and 
more systematic picture of time and space, with comparative elements and 
a more longitudinal perspective. Furthermore, we need to be more dis-
criminate with emotional agency when analyzing the role of emotions. 
Not all utterances and displays of emotions necessarily need to have a 
constitutive function. We must ascertain who these ‘subjects’ are that 
enact emotions in international relations. Thus, I propose deviating from 
the conventional methodology in constructivist emotion research and 
adapting it. I propose a way of moving beyond these shortcomings by 
introducing a comparative, qualitative content analysis (QCA) of semantic 
patterns of emotions. I see two advantages in this approach: First, con-
structivist research can move from mere description to a more stringent 
‘testing’ of the theoretical assumption that emotions are embedded in and 
shape social structures. Second, such an approach provides more robust 
insights about the actual impact of emotions on social structures and 
political behavior, hence on the interplay between emotions and interna-
tional policy.

I illustrate this with an analysis of post-Soviet Russian foreign policy 
towards the West. I have identified semantic emotional patterns across a 
large corpus of documents produced by different Russian officials and 
institutions, thereby enabling me to compare them over time and issue 
area. Russian foreign policy towards the West is an insightful empirical 
case for studying the effects of emotions on political behavior and inter-
national relations. I have particularly concentrated on emotional 
responses to perceived disrespect of the country’s international status. 
The idea that Russia is or must remain a great power in international 
relations exerts a strong identity-building power among the domestic 
political elite (Forsberg, Heller, & Wolf, 2014) and the concern over 
that self-defined great power status has strongly influenced Russian for-
eign policy strategy formulation since the mid-1990s (Russian 
Federation, 2000, 2008, 2013). Challenges to this status, therefore, are 
likely to infringe upon the Russian collective identity and, in a  social 
psychological perspective, is likely to trigger emotions (Haidt & Joseph, 

 R. HELLER



 77

2004). It is a common view in Moscow today that Russia unrightfully 
holds a minor rank in international relations (Frolov, 2016), and that it 
is ‘the West’—as the ‘significant other’ against which Russia traditionally 
measures its status—that is responsible for this status degradation. At 
the same time, we have seen Russia becoming increasingly assertive vis-
à-vis the West over the years, thereby openly stressing discontent over 
Western conduct in this relationship. It is, therefore, plausible to assume 
that Russian policy shifts and changes, both temporary and more con-
stant, are not exclusively the result of material considerations and extrin-
sic motivations but, to a significant extent, intrinsic and influenced by 
emotions, particularly by anger over Western status deprivation. My 
research interest lies in this longer-term change in the character of the 
Russian-Western relationship and I suggest that it is influenced by this 
socio-emotional factor.

I analyze the assumed link between status concerns and anger in 
Russian foreign policy towards the West by systematically identifying and 
comparing discursive representations of anger in official Russian speech 
in the context of two historical cases where a status conflict became obvi-
ous: in the context of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 
intervention in Kosovo in  1999 and in the context of the Russian-
Georgian war in 2008. Document coding and comparative analysis was 
supported by an electronic program for qualitative content analysis 
(MAXQDA). With regard to the results, I have indeed found status-
related anger markers in both cases; however, the substance of anger 
representations and their interplay with ‘real’ political behavior differ 
greatly. This leads me to conclude that the emotion anger in the two 
cases follows a different inner logic and serves different functions. The 
findings suggest that the applied method clearly enhances the research-
er’s ability to more rigorously investigate the discursive character of 
emotions as well as their impact on foreign policy and international rela-
tions and helps generate more reliable results in interpretative research 
designs.

THEORY: ANGER, STATUS AND STATE BEHAVIOR

Anger, in its most simple psychological definition, is a negative emotional, 
individual reaction to a negative external stimulus. Kassinove (1995, p. 7) 
defines anger as a ‘negative phenomenological (or internal) feeling state 
associated with specific cognitive and perceptual distortions and deficiencies 
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(for example misappraisals, errors, and attributions of blame, injustice, pre-
ventability, and/or intentionality), subjective labelling, physiological 
changes, and action tendencies to engage in socially constructed and 
 reinforced organized behavioural scripts’. Anger, as any emotion, is there-
fore strongly linked to the human body and it is of a highly subjective char-
acter. However, and in order to study the link between status concern/
deprivation and anger in international relations, and Russian foreign policy 
in particular, we need to first clarify a couple of questions:

• Why is anger assumed to be the prevalent emotion in the status con-
flict between Russia and the West?

• What is anger and how can it be captured?
• Whose anger are we actually talking about and what is the level of 

analysis one has to consider?
• If, from a constructivist point of view, language is the key to identify-

ing emotions, how can we get access to and find evidence of anger 
and angry behavior through language?

Anger in International Status Conflict

Social psychologists such as Mackie, Smith and Ray (2008), Stets and 
Burke (2000), Tajfel (1978) or Miller (2001) have added to the general 
definition mentioned above that anger stems from a feeling of frustration 
over failed verification of a positively distinctive identity. Thus, anger 
must be understood as a reactive attitude to perceived deliberate harm, 
unfair treatment, or disrespect aroused on behalf of or in defense of the 
self (Gould, 2003; Kelman, 1965; Rosen, 2005; Tiedens, 2001). Being 
respected in one’s self-defined identity, therefore, is socially and emo-
tionally important as it demonstrates that others attribute a specific rank 
and role—status—to somebody in a social relationship (Lindemann, 
2000, p. 3; Wolf, 2008, p. 5, 2011, p. 106). Consequently, anger is indi-
rect evidence of concern over status (Rosen, 2005, p. 50). Transferring 
this insight from social psychology to the international sphere, van Kleef 
et al. (Van Kleef, van Dijk, Steinel, Harinck, & van Beest, 2008, pp. 13–14) 
argue that anger is ‘perhaps the most prominent and pervasive’ emotion 
arising in social conflicts, be it between individuals, groups, organizations 
or nations, and, therefore, it is also potentially one of the most essential 
emotions in the study of international relations. Indeed, we know from 
the status-related literature in IR that states that care about status and  
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see their status challenged seek to enhance it to a level they deem appro-
priate to their own role definition. This also makes them more dangerous 
as they are willing to ‘resolve uncertainty around their status by compet-
ing more aggressively […] to create larger roles for themselves in interna-
tional affairs’ (Volgy, Corbetta, Grant, & Baird, 2011, p.  11). Status 
attribution (recognition) by others is just as important as the possession 
of material status capabilities (ibid.). So status in international relations is 
not only a matter of material facticity but also to a large extent of percep-
tions of status consistency and inconsistency. Thus, it is subject to socio-
emotional factors, which, as far as analytical approaches are concerned, 
have been greatly overlooked in the Russian-Western status conflict for a 
long time.

Facets of Anger

Kassinove’s definition of anger points to at least two dimensions: The 
first relates to the emotional experience (input), that is, the feeling of 
anger over perceived unfair treatment, insult, provocation or verbal or 
physical aggression by others. The second dimension covers the emo-
tion-induced responses triggered by these feelings, that is, the angry reac-
tions (output). Anger triggers a number of typical responses—action 
tendencies—all of which have the function of coping with the emotion 
anger (Averill, 1983; Novaco, 1986) and in social psychology terms of 
restoring status. Action tendencies when angry are: open (anger) and 
covered (resentment) aggression, obstruction of or retreat from existing 
cooperation and/or display of autonomy through own initiatives. 
Kassinove’s definition, moreover, shows that anger-induced individual 
reactions can be located on three different levels: an affective, a cognitive 
and a behavioral one. The affective dimension of anger is characterized 
by the inner tensions leading to spontaneous, mostly non-controllable 
arousal of the emotion of anger. On the cognitive level, anger triggers 
changes in moral judgments and evaluations: about the situation, the 
causer, his/her intentions, but also possible responses and their conse-
quences. Finally, on the behavioral dimension, anger brings together the 
inner-individual affective and cognitive dynamics and transfers them 
towards specific, yet highly diverse action tendencies (Novaco, 1986). 
Averill’s famous study on anger, for example, links it to  aggression, 
although he objects that ‘not all anger is aggressive, nor can all aggression 
be attributed to anger’ (1983: preface). Furthermore, research on social  
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conflict shows that anger tones down the desire for cooperation (Allred, 
Mallozzi, Fusako, & Raia, 1997) and even triggers obstruction of or 
total retreat from cooperation, or spurs more competition in social inter-
action (Butt, Choi, & Jaeger, 2005). Of course, this differentiation 
between affective, cognitive and behavioral levels only holds true for ana-
lytical purposes, as all three can go hand in hand. Angry verbal incite-
ment is often accompanied by a specific physical activity, which can be 
oriented outwardly or inwardly, through aggression or withdrawal from 
social interaction (Isbell, Ottati, & Burns, 2006; Lerner & Keltner, 2000, 
2001). Alternatively, a desire for retaliation may remain on a verbal or a 
symbolic level rather than being carried out, as they reflect upon the per-
ceived frustration rather than the urge to respond with ‘real’ action 
(Averill, 1983, p. 1147; Mackie et al. 2008). Finally, when people change 
their evaluations under the influence of anger, they might also change the 
assessments regarding their self-interest which then leads to a change in 
behavior, thereby even breaking with established practices and behavioral 
norms of interaction (McDermott, 2004, p. 15). Research has proven 
that when angry, decisions are taken based on shorter notice, biased 
perceptions and information neglect, thereby accepting  risks, conse-
quences and losses higher than usual  (Kahnemann & Tversky, 1979). 
The researcher is confronted here with the problem of equifinality, mean-
ing that a behavior which resembles anger can well be the result of 
another rationale. It appears crucial to correlate the behavior under 
inspection of the mental representations—justifications and argumenta-
tions—that accompany them. This enables the researcher to better 
(although maybe not fully) identify genuine anger.

Anger must also be differentiated along temporal lines. Anger in a nar-
row understanding is a spontaneous and usually short-lived, episodic emo-
tion that occurs in reaction to a specific event and then usually disappears 
again (Scherer, 2005). Cognitive and behavioral elements of anger are also 
episodic, although it might take a while until an individual reevaluates 
judgments about a situation that were formed under the influence of anger 
or is willing to adjust behavior. Yet, there are also longer-term conceptual-
izations of anger or emotional concepts with negative valence closely 
related to or overlapping with anger. Resentment is one of them. It is a 
long-term ‘affective disposition’ (Frijda, 2008, p. 73) that is enduring and 
describes an affective attitude towards somebody or something, even 
when there is no acute reason for being or turning angry (Deonna & 
Teroni, 2012, p. 8). Unlike an acute anger episode, affective dispositions 
do not interrupt cognitive processes or behavioral sequences (Fries, 2008, 
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p. 297). Resentment mainly puts the attention on subjectively perceived 
undeserved status inconsistencies based on moral categories (Feather & 
Nairne, 2009). How do anger and resentment interact? Decision-making 
when angry tends to be judged on the basis of resentment and ignores 
objective information. Vice versa, when the cause of frustration that trig-
gered the anger endures and attention is constantly drawn towards the 
negative stimulus, including the negative feeling evoked (Bushman, 
2002), rumination over unfair treatment starts and anger may connect 
with, integrate into and be activated from deeper layers of mental process-
ing, thereby changing the organization of information processing substan-
tially. Cathartic release from anger becomes impossible and instead 
‘avoidance coping’ takes root, which is ‘the intrusion into consciousness 
of autonomic failure-related thoughts elicited by the failure or by other 
external or internal stimuli’ (Mikulincer, 1996, p. 203). When episodic 
anger turns into resentment, it carries a feeling of powerlessness against 
the provoker. Moral arguments become more important and the desire for 
revenge becomes more implicit and covered.

To sum up, when the emotion moves from acute anger to rumination 
and resentment, it is reflected in a modified use of speech and variances in 
the representations that stem from the cognitive, affective and behavioral 
level of anger. In the analysis we should therefore expect to see changes in 
the emotive pattern of anger. Any analysis of anger in Russian foreign 
policy, therefore, must take multidimensionality into account, both with 
regard to input and output, anger levels and their temporality. 
Methodologically, the three anger levels must be reflected and system-
atized in the coding scheme and translated into respective analytical cate-
gories according to their emotional logic.

Level of Analysis: Anger Agents and Their Speech

It is still not fully clear how an essentially bodily human experience can be 
translated onto a state. Can states really ‘feel’ anger concerning status 
deprivation? Can emotions such as anger be ‘collectivized’ and assigned 
to a nation? While it is true that ‘states do not have a coherent body 
capable of feeling anything’ (Hall, 2011, p. 532), states are made up of 
people and individuals who represent the state and share individual emo-
tions. Through this process they generate collective identities, shared 
habits and interests, practices and preferences (Druckmann, 1993; Sasley, 
2011). It is the state’s representatives who identify with the state and 
through which a state ‘feels’. Other authors suggest that we need to think 
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of the state as a composite actor or ‘institutionalized field’, in which the 
individuals display certain similarities in their social configuration and 
share a number of social premises, so that a unified and collectively shared 
cognitive and emotional foreign policy disposition (Bourdieu, 1994, 
p.  9)—a specific mentality and habitus—becomes visible. When main-
tained by these authorized speakers in interactional-discursive contexts, 
such a mentality certainly influences a state’s demeanor in international 
relations (Pouliot, 2010, p. 87).

Nevertheless, collective agents act in the most diverse environments, 
and therefore the potential or dynamic of collectivization of emotions 
can vary. For instance, in an environment such as in Russia where the 
policy process is far from transparent or is not a process of pluralistic 
bargaining and negotiation, we tend to be dealing with a smaller group 
of political decision-makers for which a shared identity can be more eas-
ily identified. This is even more so when no other ‘corrective’ influence, 
for instance a strong public as is (ideally!) the case in participation-ori-
ented democracies, is rooted in the political culture of a country (e.g. 
Czempiel, 1998). Under such conditions, foreign policy elites are rela-
tively free to transfer their social and emotional dispositions unto the 
national as well as the international scene. Emotional language, thus, 
represents both—it expresses the feeling state of the emotional agent and 
displays justifications of emotion-driven behavior. Through language, a 
speaker not only gives introspective emotive information about changes 
in his/her appraisal of the situation, the alleged causer, and the feelings 
triggered, but also comes up with new justification for non-cooperative, 
even confrontational action or other anger-induced, potentially costly, 
self-harming or intersubjectively unacceptable (deviant) behavior (Fries, 
2008). With regard to methodology, therefore, I argue that it is essential 
to define the environment and agents of emotions. In the case of Russia, 
the political elites and their public speeches, rather than the discourse 
within the broader public, constitute the decisive spheres where empiri-
cal occurrences of anger and its impact on policy should be observed and 
studied.

METHOD: STUDYING ANGER IN RUSSIAN FOREIGN POLICY

How have I proceeded methodologically in order to show the presence 
and influence of anger in Russia’s foreign policy towards the West? I 
searched for evidence of anger by cumulating indicators of its input  
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and output dimension in Russian-Western status conflicts. The center-
piece of the analysis was a qualitative content analysis (QCA) of statements 
and speeches from officials from the Russian foreign policy environment, 
understood here as authorized speakers, agents and administrative bodies 
who are carriers of the state’s emotions. The research methodology 
included four main elements/steps: First, the selection of two cases of 
status conflict between Russia and the West; second, the development of 
the codebook, which includes the operationalization of anger in language 
and the development of semantic indicators of anger over status depriva-
tion in Russian official language; third, the generation of the text corpus 
to be coded; and fourth, the actual coding process of the text corpus.

Case Selection

In order to test the assumption that socio-emotional factors, in particu-
lar perceived disrespect, are influential to Russian foreign policy behav-
ior in its relations with the West, and shape or change the dynamic of the 
relationship over a longer period of time, I selected and juxtaposed two 
status conflict cases for the empirical analysis: the NATO’s self-mandated 
intervention in Kosovo in 1999 and the Russian-Georgian war in August 
2008. The choice of these two conflicts appealed to me for a several 
reasons: Firstly, it promised to provide cross-temporal insights about 
Russian anger patterns. The Kosovo issue took place in the late 1990s, 
that is, the pre- Putin era, when the stability of the political system had 
not yet come to rely so much on the domestic evocation of Russia’s 
great power status and the relations with the West were still in a more 
cooperative rather than conflictive mode. The Russian-Georgian war, on 
the contrary, occurred at the height of the grievances over the West 
ignoring Russian interests, combined with an accelerated dynamic of 
domestic nationalist mobilization, which both triggered the most severe 
provocations in the relationship since 1991, with emerging narratives of 
a ‘New Cold War’.

Secondly, although the Russian-Georgian war was not an issue directly 
related to Russian-Western relations, many observers have put forward the 
hypothesis that NATO’s Kosovo intervention in 1999 and Russian con-
duct against Georgia in 2008 are highly interconnected. The former had 
created a ‘perception among Russia’s political elite that, rather than 
upholding liberal democratic values’, NATO’s intervention was not a nec-
essary act to end human rights violations against Albanians, but rather 
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‘constituted a selective defence of the interests of the leading Western 
powers and an act which bypassed ‘traditional’ international law and side-
lined Russia in order to promote a particular vision of the European secu-
rity order’ (Averre, 2009, p. 575). A comparison of the two cases appears 
fruitful to analyze whether this shift in perception had an emotional basis 
and can be traced back to earlier status conflicts.

The Coding System

The coding system was developed deductively.1 Deductive categories were 
mainly taken from the psychological and linguistic literature on anger and 
its manifestations in language (as presented above) and were structured 
along the three dimensions of anger: cognitive, affective, and behavioral 
(Table 4.1).

 Cognitive Level (Code Category A)
On the cognitive level, I developed the analytical categories along 
Wierzbicka’s linguistic model of an ‘emotional scene’ (1995). Emotional 
scenes describe the cognitive, hence reflected dimension of anger as it 
materializes in the verbalized mental representations of a speaker. In the 
given case, I took into account all verbalized mental representations that 
are evidence of a perceived mismatch between the speaker’s status expec-
tations and the policy of the Western interaction partners. Such verbaliza-
tions carry in themselves an implicit cognitive appraisal (moral judgment) 
by the speaker (causer) of who is responsible for a specific incident or in 
what way the West has deprived Russia of its status (status-related prob-
lem/cause) and how this negatively affects Russia’s international status 
(moral belief). Mental representations are not reduced to one word or 
expression, but consist of ‘frames’, which are more complex construc-
tions that ‘identify problems and causes and provide solutions’ (Benford 
& Snow, 2000).

 Behavioral Level (Code Category B)
Wierzbicka’s model of emotional scene includes two more categories of 
mental representations: (a) expressions of disappointment or frustration 
about an interacting partner’s conduct (condemnation), and (b) reflec-
tions about what the speaker, who feels deprived of status, could/must do 
to stop the offender and why a specific reaction to the offense is or was 
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necessary (action required). I have subsumed these indicators under behav-
ior, because they represent what psychology describes as anger action ten-
dencies. Such anger-induced (re)actions must be justified. As I expect 
speakers to justify their behavior as ‘rightful’, in particular when it deviates 
from or contradicts given interaction patterns, another analytical category 
for anger is ‘action justification’. Also derived from psychology is the cat-
egory impression management, which coresponds to the obvious attempts 
by the speaker to rhetorically engage in positive, status-consistent 
self-descriptions.

 Affective Level (Code Category C)
Under the influence of anger, language is additionally filled with sponta-
neous expressions of strong emotional subjectivity that more concretely 
reflect the feeling of anger. Such ‘emotion-signifying’ and ‘emotion- 
expressing’ words produce emotional impressions and attitudes and reflect 
the emotive attitude of the speaker. In line with Schwarz-Friesel (2007, 
p.  134ff), I subsume intensifications, interjections and modal particles 
under emotion-expressing  lexical items; and direct and indirect (met-
onyms, metaphors and other rhetorical means) expressions of anger under 
emotion-signifying lexical items. Between the cognitive and the affective 
level, there are connotations. Connotations are cognitive attributions 
combined with affective representations. Connotations inform us about 
the speaker’s affective position or attitude towards an object. Under the 
influence of anger, lexical items usually have a negative connotation (‘He 
died’ vs. ‘He bit the dust’). Negative connotations tend to be represented 
by clichés, degradation and negative stereotypes, but also through more 
neutral words, which generate negative or positive feelings due to the his-
torical or cultural emotive knowledge connected to them (for instance, 
‘Auschwitz’). Connotations evaluate but also simplify and dramatize. 
Simplification comes through binary codes (good-bad, right-wrong, we- 
them, friend-foe), self-fulfilling prophecies (‘we knew this would hap-
pen’). Negative stereotyping is more typical and prominent under 
resentment. Stereotypes are mental representations in the long-term 
memory, which characterize objects, people, and groups, strongly simplify 
and distort their initial characteristics, thus leading to ‘wrong conceptual-
izations’ (Schwarz-Friesel 2007, p. 341). Linguistics points out that it is 
also largely a matter of culture whether and how a lexical item is attributed 
under the influence of anger.
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Table 4.1 The coding system

Code category A (cognitive)
Code group Code Semantic indicators/question for 

qualitative text analysis
A1 problem A1.1 problem identification In what way is Russia’s status endangered 

or damaged?
A1.2 problem attributiona How is the damage to status characterized?
A1.3 moral beliefs touched What ‘should’ the status structure be?

A2 causer A2.1 causer identification Who is responsible for status damage?
A2.2 causer attribution How is the causer characterized?
A2.3 causer objective Why is the causer acting this way?

Code category B (behavioral)
Code group Code Sub-code Semantic indicators/

questions for 
qualitative text analysis

B1 reaction 
impulse

B1.1 resentment B1.1.1 ‘hidden’ 
revenge desires

Rhetorical signs of 
spitefulness

B1.1.2 
inferiorizations

Rhetorical signs of 
indignation at the 
other

B1.1.3 feelings of 
injustice

Expressions of 
displeasure about 
unfair treatment

B1.2 condemnation B.1.2.1 
expressions of 
disapproval

Expressions of 
dissatisfaction with the 
other’s conduct

B1.2.2 
demanding 
rectification of 
the wrong

Rhetorical demands 
towards the other

B1.3 action required B1.3.1 action 
type

What is the character 
of the suggested 
action?

B.1.3.2 action 
justification

Why is an action 
necessary?

B2 impression management What status image of 
Russia does the speaker 
construct?

Code category C (affective)
Code group Code Semantic indicators/questions for 

qualitative text analysis

(continued)
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Table 4.1 (continued)

C1 direct expressions of emotion All lexeme that directly express state of 
emotionality—obida, trevoga, 
vozmushhenie, ozabochennost’, 
razocharovanie, priskorbno, etc.

C2 
dramatization

C2.1 interjections Lexeme such as hey!, ey!, expressing 
sudden feelings of anger—nu, uvy, etc.

C2.2 intensifying words Lexeme such as very [angry] which 
intensify the expressed emotional state  
of mind—krajne, sovershenno, ochen’, 
absoljutno, etc.

C2.3 modal particles Lexeme such as unfortunately (k 
sozhaleniju), apparently (verojatno) which 
concretize the speaker’s attitude towards 
the content of his/her message

C2.4 analogies Indirect, metonymical descriptions of the 
experienced feeling of anger through 
comparisons, i.e. as or like (tak zhe kak, 
huzhe chem)

C3 
simplification

C3.1 stereotyping/
historical analogies

Negative attributions and ‘wrong’ 
historical comparisons

C3.2 binary codes Contrasting ‘good-bad’ juxtapositions
C3.3 self-fulfilling 
prophecy

Positive or negative expectations or 
predictions about the other’s behavior

C4 other 
rhetorical 
means

C4.1 sarcasm Expressions of bitterness
C4.2 appeal Speaker directly addresses the audience
C4.3 exclamation Outcry of the speaker (exclamation mark 

indicative)
C4.4 repetition Repeating of words or sentences
C4.5 metaphors Figurative speech
C4.6 rhetorical question Answer is already implicitly given or not 

expected
C4.7 irony Saying the opposite of what is meant
C4.8 rupture Interruption of sentence, concealing the 

message
C4.9 non- chained speech Enumeration without conjunction
C4.10 iteration Use of a number of conjunctions where 

not necessary
C4.11 colloquial speech Ordinary, everyday speech
C4.12 embedded story Speaker tells a ‘story’ within his/her 

speech

aNote that there is a strong overlap between cognitive attributions (A1.2) and their affective representa-
tions in speech (C3.1). A double coding was conducted here
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Text Sampling

The third step consisted in the selection of relevant texts for each case. The 
texts were mainly sourced from the Russian database INTEGRUM which 
covers not only primary documents from Russian political institutions but 
also includes broad media coverage (e.g. radio and television tran-
scripts). Complementary material was identified on the internet. I defined 
the relevant foreign policy environment as a set of actors including the 
executive (the Russian president and the presidential administration, the 
foreign ministry and ministry of defense as well as the Russian prime min-
ister), the legislative (the Russian parliament—Duma and Federation 
Council) and other figures of the foreign policy establishment (foreign 
policy scholars or eminent individuals), in as far as they commented on 
status-relevant issues.

Usually, when identifying relevant official speech in qualitative content 
analysis (also in discourse analysis), the point of departure is the definition 
of a set of key words according to which the text search is conducted. A 
search along simple key words created a number of problems in this case, 
because neither the notion ‘status’ (status) nor the notion ‘disrespect’ 
(neuvazhenie) produced sufficient results. There were also no reliable dic-
tionaries available to capture all discursive representations of anger and 
status in Russian language. The overall search strategy was therefore 
adapted and refined. A contextualized search strategy was developed, com-
bining predefined, status-relevant, thematic slots (see Tables 4.2 and 4.3) 
and issue-specific as well as actor-specific characteristics with notions from 
the semantic fields of ‘status’ and ‘anger’ (see Table 4.4).

Particularly in the INTEGRUM database, texts can be searched by 
means of specific operators (search keys) (Table 4.5).

In the Kosovo case, 80 texts were found through the contextualized 
text search; in the case of the Russian-Georgian war, 52 texts.

Coding Process

The coding process was supported by the qualitative data analysis soft-
ware MAXQDA.  Coding with MAXQDA has several advantages, the 
main one being that it can help handle large quantities of texts and gen-
erate a more comprehensive codebook. Moreover, documents can be 
coded qualitatively  but also categorized along formal, predefined and 
self-defined variables attached to each document, such as document date 
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(date of production), document type (statement, interview, media cover-
age or the like), speaker (executive, legislative, military, other), or audi-
ence (domestic, international). This way, MAXQDA facilitated the 
cross-case comparison of the results.

The text coding was performed manually, whereby at least 50 per cent 
of each case was coded by two coders in order to guarantee inter-coder 

Table 4.2 Kosovo case search slots

Slot name Slot description Events/impulses for 
Russian anger (±2)a

‘NATO option’ Russian counterpleas and reactions to 
incidents where the West urges for an 
increased role of NATO in the solution of 
the Kosovo crisis

May–December 1998

NATO bombings Russian reactions to the unauthorized 
NATO bombings

22 March–end of 
August 1999

KFOR 
deployment

Russian verbal and substantial reactions to 
influence the path of the international 
post- conflict peacekeeping efforts in Kosovo

February–August 
1999

Bringing Russia 
‘back on board’

Reactions from Russia to the West’s efforts 
to integrate Russia into international 
peacekeeping and diplomacy in Kosovo

April 1999–August 
1999

aThe thematic slots were sub-specified both time and event-wise; as a corrective, the temporal parameters 
for the text search within each slot were expanded for two months. This way, text could be found close to 
an event as well as texts that were produced independent of an event

Table 4.3 Georgia case search slots

Slot name Slot description Events/impulses for 
Russian anger

Reintegration 
enforcement

Russian reactions to Georgian efforts to 
enforce reintegration of renegade regions 
Abkhazia, Adzharia and South Ossetia

January 2004–July 
2008

Escalation of violence 
in Georgian separatist 
republics

Russian reactions to escalation of violence 
in Georgian separatist republics

June/July–August 
2008

Russian military 
intervention

Russian justifications of military 
intervention in Georgia

8 August 2008–19 
August 2008

Independence Russian justifications of its recognition of 
South Ossetia and Abkhazia independence

26 August–end 
September 2008
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reliability. The two coders regularly verified and discussed their codings 
and, where necessary, adapted the codebook. Through this process, the 
coding team inductively derived the code contents and developed addi-
tional ones. Codes and sub-codes with less than two coded segments 
were eliminated; and other categories with high content similarity were 
merged, where applicable, at a higher abstract level. MAXQDA provided 
tools for comprehensive analytical operations within each case and com-
parisons across the cases such as analyses of selected coded segments 
along defined categories (e.g. speaker group, date/time periods or prox-
imity of two or more codes).

Table 4.5 INTEGRUM query/search key example for contextualized docu-
ment search

Slot Impulse/event INTEGRUM search key

‘NATO 
option’

June 1998: 
U.S. Foreign Minister 
Albright introduces 
the idea of a NATO 
intervention if 
necessary without a 
UN mandate

(министр или премьер-министр или “Председатель 
Правительства” или “министр иностранных дел” или 
Президент или Ельцин) (Кремль или правительство 
или дума или “совет федерации” или парламент или 
МИД или “министерство иностранных дел” или 
“внешнеполитическое ведомство” или 
министерство) ((НАТО или США или запад) 
(вмешательство или интервенция или 
посредничество) Косово) (06.1998! д)

Table 4.4 Search categories for contextualized text sampling within the pre-
defined slots

Search category Search words (in Russian)

Actor President, foreign minister, prime minister, minister of defense, 
representative, deputy, Putin, Medvedev, Ivanov, Lavrov etc.

Institution Government, Kreml, Duma, Federation Council, foreign 
ministry, ministry of defense, NATO-Russia Council etc.

Context Meeting, press-conference, summit, note, interview etc.
Interaction West, United Nations, NATO, OSCE, United States, 

international community etc.
Activity Reaction, measure, countermeasure, step, action, policy, move, 

diplomatic talks, initiative, meeting, protest etc.
Master frame ‘status’ Semantic field status (and lack thereof)
Master frame ‘anger’ Semantic field anger
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ANALYSIS AND RESULTS

Did the methodology live up to its promises? What results did the com-
parative qualitative content analysis produce? In what way does the pro-
posed methodological approach contribute to interpretative research on 
emotions?

A Systematic Picture of Anger Patterns in Russian  
Official Speech

In each case, the analysis produced a systematic and comprehensive pic-
ture of semantic anger patterns in Russian official language. The document- 
coding ratio, that is, the average number of coded segments (codings) in 
one text, shows that Russian status representations are largely filled with 
anger markers. The document-coding ratio in the Kosovo case in 1999 is 
29, in the case of the Russian-Georgian war, it is 40 (Table 4.6). This is a 
strong argument in favor of the initial hypothesis that status issues in post- 
Soviet Russian foreign policy are highly embedded in and subject to emo-
tions, independent of the current ruling elite or group.

The systematic qualitative analysis shows that anger over the lack of and 
the desire for social recognition is directed at different aspects of Russian 
status. The analysis points at least to three major fields where Russian lead-
ers are concerned about external, particularly Western recognition: (a) 
approval of centrality (recognition of Russia’s central role in the formula-
tion and application of the international system’s norms and rules); (b) 
approval of equality (recognition of Russia’s right to consultation on and 
participation in major, mainly European, security arrangements); and (c) 
approval of primacy (recognition of Russia’s historically cultivated, ‘priv-
ileged’ role in the post-Soviet region). Security issues also play a fre-
quent role and appear to be a status-related anger point. However, the 
analysis suggests that we should not treat security concerns and concerns 
over social status as separate, but  rather as strongly interrelated issues 
which have their foundation within Russian identity and display strong   

Table 4.6 Document-coding ratio

Documents Coded segments Document-coding ratio

Kosovo 1999 80 2299 29
Georgia 2008 52 2107 40
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emotional overlap. Particularly with regards to the Russian-Georgian 
war in 2008, I noticed a strong emotional overlap between primacy-
concerns and security frames. The conviction that Russia plays a prime 
role in its region, and that this mode of commanding produces security, 
mainly materializes in the speakers’ moral beliefs, not in the problem 
identification. The idea that security interests are exclusively or predom-
inantly motivated extrinsically should be reconsidered and researchers 
should be more sensitive towards seemingly competing frames and 
motives.

Varying Emotion Curves: Acute Anger, Resentment and the Link 
Between the Two

The anger patterns in 1999 and 2008 differ greatly in their substance and 
emotional function. The Kosovo case is a showcase for an acute anger 
episode, where the typical anger-induced, spontaneous logic of the action 
tendencies can be traced in the language as well as in behavior. Typically, 
all anger reactions were short-lived, including sporadic withdrawal from 
cooperation with the West. The Russian political elite returned to the 
usual level of cooperation and rhetoric, even in the domestic political envi-
ronment, in which ultra-nationalist forces in the State Duma were still 
pushing and spreading Anti-Western narratives and perceptions. This was 
clearly conducive to further emotionalization of Russian foreign policy 
and potentially to aggravating tensions with the West. From August 1999 
onwards, after the initial euphoria among the Russian establishment over 
Russian status ‘achievements’ had died down, and particularly after the 
resumption of cooperation with NATO and Russian inclusion into the 
G8, both post-evaluations and policy shifted back to ‘normal’ (Heller, 
2014) (Chart 4.1).

In contrast, anger patterns in 2008 followed a resentment-logic rather 
than an acute anger episode. The analysis detected rumination over status 
issues up to a year before, starting with the imminent Western recognition 
of an independent Kosovo. This process triggered an actualization of sta-
tus concerns and latent feelings of disrespect, and it significantly fostered 
the cognitive evaluations, affective rhetoric and behavior of the speakers 
during the five-day war with Georgia. Anger patterns in 2008 were con-
structed to a large extent along moralization logics, whereas in 1999, the 
speakers’ condemning rhetoric had revealed surprise and disbelief about 
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the West’s conduct. These results clearly show that when the emotion 
moves from acute anger to rumination and resentment, this is also reflected 
in changes in the emotive patterns of the texts (Chart 4.2).

What Role Do Anger Agents Play?

The comparative analysis also gives more insights about who actually 
communicated anger and in which situations. Interestingly, despite a 
high fragmentation of the political spectrum in 1999, all speakers at that 
time were consistent and aligned in their general emotional attitude 
towards the NATO intervention. The ultra-nationalists in the State 
Duma, on the other hand, relied much more on anti-Western narratives 
and stereotypes, mainly drawn from World War II experiences and the 
antagonistic struggle of the Cold War period, than did officials from the 
executive. The latter seemed to deliberately avoid anti-Western agitation. 
The picture changed dramatically in 2008: Executive officials drew heavily 
on anti-Western  stereotypes, although the knowledge that created these 
stereotypes had its foundation in the (perceived) status asymmetry and US  
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primacy of the Post-Cold War era, manifesting itself in liberal interven-
tionist practices and Western-dominated changes in the normative foun-
dations of the international system. Political synchronization 
(the elimination of opposition forces) in the ruling elite simulated unity 
in the  assessment of and conduct regarding the events. In 2008, the 
Russian executive seemed much more determined to risk a confrontation 
with the West and to bear the consequences of this policy. Also, in the 
aftermath of the conflict, no reassessment of the course of action took 
place. The combination of resentment-rhetoric and the more substantial 
departure from cooperative and amicable relations with the West indi-
cates that the perceived gains from such a course of action seemed to be 
greater than reconciliation.

Is There an Emotional ‘Learning Curve’?

The findings suggest that the Russian establishment has undergone an 
emotional ‘learning curve’, that is, that rumination over perceived Western 
disrespect has reshaped the affective disposition towards the West over the 
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years, thereby morphing initially intrinsic (social status) motivations to 
defend self-esteem into emotional foundations that inspire strategic power 
calculation. However, the analysis at hand cannot consistently show the 
processes through which initial anger over Western disrespect has intruded 
into the consciousness of Russian decision-makers and has turned into 
new patterns of anti-Western resentment over the years. One way to high-
light this process and how it feeds into preferences, interests and strategic 
power calculations, would be to add more cases to the picture, trace and 
compare the emotional constants and changes therein, and complement 
them with more explicative methods such as process-tracing and a more 
systematic cost-benefit analysis.

CONCLUSION

The methodology suggested here—a comparative qualitative content 
analysis—helped me make sense of the changes in Russian foreign policy 
towards the West throughout the last 25 years and the more recent shift 
towards more assertiveness in the relationship. This diachronic (longitu-
dinal) and synchronic (comparative) approach revealed the dynamics and 
effects of emotions on Russian decision-making and on Russian-Western 
(international) relations  in a more systematic way than a temporally 
tightly defined, single-n case investigation of emotional discourses would 
have done. However, the findings are still only a small part of a much 
bigger picture, and in the Russian case, the researcher is well advised to 
broaden the object of investigation to a higher number of cases, such as 
NATO expansion, the  European missile defense, the conflict over 
Ukraine and the Syria issue—all of which represent a latent or manifest 
status conflict.

The methodology could not solve one major problem that emotion 
research faces in general: the question of delineating intrinsic from instru-
mental uses of emotions in world politics. Therefore, some caution is 
advised in dealing with emotions in texts: We know that emotions can be 
strategically and instrumentally used by policy-makers in order to trigger 
specific reactions. I do not exclude that this is the case here as well. From 
my findings, I would suggest that emotions in the Russian context are 
primarily intrinsic and identity-driven, but they can and are indeed used 
instrumentally to reach a strategic domestic (strengthening regime legiti-
macy at home) or foreign polical (de-legitimizing specific Western norms 
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and practices) goal. Materially, the Russian leadership is currently succeed-
ing in increasing the basis of its international status, both domestically and 
internationally. Evoking emotions and creating and spreading anti- Western 
resentment represent important assets to this end.

Regarding the research process, a sensitive handling of different sub-
jective understandings of emotions by each coder is important. Although 
the research group tried to ensure inter-coder reliability, a fully consistent 
understanding of the emotive value of the coded texts and segments is 
difficult to produce as one and the same passage resonates differently on 
an individual emotional level. What affects me does not necessarily move 
you. Finally, it appears indispensable to use native speakers as decoders. 
Emotions are more than simple information. In language, they reach 
deep into collective memories and are filtered by cultural dispositions as 
well as linguistic traditions. These last two points underline  some-
thing fundamental about emotions, which reaches well beyond the scope 
of the methodology presented here: Emotions are definitely social, but, 
to a significant extent, they attain meaning only through individual 
experience.
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“Claiming respect. Tracing the socio-emotional dimension of Russia’s relations 
with the West” funded by the German Research Council (DFG).

NOTES

1. Some codes were developed inductively, particularly those within C4.
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CHAPTER 5

Auto-ethnography and the Study of Affect 
and Emotion in World Politics: Investigating 
Security Discourses at London’s Imperial War 

Museum

Audrey Reeves

INTRODUCTION: THE SOCIAL RESEARCHER AS AFFECTIVE 
AND EMOTIONAL SUBJECT

This chapter demonstrates how auto-ethnography enables researchers to 
use their own affective and emotional experiences in prominent political 
spaces, such as national war museums, to generate fuller understandings of 
the (re)production of transnationally influent security discourses. 
Scholarship on emotions and world politics increasingly draws attention to 
scholars’ own emotional experiences as influencing and shaping the 
research process (Jauhola, 2015; Parashar, 2015; Sylvester, 2011). 
Simultaneously, the method of auto-ethnography, the use of the lived 
experience of the researcher as a methodological resource, is gaining trac-
tion in the study of world politics (Brigg & Bleiker, 2010; Dauphinee, 
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2010; Doty, 2010; Fitzgerald, 2015). In this contribution, I build bridges 
between bodies of research on affect/emotion and auto-ethnography. My 
reflection starts from the epistemological perspective that social research 
never achieves the ideal of objectivity or value-neutrality prescribed by 
positivist models of research: it is always historically, culturally, and politi-
cally situated. Acknowledging the researcher as an affectively and emo-
tionally constituted subject makes the research process and outputs more 
reflexive by drawing attention to the subjectivities, biases, and assump-
tions constituted and expressed in our affective and emotional experi-
ences. I show how auto-ethnography provides space for acknowledging 
and critically investigating our affective and emotional experiences, which 
in turn can generate innovative understandings of the importance of 
affects and emotions in world politics.

The research question that led me to conduct auto-ethnography is the 
following: How do affective and emotional experiences at London’s 
Imperial War Museum (hereafter IWM) participate in the (re)production 
and transformation of security discourses? Before considering why I chose 
auto-ethnography and how it helped me answer this question, it is worth 
addressing three theoretical and conceptual points: (1) Why a museum? 
(2) Why affective and emotional experiences? (3) How are affects and 
discourses connected?

As Christine Sylvester notes, International Relations (IR) has often 
overlooked the close relationship between museums and international 
politics, deeming it too ‘trivial’ (2015, p. 1). Trivialising museums, and 
treating them as irrelevant to international relations, reproduces the intui-
tive but problematic assumption that sites of leisure/peace and zones of 
danger/war mutually exclude one another (Lisle, 2000, 2013). Although 
this assumption is common in global discourses of security, we should 
question it for at least three reasons. First, terrorist attacks in areas fre-
quented by tourists from Bali to Paris compellingly undermine it. At a 
time when global media routinely shows images of tourism hotspots struck 
by violent attacks, it becomes increasingly difficult to defend the claim that 
tourism and security ‘naturally’ belong to different realms and social sci-
entific disciplines. Second, fully understanding world politics requires 
curiosity for spaces and places dismissed ‘as merely “private,” “domestic,” 
“local,” or “trivial”’ (Enloe, 2000, p. 3). As noted by feminist and postco-
lonial theorists, these places often naturalise global inequalities of gender, 
race, and class, amongst others, most seamlessly and thus most insidiously, 
and are therefore worthy of critical investigation.
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Third, and most relevant to the topic of this volume, war museums and 
memorials provide interesting places to study the role of affect and emo-
tion in world affairs. In heritage studies, war museums and memorials are 
well-known as sites for the circulation and reproduction of ideas about 
national identity. They provide places where citizens—particularly cultural 
and economic elites—gather to build common narratives about the 
nation-state’s engagement in past wars and its identity as a security actor 
within a broader world order. In the British context, the IWM has acted as 
a central public depositary of memories of post-1914 wars waged by 
Britain for a century. The IWM is the flagship branch and headquarters of 
the broader IWM family,1 founded by the UK government and to a large 
extent financed by it (Imperial War Museums, 2014a). Since their estab-
lishment in 1917, these museums commemorate wars involving the UK 
and its former empire from 1914 onwards.

In addition to their importance at the national level, prominent com-
memorative institutions like the IWM (see Picture 5.1) are also sites of 
public diplomacy and transnational communication about warfare. The 
Imperial Museum is a popular tourist attraction in the world’s most visited 
city. It attracted 1.1  million visitors in 2015 (ALVA, 2016), a number 
expected to grow in coming years. In 2013–2014, forty per cent of visitors 
to the five IWM attractions came from overseas (Imperial War Museums, 
2014b, p. 23); a percentage undoubtedly higher in the London branch, 
located in the most internationally visited city in the world. Through the 
years, the IWM has therefore instructed millions of home and foreign visi-
tors into the histories of wars waged by the UK from World War I to the 
present, and thus it participates in shaping international public opinion 
about the national identity of the UK and its involvement in world affairs, 
including through military means. The instruction of visitors into distant 
and recent memories of ‘Britain at war’, far from a dry history lesson, is 
done in such a way as to deeply move visitors and leave a lasting impres-
sion: as I will show, it involves the engineering of both affect and 
emotion.

Affects and emotions, it is worth clarifying, are related but ‘follow dif-
ferent logics and pertain to different orders’ (Massumi, 2002, p.  27). 
Affects include visceral reactions (such as laughter, tears, and screams) that 
we associate in everyday speech with emotions (such as joy, sadness, and 
fear), but they specifically relate to the corporeal, somatic, embodied, and 
sensorial dimension of human experience (Deleuze & Guattari, 1980). 
The analytical distinction between emotion and affect can be summarised 
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along three axes: conscious/unconscious; subjective/pre-subjective; and 
representable/non-representable. For the sake of clarity, I illustrate each 
with reference to experiences you may have when visiting the IWM.

To start with, emotions are conscious, and affects typically uncon-
scious. Museum visits involve a myriad of affective stimulations that most 
of us do not register in a conscious way. The IWM’s upper floors host a 
permanent exhibition dedicated to the commemoration of the Holocaust. 
It would be impossible to consciously register the hundreds of material 
details that make the Holocaust Gallery affectively powerful, yet all con-
tribute to an atmosphere heavy with death and atrocity. In this constricted, 
dark, tunnel- shaped space, affects include the sensuous pressure of the 
low  ceiling and narrow passageways, a quiet and gloomy soundtrack, the 
sight of harrowing photos of bodies piled into mass graves and of women 
lying naked on the street after having been raped by soldiers; concentra-
tion camp uniforms on display; concrete floors and walls; sleek metallic 

Picture 5.1 The Imperial War Museum (London). Source: Wikipedia Commons, 
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/a/a8/Imperial_War_
Museum_Front.JPG (Public domain licence by picture author, Alkivar at English 
Wikipedia)
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surfaces; and glass display cases. In a room dedicated to Auschwitz, survivors’ 
stories play from speakers placed at a low level in front of a three- 
dimensional reconstitution of the concentration camp. You must sit and 
place your ear close to the speaker to hear the recording distinctly, which 
gives the impression of hearing a ghost whispering secrets. At this point of 
my visit, I took out my fieldwork notebook and wrote down arising emo-
tions: I felt ‘loneliness and despair’ in face of the horrors depicted before 
me. I was conscious of feeling these emotions (as evidenced by the notes 
in my notebook), although certainly not of the full extent of affects circu-
lating in the gallery, which even several pages of notes could not fully or 
accurately describe.

In addition to being consciously experienced, emotion is easily verbally 
represented, whilst affect often eludes representation. This is why some 
refer to affect theory as non-representational theory (Thrift, 2008). It is 
easy for me to put words on how I felt in the Holocaust Gallery: ‘loneli-
ness’; ‘despair’. It is much harder to convey the full detail and complexity 
of how the gallery is constructed as a space, and how it felt to be in it. To 
an important extent, it is impossible to represent in words the experience 
of walking through that gallery. The elusiveness of affect is an epistemo-
logical and methodological challenge for the social researcher. How can 
we study something that resists representation? If words do not easily rep-
resent affect, they can evoke it. Have we not all at some point been moved 
by a novel, a poem, or a letter from a loved one? I borrow from the writing 
genre of the travelogue to evoke affect. As a literary genre, the travelogue 
occupies a liminal space between the ‘real’ (it factually describes how one 
got from a place to another) and the ‘artistic’ (it uses metaphors and 
embellishment in an attempt to captivate the reader) (Lisle, 2006b, 
pp. 27–30). Its intermediary status between the description of movement 
and its aestheticisation provides an opportunity to capture the museum 
experience as a ‘visceral encounter between the flesh of the body and the 
flesh of the world’ (Fullagar, 2001, p. 172). Although the travelogue’s 
primary material is the lived experience of the museum, its production 
involves ‘artistic’ decisions on what to include/exclude and what narrative 
form to adopt to produce a personal text that grips and moves the reader. 
This writing method does not, of course, provide an exact or full  rendering 
of the IWM experience; not only is the account selective, but the experi-
ence will vary depending on the visitor and the day of the visit. However, 
affects are too politically important to let their elusiveness discourage us 
from interrogating them.
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Affects are politically important because, while emotions are subjective, 
affects are pre-subjective and participate in the constitution of subjectivi-
ties we inhabit, such as the tourist, the citizen, or the researcher. Emotions 
are subjective in that they are ‘owned’ by the individual subject (Massumi, 
2002, p. 28). Emotion is what you find when you look within yourself and 
find you have been moved into a state of mind that you can label and rec-
ognise as ‘yours’, if temporarily. ‘Loneliness’ and ‘despair’ are personal and 
subjective interpretations of how I felt in the gallery. In contrast, affects 
fluidly circulate in social space around and through us. At the Holocaust 
Gallery, visitors adopted stooped postures, slow and silent movements, 
drawn features, and quiet tones of voice. These bodily dispositions spread 
almost instantly from one visitor to the next, and contributed to the dark 
mood and atmosphere of the space as a whole. Affect, therefore, is most 
usefully conceptualised as circulating through people, and not as living 
within them. In this process of circulation, it shapes us physically by alter-
ing our postures and movements, but also socially. At the Holocaust 
Gallery, affect is essential to convey in a powerful way the moral abjection 
of the genocide of Jewish people and other minorities between 1933 and 
1945. For students of world politics, the pre-subjective character of affect 
is crucial because it attunes us to thus far overlooked channels through 
which public and private institutions such as museums shape what post-
structuralists refer to as ‘security discourses’.

By security discourses, I mean relatively stable constellations of linguis-
tic and non-linguistic practices that organise the (re)production of knowl-
edge and meaning in the field of ‘security’ (Foucault, 2002 [1969], 
pp.  34–43; see also Hall, 1992, p.  291  in Wetherell, Yates, & Taylor, 
2001, p.  72). They are the ‘paradigms, policies, and practices’ (Cohn, 
2006, p. 91) around which people in a given social space ‘speak’ and ‘do’ 
security. Discourses become hegemonic when they succeed in fixing mean-
ing and knowledge in such a way that they become ‘common sense’ 
(Laclau & Mouffe, 2001); discourses that are not hegemonic are often 
described as ‘alternative’. Despite their relative stability, hegemonic dis-
courses never remain closed and fixed as alternative discourses continu-
ously challenge them. They evolve in such a way that yesterday’s common 
sense (e.g. racial segregation in the US military, still widespread at the end 
of World War II) eventually transforms itself into something new (e.g. the 
normalisation of racial integration in the US Armed Forces from the 1960s 
onward).
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Discourses make themselves accessible to people through texts, which 
include ‘anything which we think has meaning, in one way or another for 
us’ (Carver, 2002, p. 50). This comprises written texts, pictures, objects, 
movies, conversations, built spaces, and patterns of bodily movement, 
inter alia. Poststructuralist IR has a long history of analysing texts (often 
written documents, but increasingly non-linguistic forms as well) through 
which hegemonic security discourses are established, (re)produced, and 
challenged (e.g. Campbell, 1998; Doty, 1993; Hansen, 2006; Weldes, 
1999).

As suggested by Ernesto Laclau (2004, p. 326), ‘something belong-
ing to the order of affect has a primary role in discursively constructing 
the social’. As the Holocaust Gallery example suggests, museum and 
memorial designers, curators, and architects purposefully choose affec-
tively activating architectural designs to move us physically and emotion-
ally and, in this process, construct meaning about warfare and security. 
IR literature has not yet fully investigated what lies at the intersection of 
affect and discourse (Solomon, 2015, p. 66). It is true that some have 
drawn attention to the manipulation of affect in situations of crisis such 
as the attacks of 9/11 (Holland, 2015; Holland & Solomon, 2014; 
Massumi, 2005; Ross, 2006). However, the global implications of the 
‘staging of affect’ (Thrift, 2008) in everyday life situations such as war 
museums and memorials remain under-explored (for an exception see 
Hatch, 2014).

The rest of this chapter unfolds as follows. First, I explain what auto- 
ethnography is and why it provides a useful method to explore the politi-
cal role of affect and emotion at a world-renowned war museum. Second, 
I detail how I deployed this method during my visits at the IWM in 
2014–2015 and during the analysis that followed these visits. In this pro-
cess, I explain how I reached the conclusion that came out of this research 
process: that the staging of affect at the IWM constructs the UK as a 
conductor of ‘Just Wars’, which obscures questionable aspects of the vio-
lence perpetrated by the UK and its allies in past and present military 
interventions. Third, I explain how confronting my own emotions of 
comfort and ease at the IWM productively pushed the theoretical devel-
opment of my argument to include dynamics of consumption and class 
reproduction at the museum. Fourth, I conclude by tracing the limits of 
my auto- ethnography and lessons learned on its use in the context of this 
project.
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AUTO-ETHNOGRAPHY AS METHOD: WHAT IS IT AND WHY 
CHOOSE IT?

Like traditional ethnography, auto-ethnography immerses the researcher 
in the social environment under study—here, the IWM. Auto-ethnography 
encompasses elements of traditional ethnography in that it creates data 
from the observation and analysis of the behaviour and speech of other 
social actors, such as other visitors and museum personnel at the 
IWM. However, auto-ethnography distinguishes itself by calling on the 
researcher’s own body ‘as a site of scholarly awareness and corporeal lit-
eracy’ (Spry, 2001, p. 706). Although auto-ethnography is sometimes at 
risk of becoming an exercise in ‘navel gazing’, narcissism, and vanity (see 
also Brigg & Bleiker, 2010, p. 789; Inayatullah, 2011, pp. 7–8), it is first 
worth noting that it is a priori not a personal investigation of the self, but 
a ‘technique of social investigation conducted through the self ’ (Wakeman, 
2014, p. 708, original emphasis). The self is not the object of the research 
but a ‘methodological resource’ to make sense of a particular social phe-
nomenon (Brigg & Bleiker, 2010, p. 788).

My deployment of auto-ethnography at the museum entails, in the first 
instance, anchoring my consciousness into the museum as a material and 
sensorial environment, a basic mindfulness technique. I notice the feel of 
contact between the body and the ground, surrounding sounds, visual 
cues, floating smells, and so on. This grid of analysis addresses all five senses, 
as well as somatic awareness (consciousness of moving parts of the body, 
e.g. lifting an arm) and proprioception (the sense of one’s movements in 
relation to the environment, such as going up or down). I document my 
affective experience of the museum in fours ways: (1) written notes taken 
during and immediately after the visits; (2) audio recordings of ambient 
noise, music, or my own narration of what was on display; (3) photos and 
sketches drawn on the spot; (4) documentation such as promotional flyers, 
maps, and restaurant menus, and artefacts such as items bought at the gift 
stores. I pay special attention to interaction between bodies and space, not-
ing down sensations and patterns of movement generated by large brightly 
lit rooms and dark and constricted tunnels, by gloomy soundscapes and the 
chattering of cafés, by the humming buzz of a dense and excited crowd in 
the great hall and the solemnity of closely monitored galleries dedicated to 
commemorating the darkest memories of war.

I came to use auto-ethnography primarily because, due to its emphasis 
on the researcher’s embodied, and thus affective, experience, this method 
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provides a potent complement to existing discourse analytic and tradi-
tional ethnographic approaches, as well as other traditional qualitative 
research methods like interviews, surveys, and textual analysis. Auto- 
ethnography does justice ‘to the importance of felt experience, and even 
to strange and hitherto excluded bodily and emotional sensations’ in the 
creation of knowledge, in a way that IR as a discipline does not often rec-
ognise (Brigg & Bleiker, 2010, p. 795). In 2012, when I started research-
ing museums, traditional methodological advice in IR did not offer much 
to help me understand how to make political sense of affective experiences 
at museums. The discipline inherits this blind spot from a philosophical 
tradition that treats the mind as superior to the body in its capacity to 
produce reliable knowledge (Büscher, Urry, & Witchger, 2011, p.  3; 
Yanow, 2014, p. 369). Conventional social scientific wisdom holds that 
physical distance, rather than proximity, between the researcher’s body 
and the object of research favours an intellectual distance conducive to 
objectivity. As a result, investigations in IR and social sciences generally 
privilege the ocular as a way of accessing truth. Observing can be done at 
arm’s length; it allows for a physical distance between the researcher and 
the object of research (Jonas, 2001 [1966], p. 135). In contrast, touch-
ing, tasting, or smelling the object of research involves a more intimate 
physical contact deemed detrimental to objectivity. Thus, traditional 
methodological advice focuses on the collection of ‘observations’ and ‘evi-
dence’ (from the Latin videre, to see) and the building of theory (from the 
Greek theoria, looking at) (Kavanagh, 2004; Levin, 1999, p. 2).

Observation, however, is not politically neutral. Foucault has famously 
theorised the gaze as an instrument of power (Foucault, 2012 [1977]). 
Feminists have also denounced the equation between sight and objectivity 
as masking the reproduction of unequal power relations between an active 
masculinised observer and a passive feminised observed (Mulvey, 2006 
[1975], p. 346). As Donna Haraway (1988, p. 581) argues, the idea of a 
neutral gaze is dangerously deceptive: it conveys the misleading illusion 
that the social scientist is disembodied and god-like, ‘seeing everything 
from nowhere’ (1988, p.  581). If it remains disembodied, the act of 
observing easily becomes a ‘conquering gaze’, one that arrogates itself 
‘the power to see and not be seen’ (1988, p. 581). Auto-ethnography 
insists on ‘the particularity and embodiment of all vision’; it allows the 
observer to be observed back (Haraway, 1988, p.  582). Performing 
 auto- ethnography involves noticing and analysing not only what you see, 
but also what you feel. The principle runs against the assumption that 
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reason—coded masculine in Western thought—must dominate the femi-
nised realm of sensation and emotion as a way to create knowledge. Auto- 
ethnography invites us to let go of the mind/body, reason/emotion, 
masculine/feminine dichotomies, and use both our bodies and minds to 
sense and make sense of world politics.

Given the limited (but growing) extent to which IR offers instances 
and discussions of auto-ethnography, human geographers with an interest 
in affect and emotion provide a useful source of inspiration. They have 
convincingly argued that ‘approaches associated with being and doing, 
with participation and performance, with ways of knowing that depend on 
direct experience’ offer a privileged access to ‘the world as mediated by 
feeling’ (Anderson & Smith, 2001, p. 9; see also Pile, 2010, p. 6). Derek 
McCormack justifies focusing on his own subjective experience when 
researching Dance Movement Therapy, another social phenomenon satu-
rated with affect and emotion, rather than interviews because the latter

tended to get people to provide some interpretive, after-the-event sense to 
something that, as it was playing out, did not seem to require such sense to 
happen. It seemed that while … it was movement that was the important 
thing, the sense of this movement disappeared when one tried to capture it 
through meaningful reflection. (2003, p. 493)

In other words, auto-ethnography allows a sense of intimacy and prox-
imity (Pile, 2010, p. 10) that lends itself to a focus on affective flows that 
circulate in a given space more than traditional approaches, more often 
focused on seeing than feeling.

Much like dance, wartime heritage visits produce meaning through 
lived experience (Crang 1994  in Waterton & Watson, 2014, p.  61). 
Multisensorial stimulation in war museums include artefacts, photos, 
films, colours, and staff attires; music, sound effects, audio guides, and 
other visitors’ voices; flight simulators, video games, touchscreens, and 
interactive exhibits; as well as souvenirs at the gift shop, and food and 
drinks at the cafe. Museum curators and designers carefully craft the spa-
tial and temporal flow of such sensuous intensities through what Nigel 
Thrift calls ‘the staging of affect, most of which revolve around generating 
engagement through the manipulation of mood’ (2008, p.  245). 
 Auto- ethnography provided a way of capturing the staging of affect at the 
museum in a deeper and more subtle way than other available methods.

Different lifestyles and interests hone different affective sensitivities 
that researchers can creatively put to use during the research process. A 
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painter or photographer may pay more attention to colours and lighting; 
a musician to soundscapes and music; a chef to smells and tastes in the 
museum cafés. We do not need to be professional artists to draw on these 
alternative resources; all of us have developed in various circumstances 
such embodied ways of knowing, although they will vary based on past 
experiences and life trajectories. During fieldwork, I used affective sensi-
tivities developed through fifteen years of training in contemporary ballet, 
to compensate for the silence of methods textbooks on how to research 
affect. For most people, in daily life, the continuous repositioning of the 
body in relation to the physical and human environment happens uncon-
sciously. For instance, elevator riders usually stand as far from the other 
passengers as they can without any conscious effort. Performance artists, 
unlike the elevator riders, learn to consciously move in relation to an envi-
ronment (e.g. the theatre) that is both human (other performers, the 
audience) and non-human (lighting, sets, costumes, props, music, and so 
on). The training I received as a dancer led me to notice that, just like a 
theatre stage, a war museum deploys affective stimuli that choreograph 
movement in space, such as the sorrowful bodily movements of visitors at 
the Holocaust Gallery, in ways that produce meaning.

Would another researcher with different affective sensitivities find simi-
lar insights? Such a question leads to another: is auto-ethnography any-
thing but one person’s perspective? How are we to handle concerns with 
the validity, reproducibility, and generalisability of the findings? The first 
step towards an answer is that auto-ethnographies do not pursue objec-
tives of knowledge creation in the same way that more scientifically 
inclined projects do. It starts from the premise that the knowledge created 
is not absolute but relational: a relationship between the writer and the 
reader. The objective is not to prove a hypothesis, but to invite the reader 
to adopt a different theoretical outlook, and convince them that this out-
look has something positive to contribute to our way of knowing ‘interna-
tional politics’. In this context, research is valid when it offers a perspective 
that is innovative but believable, relevant, convincing, and helpful to the 
reader in making sense of the world (Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2010, para. 
34) and in ‘open[ing] up new perspectives on political dilemmas’ (Brigg 
& Bleiker, 2010, p. 779). Brigg and Bleiker usefully draw attention to the 
relationality of all knowledge production, making auto-ethnography less 
different than it seems at first, as it is like other research evaluated by a peer 
group (2010). I accept this last argument with one caveat: it obscures the 
writer’s authority as expert of their topic and sites—especially the author 
who has gone to extra length to show how intensely they inhabited the 
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site. Why should a reader unfamiliar with the topic and sites be expected 
to produce an informed judgment and critique my interpretation?

As one solution to this problem, I have chosen to embed auto- 
ethnography, the primary source of data creation, in a broader discourse 
analysis. I triangulate auto-ethnographic findings with accounts found in 
texts published by museum curators and architect firms. In addition, I 
compare my own affective and connected emotional reactions with visitor 
reviews on TripAdvisor. This triangulation buttresses auto-ethnographic 
claims and demonstrates that they reliably illuminate an intersubjective 
phenomena. In so doing, I provide more convincing evidence that 
although affective experiences may be fluid and diverse at the IWM (and 
indeed in many other museums) they circulate in patterned and structured 
ways with political effects. Prominent national institutions like the IWM 
adopt highly sophisticated designs that curators develop with expert skill 
and didactic purpose, which results in a generally high degree of narrative 
and aesthetic coherence. Although visitors, of course, read the museum 
experience through distinct affective and intellectual lenses that make each 
experience unique, the museum strives to reliably offer a satisfying and 
coherent experience of ‘Britain at War’ that involves the transmission of 
specific messages and ideas. Therefore, to conclude on the question of 
reproducibility, each researcher’s unique affective sensitivities may draw 
their attention to different dimensions of the staging of affect, but I would 
not expect them to come to wildly different conclusions about how the 
museum constructs understandings of ‘Britain at war’.

CASE STUDY: AFFECT, EMOTION, AND THE ‘LIBERAL WAR’ 
DISCOURSE AT THE IWM

On a mild and cloudy day of October 2014, I exit Lambeth North tube 
station in South London and walk my way towards the IWM. As I step 
inside the grand neoclassical colonnade that frames the entrance to the 
building (formerly, a part of the Bethlem Royal Hospital), I am overtaken 
by a buzz of noise and activity. I walk past the cloakroom and two gift 
shops busy with school groups and families with young children. I then 
reach the central atrium (see Picture 5.2). Bathed in daylight flowing in 
from a skylight, military aircraft and missiles hang above my head. As I 
will later read on the website of the firm responsible for the museum’s 
recent refurbishment, the atrium’s architecture does not only favour the 
principle of ‘clarity’, distributing natural light through the atrium and the 
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surrounding galleries, but also ‘circulation’ (Foster + Partners, 2016). The 
atrium works as the museum’s beating heart, pulsing flows of people from 
the main entrance to the galleries and various facilities via an open staircase 
and lift, and back out again.

The museum architecture follows a third principle: ‘chronology’ (Foster 
+ Partners, 2016). Wrapped around the central atrium, galleries are dedi-
cated to (going from the basement to the third floor): World War I; World 
War II; post-war peace and security from 1945 to the present; and tempo-
rary exhibitions (which at the time focussed on the recent war in 
Afghanistan). The open structure nonetheless gives the impression of all 
galleries being part of a single unified space. They wrap around the central, 
sunbathed atrium in such a way that visitors constantly have the ground- 
and first-floor shops and cafés within eyesight and hearing distance. As a 
result, whilst we walk amongst World War II tanks, Cold War missiles, and 
artwork inspired by the Iraq War, the sound of explosions, sirens, and mili-
tary fanfares coming from wartime archival footage overlaps with chatter 
arising from the other levels, children crying and playing chase, cutlery 
clicking and tills beeping in the café. In the central staircase that connects 
the different floors and galleries, sleek and bright announcement boards 
advertise the café, tearoom, bookshop, and upcoming paying exhibitions. 
Upon closer attention, the museum’s architecture resembles a shopping 
centre, with flying bombs, rockets, military aircraft, and a car wrecked by 
a terrorist attack replacing the central fountain or playground.

Picture 5.2 The atrium of the Imperial War Museum, July 2014. Source: 
Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:IWM_2014_5760.jpg. Licenced 
by picture author Ashley Pomeroy under the Creative Commons Attribution- 
Share Alike 4.0 International
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In a radically different atmosphere, and cut away from all this agitation, 
the third and fourth floors host the sombre gallery dedicated to the 
Holocaust, mentioned above. The passage that leads to this gallery signals 
a transition into a darker space. I cross a white bridge that hangs above the 
atrium, bathed in white light falling from the skylight. I reach a black 
door. As I cross it, I leave a world of white light and white noise to plunge, 
literally and metaphorically, into a hole of darkness. The Holocaust exhibi-
tion’s tunnel shape successfully isolates it from light, noise, children’s ears 
and eyes (under-fourteens are not allowed in), and certain behaviours such 
as taking photographs (forbidden in this gallery only) and buying souve-
nirs (all shops are located on other floors and hidden from view). As I 
recounted in the introduction, the staging of affect favours reactions of 
horror and sadness to harrowing stories that accompany the display of 
artefacts documenting the persecution and mass murder of Jewish people 
such as piles of shoes, rag dolls, and clothes sewn with the yellow star of 
David. Like me, other visitors are moved by the exhibit, described as ‘very 
sobering’ and ‘extremely moving’ (Ben, 2016; roger_cook45, 2016). 
Online reviews confirm the effectiveness of the gallery, which ‘truly does 
show man’s inhumanity to man’ in a way that leaves one with ‘no words’ 
(shropshiretraveller9, 2016).

Days after my first visit to the IWM, I am back at my work desk, trying 
to put some initial thoughts on paper. Examining floor plans, I am puz-
zled by the spatial separation of the Holocaust Gallery from the World 
War II Gallery: why break with the principle of chronology applied else-
where in the museum, and claimed by the architectural firm as a leading 
design principle? Going back to my notes, drawings, and recordings, I 
notice the stark contrast between the dark austerity of the Holocaust gal-
lery, and the brighter design and mood of galleries commemorating wars 
waged by Britain between 1939 and 2014. Drawing on the poststructural-
ist idea that discourses create meaning through the articulation of opposi-
tional binaries, I start seeing a connection between the IWM’s use of 
spaces that are either dark or light, quiet or loud, constricted or open, and 
a narrative about illegitimate and legitimate warfare. By isolating the 
Holocaust Gallery’s in a closed, dark, constricted gallery, the IWM sets the 
Holocaust apart from other wartime events: it poignantly situates the 
Shoah as the ultimate example of illegitimate and illiberal warfare.

On the one hand, the Holocaust Gallery draws its affective poignancy 
from the contrast it offers to the rest of the museum. In this darkest of 
spaces, visitors feel the mix of ‘terror and awe’ that Debbie Lisle argues 

 A. REEVES



 117

makes good war exhibitions productively destabilising (Lisle, 2006a, 
p. 843). One father reports that his son and him ‘both came away with a 
mixture of awe and also sadness at the truly awful things that people can 
do to each other’ (roger_cook45, 2016). As Lisle explains, the simultane-
ous instigation of terror and awe can generate a zone of productive ambiv-
alence which ‘might be the key to mobilising alternative narratives of war’ 
(Lisle, 2006a, p. 844). Alternative narratives to the liberal war discourse 
might include pacifist convictions (e.g. all wars lead to horrible human 
rights abuses) or critiques about liberal democracies’ role in facilitating the 
perpetration of genocide (e.g. by rejecting large numbers of refugees com-
ing from continental Europe) or their own deliberate targeting of civilians 
during warfare (e.g. by dropping firebombs over German cities).

On the other hand, the architectural isolation of the Holocaust in a 
space of darkness constructs the other wartime events commemorated in 
the museum as comparably ‘bright’. Rather than destabilising visitors, this 
promotes the comfortable belief that, in contrast to a fascist state like Nazi 
Germany, Britain wages ‘Just Wars’. This in turn (re)produces the hege-
monic ‘liberal war’ discourse, based around the belief that liberal demo-
cratic states like the UK wage liberal wars—that is, wars ostensibly waged 
to globally uphold democracy and human rights and ‘proselytize the atti-
tudes and behaviours that liberal states deem to reflect acceptable as 
opposed to unacceptable ways of life’ (Duffield, 2010, p. 57). Reproducing 
the common tendency to ‘commemorate suffering experienced [e.g. by 
the persecuted Jews of continental Europe, or British soldiers in the 
trenches during the First World War] rather than suffering caused [by the 
UK Armed Forces]’ (Sybil Milton cited in Lisle, 2006a, p. 853), the IWM 
represents military violence perpetrated by the UK against foreigners or its 
own citizens (as in the case of the execution of objectors of conscience) in 
ways that do not generate the distress and upset experienced in the 
Holocaust gallery. As I walk through the World War II gallery, I cannot 
dissociate my encounter with artefacts of war from the surrounding affec-
tive environment: a party of ladies noisily enjoying tea and pastries a few 
feet below at the museum café, the continuously moving crowd around 
me, the brouhaha of conversations in more languages than I can recog-
nise, and the lovely remembrance-themed souvenirs in the shop a few 
metres away. I am in the midst of a hypermobile and high-energetic envi-
ronment conceived to draw me to attractive consumption opportunities 
all around. This atmosphere does not easily lead to emotional upheaval or 
critical reflection.
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Advocates of the IWM might answer that some displays do invite 
uncertainty around the hegemonic ‘liberal war’ discourse. The 1945–2014 
exhibit features abstract artwork by the artist Bruce McLean that 
‘challenge[s] the politics of the Falkland conflict … [and] attack[s] the 
flag-waving bias of the media’s reporting of the war’ (museum label, 
2014). A few metres away, posters by the ‘Stop the war coalition’ against 
the 2003 intervention in Iraq similarly bear witness to the contested nature 
of these wars. Giving us the choice to decide whether we think military 
interventions by the UK government from Northern Ireland to Iraq were 
legitimate or not contains elements of a productive, critical approach. 
However, compared to the harrowing Holocaust exhibit with its life-sized 
photographs of mass graves and half-naked rape victims, and its arresting 
ghostly whispers, none of the artefacts representing the UK’s war efforts 
invites a deep affective provocation. On the whole, the staging of affect 
never pushes or destabilises visitors on the question of the UK’s own 
abuses of military violence, which remain hypothetical, invisible, or tame 
through the visit. As a result, the staging of affect facilitates the construc-
tion of the UK as a wager of just, liberal wars, and discourages critical 
attitudes towards the wars waged by the UK and other liberal 
democracies.

BACK TO EMOTIONS: THE RESEARCHER’S EMOTIONS 
AS METHODOLOGICAL DEVICES

I have so far focused on affect, but auto-ethnography also contains an 
opportunity to critically examine our emotional relationship with the 
things and people we study. Examining our emotions is a way to enhance 
reflexivity, that is, ‘a theoretical reflection … on the process of knowledge 
production, scholars themselves, and political agents and their practices 
more generally’ (Amoureux & Steele, 2015, p.  3). Reflexivity involves 
curiosity for how our emotions for the research object change during the 
research process. In this context, it is useful to think of emotions as 
‘appraisals or value judgments, which ascribe to things and persons out-
side the person’s own control great importance for that person’s own 
flourishing’ (Nussbaum, 2003, pp. 3–4). Emotional reactions towards our 
object(s) of study and the normative judgements they entail come out of 
our particular location (not least in terms of gender, class, and ethnicity) 
in a given historical, cultural, and political context. Experiences of self- 
doubt and unease, in particular, can be productively troubling because 
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they often reveal an ambivalent relationship with the research object 
(Eriksson Baaz & Stern, 2013, 2016, pp.  117–118). They provide 
moments when one realises, ‘I don’t know what I think I know, or that 
what I think I know is not so’ (Dauphinee, 2010, p. 808). At this point, it 
can be productive to question the researcher’s own subjectivity and how it 
limits and frames one’s encounter(s) with the research object.

Questioning my experiences of ease and unease at the IWM and other 
war museums led to a more nuanced account of the politics of affect at war 
museums and memorials. The light bulb moment happened shortly after 
visiting the IWM’s elaborate gift shop, which offers a range of war-themed 
souvenirs. As I walk through displays of RAF wallets and spitfire cufflinks, 
vintage fashion books and a World War II-inspired ‘beauty as duty’ range 
of accessories, a collection of decorative items commemorating the cente-
nary of World War I catches my eye. A set of notebooks ornamented with 
poetry and delicately interwoven flowers, birds, bees, and herbs, in the 
style of the late-nineteenth-century Arts and Crafts movement, instanta-
neously bewitch me. I buy the set of three—feminine, delicate, so small 
and thin they fit in my pocket. I also buy the assorted tea towel. Its floral 
design, the soft blue tones, the linen fabric, make a perfect fit for my 
mom’s kitchen. Finally, I purchase a vintage recruitment poster for the 
Women’s Royal Naval Service for an academic friend. I genuinely like 
these items. However, as I unpack my souvenirs on my journey back on 
the train, I am aware that I am being drawn into a discourse that turns 
World War I casualties into a theme for interior decoration.

Upon realising that the IWM and its attractive consumption opportuni-
ties wooed me and I ended up ‘engrossed in ethnographic seduction’ 
(Robben, 1995, p. 83), I find myself suddenly uneasy, but also puzzled. At 
Pearl Harbor and other American sites, I had found souvenirs on sale, such 
as Top Gun baseball caps, ‘military wife’ cookbooks, and military dog tags, 
unappealing and off-putting. On one occasion, I had reluctantly bought a 
Rosie the Riveter pencil, having forgotten to take a pen to take notes. I sud-
denly wondered, why would the same consumptive activities feel so pleas-
ant and satisfying at the IWM? As the descendent of French- Canadian and 
Irish ancestors who were violently colonised by the British, should I not 
have found consumption at a British museum of war even less appealing? 
‘What made the US shops uncomfortable, and the British one so comfort-
able?’, did I write in my fieldwork diary: ‘The US shops felt tacky and 
kitsch’, did I answer candidly to myself, ‘while the IWM shop is more sub-
tle, elegant, and tasteful’. As soon as I put these words on paper, I realised 
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that my unease at the US naval ships was a form of snobbery and class 
performance. I had felt alienated but superior at US sites, strong of my 
privileged education spread between my relatives’ upper-middle class homes 
in Québec and France, and my time spent in universities in Switzerland and 
the UK. In contrast, I read IWM consumption offers as appealing and valu-
able, and the museum experience as a whole felt more ‘cultured’ and 
‘sophisticated’—probably because the IWM deliberately targets an upmar-
ket, cosmopolitan, and international elite audience. Moreover, as argued by 
Pierre Bourdieu  and Alain Darbel (1969), in the European context, 
museum visits have long provided cultural elites a means to distinguish 
themselves from the lower classes and build symbolic capital. In short, the 
IWM seduced me by reaching out to me as a consumer belonging to the 
economically privileged, hyper-mobile, and highly educated classes.

Realising that my unease at American war museums was largely an 
effect of my privileged class position and consumer subjectivity generated 
a fair amount of anxiety and shame, but also a productive theoretical 
moment. By actively interrogating my sense of ease and unease and the 
classed subjectivity from which these emotions came from, I enlarged my 
intellectual perspective to include questions of everyday political economy. 
By acknowledging the economic importance of museums as sites of tour-
ism and consumption, I developed a fuller understanding of the staging of 
affect at wartime heritage sites, one that acknowledges the interconnec-
tions between museums’ political and financial objectives.

To make sense of the economic dimension of the staging of affect at 
war museums, I draw on the work of geographer Nigel Thrift. Thrift takes 
interest in the staging of affect as expressed in multinational corporations’ 
use of polished advertisement campaigns and evermore engaging, immer-
sive, and captivating consumption environments such as shopping centres 
and multidimensional entertainment centres. In these contexts, the stag-
ing of affect involves sensorially stimulating the customer with attention to 
customer intelligence involving ‘detailed maps of what might be called 
susceptibility to particular affective cues’ (Thrift, 2008, p. 246). At a time 
of neoliberal reforms in the heritage and cultural sector, the IWM and 
other war museums and memorials increasingly adopt growth-oriented 
management strategies that imitate shopping malls, theme parks, and 
other sites of consumption. The effective staging of affect partly serves the 
purpose of making the IWM competitive in London’s thriving market of 
consumable ‘experiences’ available for locals but also for international 
tourist audiences. The economic importance of tourism for London’s 
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heritage sector is such that promotion agencies describe international visi-
tors as ‘the leading driver for growth across London’s cultural attractions, 
accounting for the majority of visits’ (London & Partners, 2015). As a 
result, transnational consumer subjectivities now importantly inform 
museum design.

The staging of affect in support of the liberal war discourse at the IWM 
is thus not ‘merely’ an exercise in public diplomacy; it also responds to 
commercial imperatives. The IWM proposes war stories that support a 
comforting view of liberal democracies at war because it markets itself to a 
large extent to European and North American visitors who are citizens of 
other liberal democracies. The ambivalence that emerges of some of the 
IWM exhibits provides a way to satisfy consumers with a variety of political 
opinions (pacifists and militarists alike) as well as those who are more 
interested in ‘a good day out’ than in intense reflection on matters of war 
and peace (Powell & Kokkranikal, 2015, p. 169). Finally, the circulation 
of an upbeat, leisurely, and touristic feel provides reassurance, encourages 
onsite spending at the shop and café, and leads to positive online reviews 
with titles like ‘great fun’ (Charlotte, 2016). In other words, highlighting 
the destructive costs of war without exposing liberal democracies as 
involved in such destruction in sometimes legally and morally question-
able ways pleases customers looking for an experience in cultural tourism 
and feeds spending and economic growth without challenging the eco-
nomic and political status quo. Thus, although the staging of affect may 
achieve the important goal of intensifying engagement in international 
spaces of reflection about the nature and legitimacy of war (as shown by 
the rapidly growing numbers of visitors), it appears necessary to ask 
whether it does not inhibit critical thinking about liberal warfare.

CONCLUSION: ADVANTAGES AND LIMITS

In this chapter, I have argued that auto-ethnography enables researchers 
to use their own affective and emotional experiences as methodological 
devices in the study of world politics. Despite its many strengths and 
advantages, auto-ethnography remains in its infancy as a research method 
in IR. I thus seize this conclusion as an opportunity to reflect on the ben-
efits and challenges encountered in its deployment.

First and foremost, auto-ethnography involves the advantage of enhanc-
ing creativity in the research process. Activating alternative affective sensi-
tivities in the research context favours the deployment of ‘an aesthetic 
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mode of apprehension’ that opens space for new imagining ways of think-
ing world politics (Shapiro, 2013, p. 9). In my case, it awakened a curios-
ity about the role of bodily movement and architecture as affective 
channels in world politics.

Auto-ethnography nonetheless entails the risk, connected to the chal-
lenge of ‘narcissism’, of re-centring a privileged Anglo-European perspec-
tive on world politics. The IWM is firmly anchored in European or 
‘Western’ heritage. Moreover, given the structures of privilege that under-
lie access to academia, focusing on my experience of the museum rein-
forces an already existing focus on the lives of a wealthy, highly educated, 
white minority of ‘elites’ in the field known as International Politics. There 
is something to be said about the need to expose such privileged perspec-
tives as suffusing institutions that (re)produce hegemonic discourses, such 
as the liberal war discourse, in thus far unacknowledged way. However, I 
do hope that as auto-ethnography becomes more widely known and used, 
it also becomes a channel for less privileged perspectives to come to the 
fore.

A second set of benefits and challenges arises from the transnationally 
mobile nature of the auto-ethnography performed in this project. Mobility 
enabled me to notice how different sites were more successful at engaging 
me affectively when they allowed me to perform consumer subjectivities 
that felt familiar and rewarding. Mobility thus favoured theoretically pro-
ductive shifts in perspectives.

Mobile auto-ethnography was nonetheless limiting in two ways. Most 
problematically, it made it difficult to challenge my first impression of a 
site. I would struggle to ‘revisit’ the data in order to check that I had not 
omitted something important. For instance, I realised after completing 
fieldwork that I had often paid insufficient attention to visitors’ resistance, 
and it was often logistically impossible for me to re-investigate the sites. 
Moreover, the more time passed after the visit, the harder it became for 
me to write about it in an affectively evocative manner. Detailed field 
notes, recordings, and photos did not quite succeed at recreating the 
experience of the site. For future auto-ethnographic work, I would recom-
mend a greater use of longer audio and video recordings, panoramic pho-
tos, and a video diary. Although written diary entries help with tracing 
emotions (which can be verbally labelled), a video diary would more easily 
allow to reconnect with the affective experience, given the presence of 
sound and image in addition to words. In the absence of these, I resorted 
to publicly available online resources such as museums’ online presence 
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(many offer a ‘virtual tour’); other visitors’ videos on YouTube and other 
social media; and the ‘street view’ function of Google Maps. I found these 
useful, if imperfect ways to re-immerse myself in the research environment 
and would recommend them to other auto-ethnographers.

NOTES

1. The IWM also comprises the Churchill War Rooms and HMS Belfast, also 
in London, as well as two other sites located outside London, the IWM 
Duxford, which considers itself ‘the European centre of aviation history’ 
(IWM, 2014) and IWM North in Manchester. This chapter only considers 
the IWM headquarters.
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CHAPTER 6

A Plea for a Discursive Approach 
to Emotions: The Example of the French 

Airmen’s Relation to Violence

Mathias Delori

INTRODUCTION

Many International Relations (IR) scholars are reluctant to study emo-
tions. This diffidence does not stem from the view that emotions play no 
role in international politics. Indeed, history teaches us that emotions 
often impact on international politics. Think, for instance, of the weight 
of revengeful feelings in the century-old Franco-German antagonism 
(Delori, 2015) or the role of hatred and racism in many genocides (Mosse, 
2000). In fact, the reason why many IR scholars have reservations about 
studying emotions seems to be more epistemological than empirical: 
they conceive of emotions as important but impalpable phenomena. This 
assessment often goes along with an individualistic representation of the 
body. The latter is presented as an envelope which separates the indi-
vidual ‘self ’ from the social space. Following this approach, those emo-
tions that ‘move’1 human bodies are said to come from within, and the 
social context can only influence their expression. Hence, emotions are  
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seen as good objects of study for psychologists and biologists but not for 
social scientists and, a fortiori, not for scholars of international politics.

The argument developed in this chapter is that the reluctance to study 
emotions disappears if one admits—following the recent Foucauldian turn 
in the study of emotions (Butler, 2004, 2010; Fassin, 2005; Fausto- 
Sterling, 2000; Fierke, 2013; MacLeish, 2013; Weizman, 2012)—that 
emotions are pure socio-historical constructs. Judith Butler has put for-
ward this idea by arguing that emotions are not ‘pre-discursive’ (Butler, 
2010, p. 7), meaning that they are fashioned by the intersubjective ‘frames’ 
which constitute social reality. This Foucauldian approach to emotions is 
an invitation to go beyond the dualism between nature and culture, body 
and soul, feelings and emotions,2 etc. (Foucault, 1971). It has one fortu-
nate practical consequence: the realization that one does not need to study 
emotions per se—i.e. the actual biological phenomena which move human 
bodies—to understand their power and effectiveness. A parallel can be 
drawn with those sociologists of memory who do not study memory per 
se but, rather, the ‘social frames’ (Halbwachs, 1975 [1925]) which consti-
tute it: history books, memorials, personal objects which carry family 
memories, etc. (Lavabre, 1994).

I will substantiate this point by relying on an empirical study of the 
emotional relation to violence of French fighter-bomber jet airmen. The 
work of Western airmen has changed since the development of the ‘new 
Western way of war’ (Shaw, 2006). They fly at altitudes where their ene-
mies have no chance to inflict any damage on them. To a certain extent, 
their job is not very different from the job of drone operators: they kill at 
a distance. Hence, the first objective of my study was to understand what 
emotions ‘move’ their body as they perform this peculiar act: killing peo-
ple outside any logic of ‘self-defence’ (Kaufman, 2009).

Following Butler (2010), I will call ‘frames of war’ those fragments of 
‘discourse’ (in the Foucauldian sense of the term) which fashion and regu-
late the airmen’s emotional relation to violence. I will show that two 
frames of war impact on their emotional relationship with violence: the 
language that they use when talking about their lethal actions, and the 
routinized procedures that they use when they drop bombs and kill.

I will argue, more precisely, that these frames of war fashion an origi-
nal emotion/violence nexus. Contrary to soldiers in the First World 
War (Audouin-Rouzeau, 2008), these pilots and navigators do not 
really hate the people that they kill. In this sense, the paradigm of racist 
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violence hardly applies. Nor do they fully reify their victims, as in the 
famous paradigm of bureaucratic violence popularized by Arendt in her 
study of the Eichmann trial (Arendt, 1963). Rather, they remind one of 
a character pictured by Tocqueville in Democracy, Revolution and 
Society: Madame de Sévigné. Tocqueville argues that Madame de 
Sévigné does not hate anybody and that she is not indifferent to the 
suffering of distant others either. Madame de Sévigné’s specificity lies in 
the fact that she cannot experience compassion on a democratic basis. 
In Tocquevilian terms, she is driven by a selective ‘economy of pity’ 
(Tocqueville, 1980 [1835], p. 105). In other words, she grants some 
positive value to all lives (in the sense that she does not hate nor reify 
anybody) but cannot experience as much pity, sympathy, or compassion 
for a peasant or a bourgeois as for a fellow aristocrat. Now, my point is 
that fighter-bomber pilots are like Madame de Sévigné. They neither 
hate nor despise anybody. However, they do not grant the same (posi-
tive) value to all lives. Consequently, they calculate that it is sometimes 
necessary to ‘kill’ or ‘let die’ some people so that some other people 
with greater value can ‘live’ (Foucault, 1997 [1976], p.  214). I will 
draw upon two Foucauldian scholars researching contemporary Western 
wars—Eyal Weizman and Judith Butler (Butler, 2010; Weizman, 
2012)—in order to make this point.

The argument proceeds as follows: The first section presents in greater 
detail my theoretical argument on the ‘discursive’ nature of emotions. The 
rest of the chapter narrates how I conducted the inquiry. I proceeded in 
three steps. I collected data on the discursive elements which mediate the 
airmen’s emotional relationship to violence. I did so by interviewing about 
40 airmen and members of the military staff (first step). The interviews 
helped me to identify two important vectors of discourse (and emotions): 
the language that these airmen use when they talk about their victims (sec-
ond step) and the routinized procedures which precede their lethal 
actions  (third step). I conclude  this chapter with some remarks on the 
relevance and the limitations of this approach to emotions.

A DISCURSIVE APPROACH TO EMOTIONS

The Foucauldian notion of ‘discourse’ has led to many misinterpretations. 
Foucault does not use the term ‘discourse’ in a literal way, in the way that 
one terms a social actor’s speech or writings ‘discourse’. Foucault uses the 
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notion of ‘discourse’ in a metaphorical way. The metaphor opposes ‘lan-
guage’—the medium that allows us to make an infinite number of state-
ments—to ‘discourse’, the finite number of statements that are actually 
made (Foucault, 1969, p. 41). This leads him to observe that the reality 
we live in—i.e. all that seems natural to us (our beliefs, the things we say 
or do, the instruments we use, etc.) are made up of ‘statements’, i.e. words 
or things which carry social meaning. Methodologically, this entails iden-
tifying and interpreting the semiotic elements entailed in both ‘discursive’ 
(words, sentences, etc.) and ‘non-discursive’ practices (technologies, 
human artefacts, routinized actions, etc.).

Foucault did not explicitly link this notion of discourse to the question 
of emotions. However, he took a step in this direction when he reflected 
on the human body. In ‘Nietzsche, Genealogy, History’, Foucault points 
out that the postulate on the historical and social construction of reality 
does not only apply to ideas and practices but also to the human body 
itself (Foucault, 1977). By extension, Foucault argues, against ‘construc-
tivists’, that human beings do not ‘construct’ culture upon a given (trans- 
historical) nature. The whole of reality is a social construct, including the 
human body itself.

Several biologists (Fausto-Sterling, 2000) and social scientists (Fierke, 
2013; MacLeish, 2013) have illustrated the interest of Foucault’s dis-
course theory for the study of emotions. In what follows, I will draw upon 
the work of two authors who have applied this framework to the more 
specific question of violence in current Western war: Judith Butler and 
Eyal Weizman (Butler, 2004, 2009, 2010; Weizman, 2012). As we shall 
see, their approaches not only nicely complement Foucault’s, they also 
complement each other.

Firstly, Butler’s approach is useful in understanding the social dimen-
sion of the ‘frames’ which fashion our emotional relation to violence. In 
her collection of essays entitled ‘frames of war’, she points out that one can 
experience the power of these frames when thinking about one’s differen-
tial reactions towards distant suffering. She observes, for instance, that 
many Westerners reacted with horror to the attacks of 9/11 whilst show-
ing little compassion for the (far more numerous) victims of US and 
Western wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. According to her, this shows that 
some powerful meaning structures operate behind what appears, at first 
sight, as ‘natural’ feelings: ‘as long as we remain against interpretation in 
such moments, we will not be able to give an account of why the affect of 
horror is differentially experienced’ (Butler, 2010, p. 49). She calls ‘frames 

 M. DELORI



 133

of war’ the aforementioned meaning structures (or fragments of discourse) 
which move actors’ bodies in war contexts and divide the world in two 
categories: the ‘grievable’ lives one identifies with and those which remain 
excluded from what might be called, after Tocqueville, the modern ‘econ-
omy of pity’.

Secondly, Butler’s approach helps us understand the political character of 
these frames. She notes, in this respect, that ‘frames of war’ are like photo-
graphic frames. They cannot grasp reality in its entirety. They entail a par-
ticular perspective, some arbitrary choices in terms of zooming, etc. In 
other words, they are ‘always throwing something away, always keeping 
something out, always de-realizing and de-legitimating alternative versions 
of reality, discarded negatives of the official version’ (Butler, 2010, p. xi). 
The selective nature of the frames which fashion social compassion has few 
political consequences when applied to natural deaths. Thus, the fact that 
we do not sympathize with the thousands of unknown people who die every 
day is of little political consequence. When applied to war, however, the 
selective nature of the frame becomes highly political. The selective ‘econ-
omy of pity’ is what legitimates and naturalizes warlike violence on both 
sides. This is why Butler has proposed redefining war as this social activity 
that ‘divides populations into those who are grievable and those who are 
not’ (Butler, 2010, p. 38). In the case of current Western wars, the power 
of the frame lies in its ability to naturalize the representation that a certain 
violence—the violence perpetrated by the liberal secular state—is more 
human than the so called ‘terrorist’ or ‘criminal’ violence, regardless of their 
respective performances in terms of innocent victims (Butler, 2010, p. 20).

The second (Foucauldian) author on whom I have massively drawn is 
Eyal Weizman (Weizman, 2012). In his recent essay on ‘humanitarian vio-
lence’, Weizman also argues that selective compassion has become a 
greater driving force for violence than hatred or indifference. This does 
not imply that racist and reifying dynamics are completely absent in the 
new Western way of war. For instance, it is clear that racialization contrib-
utes towards naturalizing the practice of using two different means of 
fighting ‘terrorism’: elite troops on the ground when ‘terrorists’ are 
located in Western territory and air power when they are located in the 
non-Western world (Delori, 2016a). Besides, it is clear that new technolo-
gies of war introduce more distance between combatants, thus helping to 
reify the victims of Western war violence. However, Weizman’s framework 
helps us understand that a third form of logic operates alongside the two 
aforementioned ones: the logic of ‘humanitarian violence’.
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Humanitarian violence differs from racist violence and bureaucratic 
violence in the sense that it neither grants negative nor null value to its 
victims. As humanist subjects, perpetrators of humanitarian violence do 
not experience joy or indifference when they kill people. They grant some 
positive value to all lives and know that violence is evil. Yet they consider 
that it is sometimes necessary to do some evil in order to avoid a greater 
one. In other words, they reject the old Manichean view that situations are 
either right or wrong. They assume that good and evil can be measured, 
calculated, and weighted. Hence, their key idea is the ‘principle of the 
lesser evil’. Weizman defines this rationale as follows.

The principle of the lesser evil is often presented as a dilemma between 
two or more bad choices in situations where available options are—or 
seem to be—limited. The choice made justifies harmful actions that would 
otherwise be unacceptable, since it allegedly averts even greater suffering 
(Weizman, 2012, p. 6).

Weizman gives several illustrations of this lesser evil principle. At the 
micro level, the most obvious example is the modern (non-sadistic) justi-
fication of torture. Memoranda released by the Bush administration in 
2002 legitimized ‘coercive interrogation methods’ (a euphemism for tor-
ture) by referring to this principle of the lesser evil. These memos acknowl-
edged that inflicting suffering on a defenceless body is morally wrong. In 
this sense, they acknowledged (to a certain extent) the humanity of the 
prisoners (they did not frame them as pure objects of hatred or indiffer-
ence). However, the memos highlighted that this action (of inflicting suf-
fering on a defenceless body) was acceptable if, firstly, it enabled useful 
information to be gathered (if it would help to prevent future ‘terrorist’ 
attacks) and if, secondly, the pain did not exceed a certain threshold. In 
practice, this threshold was very high. Indeed, as pointed out by Richter- 
Montpetit, ‘in the post 9/11 lawfare the Bush administration juridically 
codified that abuse just short of killing a prisoner was considered permis-
sible suffering’ (Richter-Montpetit, 2014, p. 48). What matters is not the 
actual volume of violence but the very project of moderating it.

At the macro level, the most obvious illustrations of the lesser evil prin-
ciple are ‘humanitarian wars’—i.e. those wars that are supposed to stop or 
impede massacres, genocides or some other ‘greater evils’. Partisans of 
humanitarian wars acknowledge that they cause some evil when they wage 
war and kill civilians. However, they consider that this constitutes a lesser 
evil as it has helped to prevent ‘mass murder’ and, perhaps, ‘genocide’. 
M. Shaw’s justification of the NATO war in Kosovo in 1999 provides a 
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classic illustration of this rationale. Shaw calculated that NATO aircraft 
killed about 3000 innocent Serbian people in 1999. As a non-racist per-
son, Shaw does not frame the killing of innocent Serbian people as a posi-
tive thing. As a humanist, Shaw is not indifferent to the fate of the victims 
of the NATO war. However, he considers that these 3000 innocent vic-
tims constituted a lesser evil as they meant that worse massacres were 
avoided (Shaw, 2006, p. 22).

Weizman adopts a critical stance towards the lesser evil principle. 
Following Arendt, he notes that ‘politically, the weakness of the argument 
has always been that those who choose the lesser evil forget very quickly 
that they chose evil’ (Weizman, 2012, p. 27). The problem does not only 
lie in the existence of some cognitive bias which may lead to a faulty assess-
ment of both evils (as in the case of the disastrous ‘humanitarian’ war in 
Libya, for instance3). The problem is deeper and has something to do with 
the non-democratic (hidden) face of modern humanism. Contrary to 
what it claims, and contrary to what the greatest thinkers of humanism 
predicted (Elias, 2000 [1939]; Tocqueville, 1981 [1835]), modern 
humanist liberal discourse does not grant equal value to all lives. Rather, 
human lives have ‘differential value (…) in the marketplace of death’ 
(Asad, 2007, p. 94). This differential value does not only depend upon the 
racial and geographical distance between the humanist/liberal subject and 
the potential object of compassion. For instance, many modern humanist 
liberal subjects experienced compassion with the (geographically and 
racially remote) Afghan women oppressed by the Taliban, and this emo-
tion contributed to naturalize the invasion of Afghanistan in 2001 (Ayotte 
& Husain, 2005). In humanist/liberal discourse, the differential value of 
human lives depends, rather, on each life’s distance from the standard of 
the humanist/liberal ‘good life’.

All this illustrates how Weizman and Butler converge when assessing 
the characteristics of the emotion/violence nexus in contemporary 
Western wars. They agree in rejecting classical approaches couched in 
terms of racist or bureaucratic violence. They argue that the greatest driv-
ing force of Western war violence is neither the arousal of negative emo-
tions nor the neutralization of positive ones. Conversely, violence has its 
roots in compassion or, rather, the fact that humanist/liberal subjects 
experience more compassion for some than for others.

What can we say, finally, about the methodological implications of this 
framework? The first implication is this: from a discourse theory perspec-
tive, it is pointless to try to study emotions per se. This holds even more 
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true for an interview-based inquiry. A scholar trying to analyse the emo-
tions displayed by the actor during an interview would probably grasp just 
one thing: the emotions provoked by the social situation called an ‘inter-
view’. Hence, it is preferable to leave the actual emotions (the biological 
phenomena which move actors’ bodies) aside and focus on discourse 
instead. The two authors I have presented above have done so in different 
ways. Butler—who is a professor of rhetoric—has analysed the role of lan-
guage in the social construction of the mainstream approach to violence. 
Weizman—who is an architect—has investigated the material manifesta-
tion of contemporary frames of war: what he calls, after Ophir (2002), 
‘moral technologies’. I have tried here to combine both approaches: the 
approach focussing on the frames’ ideational manifestations and the 
approach which analyses concrete technologies and concrete practices.

FIRST STEP: INTERVIEWING THE RELEVANT ACTORS

This study investigates the current emotion/violence nexus by looking at 
one particular case: the French bombing campaigns in Afghanistan 
(2001–2011), Libya (2011), and Mali (2013). The choice of France as a 
case study stems from the fact that France, along with the United States 
and Britain, has been one of the group of most warlike countries since the 
end of the Cold War. Additionally, I have chosen to focus on airmen 
because of the centrality of air power in the ‘new Western way of war’ 
(Shaw, 2006). This centrality emerges from the fact that several Western 
wars have taken the form of pure air bombing campaigns (Kosovo 1999, 
Libya 2011, Islamic State since 2014, not to mention President Obama’s 
drone wars), and that air power played a central role in most other military 
operations, in particular in Afghanistan in 2001 and Iraq in 2003. My 
objective was to identify the actors’ ‘frames of war’, i.e. those meaning 
structures which constitute their emotional relation to violence.

I did not start the research with any preconceived idea concerning the 
‘frames’ that I would find. Indeed, the literature on this issue is dominated 
by two equally normative sets of arguments. Firstly, some essayists and 
anti-war activists have argued that new Western technologies of war such 
as remote control systems and computers have strong de-humanizing 
effects. Following this line of thought, Western combatants are said to 
develop a ‘play-station mentality’ (Cole, Dobbing, & Hailwood, 2010). 
They thus behave like the character of Eichmann depicted by Hannah 
Arendt in her famous essay (Arendt, 1963): they kill without realizing the 
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practical consequences of their actions—the deaths, the suffering, the 
destruction, etc.

This view has been challenged by some ‘defence intellectuals’4 who 
have argued, on the contrary, that Western fighter-jet pilots and drone 
operators are so ‘humane’ and so ‘empathetic’ that they develop ‘post- 
traumatic stress disorders’ when they kill civilians. As pointed out by 
Chamayou, this contrasting literature is equally normative and political. It 
reproduces a central trope of Western war propaganda: the orientalist 
(Barkawi & Stanski, 2013; Said, 1979) narrative which opposes two mir-
ror characters: hateful/fanatical ‘terrorists’ and compassionate/reasonable 
Western combatants (Chamayou, 2013, p.  147). In other words, in 
embarking on this study I was convinced of the need for a more scientific 
approach to the question of the emotion/violence nexus in current 
Western wars.

Data gathering consisted of conducting interviews with the relevant 
actors. The interviews took place between December 2012 and March 
2013 on French military bases. I interviewed two groups of people. Firstly, 
I conducted ten interviews with high-ranking officers of the French naval 
and air forces (one Air Force general, one admiral, and four colonels in 
both forces). These interviews were aimed at learning about the concrete 
aspects of contemporary French air wars: the strategies, the doctrines, the 
rules of engagement, and the technologies used by French air and naval 
forces. Indeed, a key assumption of this study is that the soldiers’ frames 
are like all elements of ‘discourse’: they do not float in the air. They are 
mediated by instruments, procedures, routinized practices, and appara-
tuses that both carry and fashion meaning (Holmqvist, 2013; van Veeren, 
2014).

Secondly, I conducted interviews with those who actually drop bombs, 
i.e. the pilots and navigators (33 interviews). I was introduced as a ‘CNRS 
researcher who is carrying out an independent study’. This introduction 
proved to be important in clarifying that I had not been commissioned by 
the military organization to learn about their qualities or potential weak-
nesses. I wanted to elicit their personal war experiences, not their capacity 
to present themselves as the ‘best’ pilots or navigators. For the same rea-
son, I also laid great stress on the fact that the interviews would be 
anonymized.

The interviews took the form of dialogues where the interviewees were 
asked to talk freely about their personal experience of war. I structured the 
interviews around three main issues: (1) how they make sense of the act of 
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killing and the risk of being killed, (2) how they perceive their enemies or 
the people that they kill (so-called ‘collateral damage’), and (3) what they 
think about the new technologies of war which allow them to kill from a 
distance.

Each interview lasted between one and two hours. I recorded them and 
analysed them by using the old Weberian interpretivist method. This 
means, in effect, that my approach was mainly ‘qualitative’. I paid little 
attention to word counts, simply calculating the number of occurrences of 
some key words such as ‘terrorist’, ‘jihadi’, etc.). For the rest, I tried to 
‘understand by interpretation’—to use Weber’s famous expression (deu-
tend verstehen)—how they perceive the battlefield, how they represent 
their enemies, and how they make sense of the practice of war. This also 
means that I did not try to analyse the emotions that the airmen displayed 
during the interviews. I did not want to understand what it feels like to 
narrate one’s war experiences after the events in the specific social interac-
tion of the interview. Rather, I wanted to identify what they feel when they 
drop bombs. To do so, I tried to be as empathetic as I could. I tried to 
understand what Boudon calls the actors’ social ‘dispositions’ and ‘posi-
tion’, i.e. their social background, the influence of military training, what 
it means to be a fighter-bomber pilot/navigator, the concrete technolo-
gies which mediate their experience of war, etc. (Boudon, 1986).

The interviewees talked easily about their lethal actions. They did not 
know exactly how many people they had killed. Some said ‘three or four’. 
Others said ‘dozens, maybe one hundred’. One thing seems clear though: 
the airmen have no difficulty in giving meaning to the violence they per-
petrate. Indeed, I did not observe any clear case of ‘frame breaking’, in 
Goffman’s (1974) term. One interviewee explained that he suffered from 
PTSD. However, these ‘stress disorders’ had nothing to do with the ques-
tion of killing. This person had been traumatized by an explosion which 
had occurred whilst he was in a military base in Afghanistan. Another 
interviewee experienced some difficulty in making sense of an action which 
resulted in the death of a child. However, this case appears in many ways 
as an exception. He killed the child by accident and, as we shall see, acci-
dents do not constitute the main cause of civilian deaths in the new 
Western way of war.

To put it differently, the first finding of my study is that most pilots and 
navigators enjoy going on ‘opex’ (operations extérieures, external opera-
tions). They often compete against one another to obtain the ‘hottest’ 
(chaud) missions, i.e. those where they drop bombs. This made the  
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literature on the PTSD syndromes of drone operators completely irrele-
vant. The French airmen that I have interviewed have no difficulty in kill-
ing and making sense of it. I interviewed one member of the psychiatric 
department of the French Air Force. He had conducted hundreds of 
interviews with pilots and navigators. He confirmed that he had not met 
one single person suffering from PTSD linked to killing operations.

The second finding of my study was that the literature on the ‘play sta-
tion mentality’ is equally irrelevant. Although they do not know exactly 
how many people they have killed, the airmen know what they are doing. 
They know that their bombs kill both enemy combatants and civilians. 
They simply have no problem making sense of this for a number of rea-
sons on which I will elaborate further down.

SECOND STEP: UNDERSTANDING WHAT IDEATIONAL FRAMES 
FASHION THE ACTORS’ EMOTIONAL RELATION TO VIOLENCE

I wrote above that ‘frames of war’ take both ideational and material forms. 
After the stage of data gathering, the second phase of my study consisted 
of analysing their main ideational manifestation: the very language airmen 
use when talking about their victims. To do so, I followed the example of 
Judith Butler in her studies of the language used by the Western main-
stream media in the context of the ‘war on terror’ (Butler, 2004, 2009, 
2010).

Butler has analysed how the Western mainstream media have depicted 
two groups of victims: the Western victims of the ‘terrorist’ attacks of 
2001 on the one hand, and the non-Western victims of Western anti- 
terrorist wars on the other. In the former case, Butler argues, the main-
stream media published the obituaries of the victims so that the public 
could learn about their names and stories. In the latter case, the main-
stream media found no words other than ‘collateral damage’ or ‘human 
shield’. She observes that this last expression—‘human shield’—is proba-
bly the most reifying as it suggests that ‘those children are not really chil-
dren, are not really alive, that they have already been turned to metal, to 
steel, that they belong to the machinery of bombardment, at which point 
the body of the child is conceived as nothing more than a militarized metal 
that protects the attacker against attack’ (Butler, 2010, p. xxvii).

Unsurprisingly, the airmen that I have interviewed drew on elements 
from both languages—the sensitive and the reifying—depending on the 
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people they were talking about. Thus, they expressed great concern for 
some populations: the people of Paris or New York who might be killed, 
in the future, by ‘terrorists’, the Libyan population oppressed by Gaddafi 
forces, and the Malian population under the threat of jihadists. These peo-
ple have something in common: in French mainstream war narratives, they 
are the people that the French bombs are supposed to save or to ‘make 
live’ (Foucault, 1997 [1976], p. 214).

The interviewees use a complete different language when talking about 
the people they kill. Their language made me think about what Carol 
Cohn has called ‘techno-strategic’, i.e. the mathematical and abstract lan-
guage used by the US defence intellectuals who fashioned the deterrence 
theories current at the end of the Cold War. Cohn shows that the massive 
use of abstract periphrases had one important consequence: it erases the 
humane dimension of war and euphemizes the perception of violence (in 
her case, nuclear bombing). Cohn tested the power of this language on 
herself: ‘the more conversations I participated in using this language, the 
less frightened I was of nuclear war’ (Cohn, 1987, p. 704).

Now, the airmen I have interviewed make extensive use of this ‘techno- 
strategic’ language when talking about enemy forces. For instance, they 
use the word ‘killing’ hardly at all. They explain, instead, that they ‘deal 
with’ (traiter) or ‘neutralize’ their ‘targets’. This leads them to experience 
‘little pity’ for the referents of these signifiers, i.e. the people who die 
when their bombs explode. Some airmen even show reflexivity about the 
ease with which they perpetrate this particular act: ‘Honestly, I was preoc-
cupied by this question before [my first killing]. I thought that it would be 
psychologically difficult to live with it. I happen to believe in God, so I 
may have a particular approach to this question. I talked a lot about this 
with my family when I joined the military. Now, here is what strikes me the 
most: it left me completely indifferent (…). And this disturbs me a 
little’5.

Despite and because6 of the precision weapons that they sometimes use 
(see below), Western airmen kill many civilians. For instance, the econo-
mist M.  Herold has calculated that the Western bombing campaign 
directly killed between 7948 and 9312 civilians in Afghanistan between 
2001 and 2010, i.e. before the ‘surge’ of 2010 (Herold, 2012, p. 49). 
Although this is a small fragment of the US-led air war on terror, this fig-
ure reveals that these air wars ‘have already resulted in massive losses of life 
that immeasurably exceed anything terrorists have managed to do’ (Asad, 
2007, p. 93).
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Among the 36 airmen I have interviewed, only one expressed second 
thoughts about the killing of civilians. The event had taken place in 
Afghanistan. The aircraft was flying at a low altitude. For some reasons 
which remain unclear (probably a weaponry test), the pilot dropped a 
decoy device, i.e. a device which is intended to deflect the trajectory of 
possible anti-aircraft missiles. The decoy accidently fell into the middle of 
a village and killed a child. The pilot talked about this event in the follow-
ing terms: ‘Yes, this affected me a little. That was in Afghanistan during a 
‘show of presence’ (in English during the interview) (…). The child picked 
up one of my decoy devices. It tore away his hand and he died afterwards 
(…). So yes, this was a hard time… However, it was an accident. If I had 
to do it again, I would’.7

The other interviewees who mentioned having killed ‘non-combatants’ 
expressed no second thoughts. The following interview extract resembles 
many others:

INTERVIEWER: Have you ever had second thoughts about the bombs 
you dropped?

AIRMAN: I kill terrorists. I do not target civilians. The guys we 
killed in Mali and Libya were no gentlemen farmers. 
They were planning terrorist attacks. When I kill 
somebody who plans to leave a bomb in the subway 
in Paris, I save lives. When I destroy a missile battery 
which bombs a market in the middle of Benghazi, I 
save Libyan lives.

INTERVIEWER: Indeed. But the bombs you drop also kill civilians.
AIRMAN: [silent] Yes, but if the amount of collateral damage—

sorry, I do not like this word—if the number of civil-
ian casualties is inferior to the number of people I 
save, it is fair to shoot. I know that this is not always 
easy to hear. Yet reason has to be opposed to emo-
tion. I wish I had other means with which to neutral-
ize them. Believe me. But I don’t.8

This interview extract is interesting in many respects. Firstly, it illus-
trates that the airmen are fully aware of the lethal consequences of their 
actions and that they have no problem making sense of it. They know that 
they kill civilians, and this fact does not impinge upon the pleasure they 
take in going to war and fulfilling their missions. Secondly, this extract 
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reveals the key to understanding the  interviewed airmen’s approach to 
violence. In contrast to the racist soldiers depicted by several historians of 
past wars (Audouin-Rouzeau, 2002; Barkawi, 2004), they do not hate the 
people they kill. Nor do they fully reify them as the paradigm of bureau-
cratic violence would suggest (Arendt, 1963). As ‘humanist’ or ‘liberal’ 
subjects, they acknowledge that it is wrong to kill civilians. However, they 
consider that it is acceptable to kill X if it allows to save Y, provided that 
the killing of X constitutes a lesser evil than the killing of Y. As we shall see 
in the next section, they have some ‘good intersubjective’ reasons to frame 
their violence in such a way: their relation to violence is mediated by tech-
nologies which embody this very idea.

THIRD STEP: CHECKING THE FRAMES’ MATERIAL 
MANIFESTATIONS

I wrote above that almost no airmen expressed second thoughts concern-
ing the killing of civilians. To understand this, one must remember or 
uncover an important dimension of the Western way of war: airmen are 
socialized and trained to consent to killing civilians. Admittedly, the prac-
tice of carpet bombing has diminished. With the notable exceptions of the 
United States in Iraq (Olsson, 2012) and Israel in Lebanon and Gaza in 
2008/2009,9 Western air forces have ceased to target civilians in order to 
‘terrorize’ the population or undermine its morale. Since the mid-2000, 
they have become good students of international humanitarian law in the 
sense that: (1) they do not target civilians per se (in accordance with the 
discrimination principle); and (2) they control the violence that they per-
petrate (in accordance with the proportionality principle). This does not 
mean, however, that current Western air doctrines exclude the killing of 
civilians. On the contrary, the killing of civilians is accepted in principle 
and, furthermore, measured and calculated. Concretely, current military 
doctrines state that the killing of civilians is acceptable provided that it 
does not exceed a given threshold. I will illustrate this by presenting an 
important element in current Western air wars: the ‘Non-Combatant 
Casualty Cut-Off Value’ or ‘NCV’.

At first sight, the NCV appears as one of these numerous military acro-
nyms that have little resonance with most people’s lives. In reality, the 
NCV has important human consequences. It refers to a simple reality: the 
number of civilians that airmen are allowed to kill, or to put at risk, every 
time they drop a bomb. The NCV varies, in practice, between 0 and 30 
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(rarely more). An NCV = 0 means that that the airmen should not put any 
‘non-combatant’ at risk. An NCV = 30 means that they are allowed to 
open fire if they estimate that they will not kill more than 30 civilians.

The airmen learn this number before taking off, yet it really becomes 
real when they arrive near their target. When this happens, they must fol-
low a procedure called ‘PID-CDE-ROE’.

• PID stands for ‘positive identification’. It consists of checking 
whether they have identified the right target: the ‘jihadist’, the ‘ter-
rorist’, the ‘ammunition dump’, etc.

• CDE means ‘Collateral Damage Estimate’. It reminds pilots and 
navigators that they must calculate the number of ‘non-combatants’ 
that they will put at risk if they drop the bomb. Concretely, they 
estimate this number by counting the civilians that they see. At this 
stage, they ask the following questions: is this person a male or a 
female? Is this a child or a dog? How far are they from the military 
target (distance to military targets is central in the military definition 
of combatants).

• ROE stands for ‘Rules of Engagement’. It invites airmen to check 
whether the amount of probable ‘collateral damage’ (i.e. number of 
civilian deaths) is lower than the NCV stated by the rules of engage-
ment. If this is the case, they open fire. If not, the decision to open 
fire (or not) is taken at a higher level of the chain of command.

It is not exactly known which members of the military staff or govern-
ment determine the NCV. What is known, however, is that it depends on 
several factors. First, it depends on some subjective and arbitrary assessment 
of the ‘value’ of civilians. In this respect, the most important variable is 
geographical or/and racial. When a terrorist attack occurs on the territory 
of a Western state, the NCV used by policy and military forces is close to 
zero, meaning that they do not want to put at risk any French/Western 
civilians. When they operate in the non-Western world, however, the NCV 
rises significantly. This is why Western forces use different instruments when 
they operate in Western territory or outside the West: elite commandos on 
the ground in the former case, armed drones and fighter-bomber jets in the 
latter.10 Elite commandos can be used to ‘neutralize’ terrorists without 
causing ‘collateral damage’. Air bombing structurally kills civilians.

Secondly, the NCV depends on a subjective and arbitrary assessment of 
the value of the military target. During the US war in Iraq, for instance, 
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the US ROE stated that the NCV was 29 for each ‘high-value military 
target’ (Weizman, 2012, p. 129). This meant, concretely, that the pilots 
were allowed to kill up to 29 civilians in order to eliminate a high-ranking 
member of Al Qaida or a senior official of Saddam Hussein’s regime. 
When the target is a low-ranking enemy combatant, the NCV declines 
significantly. This not only means, to return to Asad, that human lives have 
‘differential value (…) in the marketplace of death’ (Asad, 2007, p. 94). It 
also means that these differential values are relational. When a person 
becomes a ‘high-value military target’, the value of all those people located 
nearby breaks down. Their killing becomes a ‘lesser evil’, a necessary 
means of achieving a greater end: the elimination of a ‘high value military 
target’. This is why the ‘securitization’ of terrorism plays a central role in 
the death toll of current Western wars. The social construction of terror-
ism as an existential threat naturalize actions—such as the bombing of 
foreign cities—which would appear nonsensical otherwise.

Despite their obvious arbitrary character, the airmen involved rarely 
challenge the frames constructed by the rules of engagement, in particular 
the key notion of the NCV. Several factors explain this uncritical stance. 
Firstly, and unsurprisingly, they have faith in the state and the military 
organization they serve. In this sense, the old Weberian argument that the 
state has managed to ‘monopolize the legitimate use of physical force’ 
appears relevant.

Secondly and more importantly, several technologies contribute 
towards naturalizing the implicit interpretive schemes associated with the 
rules of engagement. A retired pilot told me that current fighter-bomber 
jet pilots behave like ‘robots’. This is probably hyperbolic. However, it is 
clear that complying with the ROE has become one of the most impor-
tant tasks assigned to fighter-bomber jet pilots and navigators. In the 
absence of enemies who would be able to retaliate or simply ‘com-bat’ 
(fight with), complying with the ROE is what determines the failure or 
the success of the ‘mission’. Another concrete element reinforces this 
logic: pilots and navigators are among the many victims of new public 
management. Concretely, they are spied by their managers/commanders. 
The latter scrutinize the radio and video recordings of their missions so 
that pilots have potentially to account for their every act and everything 
they say. The consequence of this is simple: if they do not want to lose 
their job, they must accept the rules of the game. Within their social field, 
the rule is the following: drop as many bombs as you can but never 
infringe the rules. Although the violence that they perpetrate creates many 
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more civilian  victims than the ‘terrorist’ or ‘criminal’ violence that they 
fight, they see themselves as ‘moderators of violence’. For instance, 7 out 
of the 40 interviewees spontaneously compared their job to that of first 
aid doctors or firemen. This is why I argued that their relation to violence 
resembles Madame de Sévigné: they do not really hate or despise anybody. 
They represent themselves as compassionate subjects. They ‘kill’ enemies 
and ‘let civilians die’ because they want the people who meet their defini-
tion of the ‘good life’ to live.

CONCLUSION

This chapter aimed to illustrate the interest of a Foucauldian discursive 
approach to emotions. I took the example of an investigation into French 
fighter-bomber pilots in order to make the point that one does not need 
to study emotions directly in order to understand how they operate. Since 
emotions are what discourse feels like within the social actors’ bodies, it is 
possible to understand their power by studying discourse. In the case 
under investigation here, I found that neither hatred nor (absolute) reifi-
cation are central motors of violence. Rather, violence takes on meaning 
within a framing which consists of granting different (positive) values to 
human lives and assuming that it is necessary to erase some lives so that 
others may be saved.

Like all frames of war, this one is underpinned by power structures of 
some considerable weight. In the case under investigation here, these 
power structures naturalize the use of ‘sovereign’ instruments (the bomb-
ings) within a discursive framework whose key notion is the preservation 
of life. In this sense, they illustrate the ‘necropolitical’ (Allinson, 2015; 
Mbembe, 2003) dimension of our humanitarian present (Fassin, 2010).

Methodologically, I came to these insights in three steps. Firstly, I gath-
ered data about the fragments of discourse or ‘frames of war’ which con-
stitute the actors’ emotional relation to violence. Secondly, I analysed an 
important frame of war: the very words that the actors use when talking 
about their victims. Thirdly, I tried to confirm my interpretations by inves-
tigating the concrete semiotic elements which mediate these actors’ rela-
tionship to violence, i.e. the procedures that they use before dropping 
bombs.

So far, I have stressed the potential of my approach. What can I say 
about its limitations? To start, this approach says little about the classi-
cal distinction between feelings (thought of as personal), emotions 
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(thought of as social), and affects (thought of as corporal and, there-
fore, neither personal nor social). As MacLeish puts it in a Foucauldian 
fashion, these distinctions become pointless if one accepts that every-
thing is discourse, including our very corporal and sensorial experiences 
(MacLeish, 2013, p. 14). Also, this approach will not speak to research-
ers who understand emotions as natural or personal phenomena. In 
other words, this discursive approach is unable to state whether human 
beings are ‘naturally’ sadistic or whether they are ‘naturally’ averse to 
violence. But then again, the entire history of violence seem to suggest 
that ordinary human beings easily learn to become violent (Arendt, 
1963; Browning, 2002), or to cease to be violent (Delori, 2016b).

Acknowledgements I am grateful to Maéva Clément and Eric Sangar for their 
comments on a previous version of this text.

NOTES

1. The words ‘emotion’ and ‘move’ have the same etymological roots.
2. Some authors who take for granted the aforementioned dualism conceive of 

emotions as social expressions of personal feelings.
3. House of Commons, Foreign Affairs Committee, Libya: Examination of 

intervention and collapse and the UK’s future policy options, Third Report 
of Session 2016–2017.

4. The notion of ‘defence intellectual’ refers to scholars who work for think 
tanks or university departments sponsored by the industrial–military 
complex.

5. Interview no 19 with a pilot, March 2013.
6. So-called ‘smart bombs’—that is, bombs equipped with guidance systems—

have ambivalent effects on the fate of civilians. On the one hand, they enable 
targeting of specific sites which are, sometimes, empty of civilians. On the 
other hand, they rarely miss their target, meaning that they often fall in the 
middle of a city. In this sense, they differ from the ‘blind’ bombs of the 
Second World War which often fell in the sea or in no man’s land. The con-
sequence of this is simple: ‘smart bombs’ structurally kill a calculable num-
ber of civilians. I elaborate more on this idea in the last section.

7. Interview no 13 with a pilot, March 2013.
8. Interview no 3 with a pilot, December 2012.
9. See the famous Goldstone report published by the UN Human Rights 

Council, 12th session, agenda item 7, “Human rights in Palestine and other 
occupied Arab territories? Report of the United Nations Fact-Finding 
Mission on the Gaza Conflict”, 25 September 2009.
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10. It is important to highlight, in this respect, that the choice between both 
security instruments does not stem from technical considerations. As the 
assassination of Bin Laden illustrates, Western government do not hesitate 
to put elite troops on the ground when they deem it necessary. The prefer-
ence for air bombing outside the West simply stems from the fact that they 
do not want to put their military personnel at risk and prefer ‘transferring 
risks’ to non-Western civilians (Shaw, 2006).
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CHAPTER 7

The Formation of the ‘Western’ Strategic 
Gaze: A Case Study on Emotional Irrelevance 

in International Politics

Christophe Wasinski

The starkest reality of war is that the enemy is never really a monster, 
never inhuman. Warriors have often tried to reduce their foes to 

sub-humans to prop up their denial, but the fact is the enemy is someone 
who dreams, someone who loves, someone who just needed a job, someone 

who is just wanting for a break to take a leak or eat his supper: a 
full-fledged human just like us.

Stan Goff (US Army, retired) (2004, p. 38)

The analysis of material factors (be they military manpower, defense bud-
gets, and/or weapons available in armed forces arsenals) and/or balances 
of power is not sufficient to decipher the war puzzle. In order to under-
stand war, it is necessary to take into account the existence of social repre-
sentations, especially those contributing to hush up ‘positive’ (empathic) 
emotions toward the Other. Illustrations of such representations are 

C. Wasinski () 
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(sadly) relatively easy to find. For example, in an autobiographical book 
account, an American sniper explains that a marine, who had been 
 interviewed by a journalist about what he had felt when killing, ironically 
answered ‘Recoil’ (LeBleu 2009, np). In another autobiographical narra-
tive, an American infantryman deployed in Iraq compares the explosions 
he witnessed at night with the images of Walt Disney’s ‘psychedelic’ car-
toon Fantasia (Buzzell, 2005, p. 350). Black humor and aesthetization 
certainly helped these soldiers maintain emotional distance from the tragic 
and destructive effects of military violence. In spite of their importance 
and of their recurrence among soldiers, these dehumanizing discourses are 
not institutionally codified.

This is not, however, the case of the cartographic narrative of war(fare) 
which is key to  generating both rationalization and dehumanization in 
military institutions. This narrative can be found in headquarters where 
officers plan and conduct operational or strategic actions using maps on 
which they picture their enemies by red symbols and their own troops in 
blue dots (since the 1980s approximately, they began to do the same on 
digitized maps used both for training  purposes and actual operations). 
This narrative is also present in military academy lectures during which it 
is used to teach operational art. Likewise, it can be found in the tactical 
and operational doctrinal documents relying on maps to describe how to 
act on the battlefield. Such narratives can also be found in campaign stud-
ies contained in ‘classical’ military historians’ books and in the geostrategic- 
geopolitical analyses using cartographic representations inspired by those 
in circulation in the armed forces to describe international dynamics. 
Media are also fond of using this narrative when they want to illustrate the 
operational evolution of contemporary conflicts. The iconography of con-
temporary wars provides further illustrations of the importance of the car-
tographic narrative. This type of narrative is mirorred in popular culture as 
well. Indeed, operational maps are sometimes reproduced on postcards 
which can be bought on touristic places where important battles took 
place in the past (e.g. the beaches of Normandy). Finally, widely sold board 
games like Risk© are also based on militarily inspired maps as are some 
computer games (re-)enacting past, present, or future wars.

Taken together, these illustrations point towards ow institutionally sup-
ported discourses, devices, and practices frame war as a geographic and 
cartographic phenomenon. It gives birth to a broad strategic narrative that 
generates an ‘unemotional’ gaze.1 Among other things, this gaze produces 
a rationalized representation of the use of force. War(fare) looks much 
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more organized on operational maps than in reality; the chaos of combat 
tends to ‘magically’ disappear. Another important consequence of this 
narrative is its dehumanization of human beings (Wasinski, 2011). In 
brief, the cartographic narrative at the core of the (geo)strategic gaze 
transforms human beings, taken individually or in groups, into pawns that 
can be sacrificed on battlefields for the maintenance of a certain world 
order. This narrative therefore participates in the neutralization of emo-
tions towards human beings.

Depending on their nature, emotions refer to two broad categories of 
consequences in the context of armed conflicts. On the one hand, there 
are ‘positive’ emotions that foster recognition of Others’ humanity. These 
empathic emotions must be controlled and hushed by the military institu-
tion in order to ease the recourse of violence against the Other (a good 
historical example is given by Ashworth, 1968). On the other hand, there 
are ‘negative’ emotions that encourage the use of force against the Other. 
These emotions can be at the origin of more or less spontaneous and vio-
lent emotional mobilizations (for an anthropological-historical illustra-
tion, see Corbin, 1993). Sociologist Wolfgang Sofsky even wrote about 
the existence of emotional communities that are described as confraterni-
ties of destruction welded together by feelings of cruelty (Sofsky, 2003). 
The attitude of the armed forces regarding emotions and emotional com-
munities is ambiguous. From time to time, armed forces either tolerate or 
explicitly support them; this is for example the case during Marine Corps 
boot camps during which enemy hatred is instilled in young recruits. 
However, from a military technical standpoint, such emotions may lead to 
a ‘waste’ of resources and produce ‘excessive’ violence, i.e. violence not 
useful to attain operational goals in the field (Bataille, 1991). From a 
strictly military standpoint, the cartographic narrative of war has the 
advantage to silence all kinds of emotions. Soldier’s fears, anxieties, feel-
ings of disgust, hatred, revenge, or guilt are simply irrelevant for this nar-
rative that serves to guide military action. In other words, dehumanizing 
processes are not only produced through description of enemies as ‘sav-
ages’ or ‘barbarians’, they are also the outcome of the absence of informa-
tion related to emotions.

In a nutshell, this chapter focuses on the following research question: 
Why and how did the (geo)strategic gaze—that makes empathic emotions 
irrelevant; encourages resort to violence against ‘Others’; symbolically trans-
forms ‘own troops’ into reified entities that can be sacrificed, and thus facili-
tates war-waging—emerge? As shall be seen, in order to explain how this 

 THE FORMATION OF THE ‘WESTERN’ STRATEGIC GAZE: A CASE STUDY… 



154 

gaze developed, it is necessary to study knowledge production, the evolu-
tion of the military organization, and changes in the political and socio-
economic structures in Europe (and to a lesser extent in the United 
States), since the end of the Middle Ages, through a historical sociological 
perspective. Here, emotions and their expressions are apprehended as 
dependent variable which presence rests on the absence of the dehuman-
izing geographic and cartographic narrative of war.

STUDYING EMOTIONS AND DEHUMANIZATION IN WAR(FARE)
‘Classical’ approaches in the field of international relations and strate-
gic/security studies have traditionally shown little interest in emotions 
as a research topic. They have mostly put emphasis on material factors, 
balance of powers’ configurations, and supposedly rational states and 
bureaucracies to explain the outbreak of wars (Vasquez, 1992). They 
have been less inclined to investigate non-material factors influencing 
conflicts, nor to tackle the issue of ‘meaning construction’ related to the 
use of violence. Even research stemming from the fields of ‘peace 
research’ and ‘conflict resolution’ have not been overtly concerned by 
the effects of emotions.2

Actually, military historians specialized in the social dimensions of con-
temporary wars and anthropologists researching military violence were the 
first to seriously consider this problem. Their case studies  were based 
on  the qualitative analysis of media products, political speeches, official 
reports and personal testimonies. They have demonstrated that the deploy-
ment of military violence was often connected to the existence of emo-
tionally loaded representations of enemies, i.e. racist and/or dehumanizing 
images and speeches describing enemies as ‘animals’ or ‘barbarians’ to be 
eliminated. They have shown that such representations, appealing to emo-
tions rather than to rationality contributed to fuel violence during both 
World Wars, in the colonies, and among American soldiers deployed in 
Afghanistan and in Iraq over the 2000s (Bartov, 1991; Brown, 2008; 
Brown & Lutz, 2007; Dower, 1987; Jeismann, 1997; Liulevicius, 2000; 
Renda, 2001). As a matter of fact, most of this scholarly work does not 
pretend emotions and racism are directly causing war. Rather, ‘negative’ 
emotions are seen as a cause engendering ‘excessive’ violence, i.e. violence 
deemed not necessary to accomplish operational goals (e.g. violence com-
mitted against prisoners and civilians).

In some conflicts however, racist and animalizing representations were/
are few. This can even be the case during high-intensity conflicts. For 
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example, historians have asserted that American and Soviet soldiers didn’t 
systematically frame German soldiers along racist and animalizing lines 
during the Second World War, although the fight against them was bitter 
to say the least (Doubler, 1994, p. 258; Meridale, 2005). According to 
another strand of research based on either ethnological or archival and 
documentary analysis, violence  is rather facilitated by dehumanization 
provoked by cold technical representations.3 In other words, ‘technostra-
tegic discourses’ (Cohn, 1987), ‘organizational frames’ (Eden, 2004), 
‘military cultures’, or ‘institutional routines’ (Cameron, 1994; Hull, 2004; 
Sherry, 1989) also produce dehumanization by turning human beings 
into ‘things’ that can or should be destroyed by weapons. Also known as 
‘reification’, this process works through ‘omission, abstraction, classifica-
tion, and disembodiment’ (Eden, 2004, p. 290). In a practical way, the 
aforementioned frames, cultures, or discourses transform individuals into 
‘targets’, ‘statistical data’, or ‘virtual reality’ (see also: Der Derian, 2009; 
Gusterson, 1998).

In spite of their truly substantial contribution, three criticisms can 
be leveled at this second strand of literature. Firstly, at the empirical 
level, these studies are mostly concerned by the with nuclear weaponry 
(James Der Derian’s book on virtual warfare, however, stands apart). 
The ‘classical’ or conventional dimensions of war(fare) are barely cov-
ered, whereas they play a fundamental role in international relations’ 
history (among others because of the two World Wars). Secondly, both 
analyses of racism and of technical narratives remain based on national 
cases. They either focus on American soldiers, or German soldiers, or 
American nuclear experts, or on a comparison of French and German 
representations. None has really tackled the problem at the transnational 
level although it is known that military discourses and practices travel 
quite easily across national borders (Ralston, 1990). Thirdly, more impor-
tantly, these studies haven’t questioned the links between ‘macro’ social 
structures, changes in military institutions, and the production of repre-
sentations. Only the last two phenomena have been examined systemati-
cally. According to the scholarship so far, dehumanization can either be 
the product of an institutional culture; soldiers’ representations; discursive 
frames operating at the organizational level; a Foucaldian regime of prac-
tices; anthropological rituals; discourses of a network of actors; or, the 
product of the rational conduct of bureaucracies. Scholars did not mean to 
negate the influence of the social structure but they rather put emphasis 
elsewhere. In this chapter, I propose to address these three shortcomings 
by focusing on conventional warfare, paying attention to the transnational 
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dimension of the studied phenomenon, and mapping the structural forces 
responsible for the dissemination of the said strategic narrative.

HISTORICAL SOCIOLOGY INSPIRED BY SCIENCE 
AND TECHNOLOGY STUDIES

The argument of this text is that the emergence, dissemination, and con-
tinuity of the military cartographic narrative should be comprehended as 
the outcome of a complex social process that has to do with knowledge 
production,  the institutional evolution of the armed forces, as well as 
changes of in the social, economic, and political structures in Europe (and 
to a lesser extent in the United States) after the medieval period. To put it 
differently, these representations became prevalent for two main reasons: 
(1) the social configuration was favorable to ‘technical entrepreneurs’ who 
developed and carried them out; (2) these entrepreneurs incorporated 
these cartographic representations in tactical, operational, strategic, and 
geopolitical-geostrategic discourses that pleased their powerful patrons 
(were they kings or commanding officers). All these elements are central 
to explain why and how the cartographic narrative that hushed up emo-
tions became so prevalent.

Methodologically speaking, this approach is neither a Foucaldian gene-
alogy nor a frame or discursive analysis but a historical sociologyical analy-
sis inspired by research in Science and Technology Studies (STS) on the 
topic of weaponry and war (Adler, 1997; Latour, 1988; MacKenzie, 1990; 
Mort, 2001; Ritchie, 2010).4 Its starting point is to question why and 
how some artefacts or knowledge succeed while others don’t (the focus of 
this chapter is on knowledge only). Knowledge and representations are 
thus taken as a dependent variable. At a more theoretical level, STS schol-
ars argue that the development of technical conceptions (in the domain of 
war and international security among others) depends on the combination 
of political, economic, organizational, and technical processes. Often, they 
stress that the emergence of technical conceptions results from the action 
of ‘assemblages’ of actors. They coined the term ‘heterogeneous engineer-
ing’ to qualify the action of these ‘assemblages’. This approach further-
more confers the ability to study the effect of heterogeneous engineering 
projects transnationally. This is an important advantage in order to analyze 
the social processes responsible for the dissemination of the military carto-
graphic narrative at the European level.
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Historical sociological analyses that contribute to the STS research 
agenda do not aim at producing broad generalizations. STS scholars’ 
ambition is rather to provide detailed historical reconstitutions of pro-
cesses that led to the construction of representations. This scholarship is as 
much driven by the ‘hows’ as by the ‘whys’. STS scholars are also inter-
ested in the articulations between local (‘micro’) and global (‘macro’) 
processes. For these reasons, their research usually requires a vast amount 
of empirical information. In some cases, STS scholars rely primarily on 
interviews,  complemented by documents (see for example: MacKenzie, 
1990). In other instances, they rely mainly on archives and published doc-
uments (Adler, 1997).

This chapter uses published documents. The empirical corpus was 
elaborated in three steps.5 The first one consisted in locating and read-
ing approximately a hundred secondary sources on the history of tacti-
cal, operational, strategic, and geopolitical-geostrategic thinking. 
Following this, a list of approximately one hundred most influential 
military treatises was established. The second step consisted in  locat-
ing, reading, and analyzing these  primary texts. Some of them were 
found on the Internet (among others on Gallica, the website of the 
French National Library). Others were consulted in a military library 
(the Belgian Ministry of Defence Central Library). Some texts were 
consulted in an academic library (the  Namur University Moretus 
Plantin Library). A significant number of these treatises contained ref-
erences to the cartographic narrative of war. In my previous research, 
this material was used to draw a ‘genealogical tree’ of the cartographic 
narrative (Illustration 7.1):

This tree illustrates how the cartographic narrative diffused itself in the 
strategic thinking from the end of the Middle Ages until today. In post-
structuralist jargon, this tree represents a vast intertextual edifice that 
spanned over more than five centuries (Wasinski, 2011).

However, this previously published genealogical approach was rela-
tively blind to the structural and material conditions of the narrative’s 
emergence. In order to evaluate the importance of these factors it was 
necessary to go back to the literature accumulated during this previous 
research in order to gain additional information about the social back-
ground of the authors responsible for the production of the cartographic 
narrative. This information was complemented with books found in the 
literature more focused on the evolution of the states’ structures in 
European history (Duby, 1973; Elias, 1983; Tilly, 1975; Weber, 1965) 
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as well as that on the structural changes of armed forces (Adler, 1997; 
Kolko, 1994; Lynn, 1997; Pauwels, 2016). This last step was aimed at 
analyzing the structural dynamics the authors  of the treatises were 
embedded in.

EMOTIONS, NARRATIVE, AND VISIBILITY

In this chapter, emotions are apprehended as a consequence of the way 
people experience (feel, perceive) reality (Boltanski, 2004; Boltanski & 
Thévenot, 2006; James, 1884, 2003). In turn, emotions can (when they 
are not fully repressed) trigger reactions (changes in behavior for exam-
ple). The simplified sequence looks like this: reality  →  percep-
tion → emotion → reaction. Representations or Narratives can, however, 
influence emotions and, indirectly, reactions, by framing perceptions. 
Therefore, the may transform into: reality  →  narrative  →  percep-
tion → emotion → reaction.6 In other words, narratives act as mediators 
between reality and  perception. It is through their action on perceptions 
that they have an effect on emotions. As a consequence, socially con-
structed narratives participate in the regulation of emotions, be they 
‘emphatic’ or ‘heinous’ ones. This chapter intends to analyze social 
structures generating narratives that condition emotions and their pos-
sible expression.

A link can be established between emotions and the issue pertaining 
to the framing and social (in)visibility of actors (Butler, 2010; Rancière, 
2000; see also Delori in this volume). This link is even more striking if one 
considerations research focusesing on vision, as in Michel Foucault’s 
work. Foucault is one of the first philosophers to have so clearly high-
lighted the connections between vision and power in his analysis of 
Bentham’s panoptical prison design (Foucault, 1995). According to him, 
power rests on surveillance capacities (among others) which ensue from 
the use of devices intended to make individuals visible, or even ‘readable’ 
as a text. The panopticon is thus the core of a disciplinary gaze that trans-
forms human beings into targets of political power. The philosopher Paul 
Virilio also investigated this. In his work, Virilio drew he draws attention 
to the importance of the equipments that breed war images (Virilio, 
1994). He coined the concept of ‘logistics of perception’ in order to ana-
lyze devices (such as aerial cameras) used to picture war for both military–
technical and propaganda purposes (Virilio, 1989). His ideas echoe those 
of Foucault on the panopticon. In an analysis of war cultures, poststruc-
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turalist scholar Michael J. Shapiro underlined that maps can also partici-
pate in this panoptical design. According to Shapiro, maps actually support 
resorting to military violence and prevent the development of a true 
encounter ethics (Shapiro, 1997). Recently, Antonius C.G.M. Robbens 
also referred to the emergence of a ‘hostile gaze’ to depict the dehuman-
izing effects of the night-vision systems used by soldiers in Vietnam and 
in Iraq (Robbens, 2013). In this regard, the panopticon would be opera-
tional around the clock.

This research points to the existence of institutionalized ways of look-
ing (or gazing) at Others that, which either produce dehumanization 
through their transformation into objects (i.e. reification), dehumaniza-
tion through sheer invisibilization, and/or dehumanization through 
their exclusion from the a given community. The ways Others are ‘seen’ 
by institutions and their members is the outcome of a narrative that 
neutralizes the expression of emphatic or heinous emotions toward 
them. These ideas are in line with the chapter’s thesis regarding the pro-
duction and stabilization of a (geo)strategic gaze. The main difference is 
that this chapter is not directly concerned with the detailed content of 
the narrative itself. Its objective is to study the structural conditions that 
which gave birth to the technical cartographic and dehumanizing imagi-
nary. Another shortcoming of this chapter is that it has little to say about 
the ways actors on the field (i.e. soldiers in trenches) make sense of it 
(and, possibly, try to subvert it). A more anthropological investigation 
would be necessary to understand these dimensions (on this point, see: 
Croser, 2010). It is also important to note that this narrative is inextri-
cably entwined with the rise of a strategic culture that put forward the 
quest for decisive battles (which culminate in the phenomenon of ‘total 
warfare’). Lastly, this chapter does not consider the possible existence of a 
militarized and cartographic gaze outside of the Euro-Atlantic zone or in 
the Euro-Atlantic zone before the Middle Ages (e.g. during Antiquity). 
These questions are outside of the chapter’s scope.

Engineers and Marginalized Military Theorists

In order to understand the emergence of the militarizedy gaze, it is neces-
sary to step back in the history of Europe up to the Middle Ages. At that 
time, war(fare) mainly consisted of raids aimed at plundering (Duby, 
1973; Reuter, 1985). European sovereigns did not only strive to defend 
themselves against enemies located outside of their kingdoms’ boundaries. 
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They also had to face the danger of dissensions inside their own domains. 
They thus relied on raids to acquire wealth and territories, which they, in 
turn, used to buy the loyalty of their subordinates. As a consequence, war 
was not only a political activity but also an economic one. Obviously, this 
was a predatory system. That said, due to the weakness of sovereigns, most 
violent activities were not highly centralized, nor institutionally codified.

After centuries of this dynamic, it became difficult to find weakly 
defended territories to plunder (Duby, 1973). Unconquered faraway 
lands, for example in the East or in the Southeast of Europe, were not only 
distant but also unhospitable. Razzias in these areas were thus difficult to 
conduct for weak small medieval armies. Besides, a new economic process 
emerged in Europe. It was, among others, based on more intensive 
 agricultural production. The medieval predatory system, upon which the 
sovereigns and their barons subsisted, was increasingly perceived as a nui-
sance to this new development. Some sovereigns nevertheless managed to 
reinforce their power in the changing context (Adler, 1997; Duffy, 1988; 
Elias, 1983; Lynn, 1997; Parrott, 2005; Tilly, 1975; Weber, 1965). Firstly, 
these sovereigns learned how to avoid relying excessively on high nobility 
for military support. On the contrary, skillful sovereigns strove to maintain 
them out of the military sphere, for example by incorporating them in to 
the (pacified) court society when they were financially weakened (because 
they were unable to repay debts they had contracted to maintain their 
standard of living). Secondly, sovereigns had a preference for officers com-
ing from lower ranks of nobility and for members of the emerging bour-
geoisie (despite attempts from  the nobility to bar them access to 
commanding functions). Individuals from these two social groups were 
either socially and financially less independent and/or better educated 
than most of the barons. They made more docile and more efficient fight-
ers, who agreed to follow military trainings and showed more respect for 
hierarchical rules. Thirdly, their armies consisted of provincial regiments 
of infantry and of companies of mercenaries from Switzerland, Germany, 
or on economically peripheral regions of Europe. Consequently, sover-
eigns were not only dependent on one social group for their protection 
against external enemies and internal threats. The Weberian monopoly of 
state violence progressively consolidated out of the capacity of the sover-
eign at manipulating the components of this assemblage. Basically, this 
amounted to a ‘divide and rule’ process. Ultimately, successful sovereigns 
took advantage of their strengthened position to impose the (centralized) 
fusion of their disparate forces. This in turn entailed the development of 
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procedures and military knowledge (among other, publications on tactical 
rules). The combination of all these factors acted as a precondition for the 
strategic narrative in the making.

This picture would however be incomplete if it did not consider a spe-
cific group of this assemblage, i.e. the engineers (Blanchard, 1996; Duffy, 
1979, 1985; Parker, 1996). Initially, most of them were from Italy. It is 
indeed in Italy, cradle of the Renaissance, that the best engineers were 
trained at the time. Among others, these engineers were specialists, espe-
cially in the field of fortifications. They developed a new type of fortress, 
more complex and capable of sustaining cannonballs. The Italian engineers 
soon offered their services to sovereigns throughout all over the European 
continent. Perceived with a certain distrust, because of their foreign ori-
gins, they were gradually replaced by national engineers. The range of their 
tasks also expanded in the process. Engineers still assisted the sovereigns in 
constructing protected borders, but they also conducted sieges and were 
responsible for army logistics. On the whole, they played an important role 
in the organization of armed forces. They contributed to strengthen sov-
ereigns, who in turn helped them move up the social ladder. This (asym-
metric) alliance between sovereigns and engineers was made possible 
because of nobility’s relatively decreasing interest for military affairs. Thise 
emergence of the figure of the engineer in the European armed 
forces was the starting point for the development of the military gaze.

In a text he dedicated to Vauban, Henri Guerlac described the engineers 
as the true inventors of a science of war (Guerlac, 1986). The quantity of 
treatises written by military engineers (e.g. by Pierre Bourdin, Menno van 
Coehoorn, Jean Dubreuil, Albrecht Dürer, Alain Manesson Mallet, Nicolas 
Tartaglia, Sébastien Le Pestre Vauban, etc.) constitutes a testimony to this 
phenomenon (Pollak 1991). These texts, which focused on fortification 
building, were illustrated by numerous engravings (Picture 7.1).

Most often, these images were either plans or aesthetic drawings 
inspired by the model of the plan. The emergence of this type of repre-
sentations were, among others, connected to the rediscovery of antique 
geometry (and its Euclidian rules) in the fields of arts and sciences dur-
ing the Renaissance period. The new pictures participated in the trans-
formation of the visual culture (Henderson, 1995; Panofsky, 1975). In 
the field of military knowledge, they actively supported the naturaliza-
tion of the ‘bird’s’ or ‘god’s eye view’, i.e. the view of reality as seen 
from above, which quickly became a norm. It should also be underlined 
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that this way of seeing and picturing reality was mostly to apprehend the 
material universe.

This said, this change of visual culture affected the tactical military  
writers’ community. During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,  
several waves of tactical textbooks were published in Europe (Colson, 
1999; Gonzales de Leon, 1996; Kleinschmidt, 1999). They codified new 
tactical orders and military practices experimented by troops in Spain, the 
Netherlands, Sweden, and by Swiss and German mercenaries. These docu-

Picture 7.1 Seventeenth-century schematic illustration of a fortification. Source: 
Errard, Jean (1622). La fortification démonstrée en réduicte en art. Licence: 
Permission of the Bibliothèque nationale de France
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ments explained how to organize soldiers in lines and columns and make 
them cohesively move forward. They focused on technical details of the 
conduct of war within small units. These technical and tactical treatises, 
written by soldiers, were illustrated by ‘bird’s eye view’ or ‘god’s eye view’ 
of the orders of battle. They thus relied on and contributed to the dissemi-
nation of the visual culture developed by artists and engineers. This visual 
culture, in turn, contributed to a tradition of making emotions irrelevant 
in warfare (Picture 7.2).

Between the end of the seventeenth century and the beginning of the 
nineteenth century, these representations were used in a new category of 
military writings (Chagniot, 1997; Colson, 1999; Colson & 
 Coutau- Bégarie, 2000; Duffy, 1988; Gat, 2002). Among others, these 
texts focused on battle orders of larger units. They also considered the 
problem of bringing these units on the battlefield in an advantageous 
position (on upper ground). Actually, these treatises formed a dense, but 
not monolithic, transnational intellectual edifice. This was the conse-
quence of military debates that took place, during the eighteenth cen-
tury, between the proponents of the column versus those in favor of the 
line. The authors of these treatises — such as Montecuccoli, Puységur, 
Feuquières, Folard, de Saxe, Guibert, Bülow, Lloyd, Jomini — had four 
things in common.

Firstly, several were  not ‘great captains’. Some were institutionally 
located at the periphery of the military institution (at least when they 
wrote their treatises). The individual trajectories of a few of them were also 
atypical, such as the one of the Swiss banker Jomini who joined for a while 
the Napoleonic armies. Most of them came from the bourgeoisie, the 
minor nobility, or were put aside for because their military opinions were 
considered too radical. Secondly, many of these authors were advocates of 
military efficiency. This drove them to support the quest for (decisive) 
battles. This went along with recommendations for the improvement of 
officer’s technical skills (among others by a better military education) and 
greater centralization. In other words, these texts questioned the balance 
of forces within military institutions at the time. More centralization 
meant the reduction of nobility’s prerogatives. This also helps us under-
stand why military intellectuals were often situated on the fringe of institu-
tions. Thirdly, these writers also used engravings of battlefields as seen 
from the sky to illustrate their works; authors such as Archduke Charles, 
Bülow, and Lloyd were even said to belong to a ‘geometrical school’ of 
strategic thought. Finally, they participated in the dissemination of the 
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Picture 7.2 Seventeenth-century cartographic illustration of an infantry forma-
tion. Source: Wallhausen, Johann Jacobi von (1615)., L’art militaire pour 
l’infanterie. Paris: 63. Licence: Permission of the Bibliothèque nationale de France
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visual culture of both engineers and tactical authors; however, their per-
spective was broader. The map-like images they used pictured vaster 
spaces, where large columns and lines of soldiers were deployed. These 
images confirmed the prevalence of the unemotional gaze in warfare 
(Picture 7.3).

Picture 7.3 Eighteenth-century cartographic illustration of tactical battle move-
ments. Source: Grimoard, Philippe-Henri de (1775). Essai théorique et pratique sur 
les batailles. Paris: 99. Licence: Permission of the Bibliothèque nationale de France
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THE EXPANSION OF THE CARTOGRAPHIC GAZE

During the nineteenth century, some of the ideas of the ‘marginal’ mili-
tary theorists relating to the rationalization of armed forces and quest for 
efficiency were adopted. The geometrical and cartographic narrative of 
military violence, embodied in these theorists’ writings, was strength-
ened in the process. To understand this phenomenon, one should not 
only focus on the inner workings of armed forces. Indeed, this great 
transformation was mostly the indirect result of the French Revolution, 
which was itself the consequence of a reshuffle of the ‘domestic balance 
of power’ between French social groups (Adler, 1997; Elias, 1983; 
Lynn, 1996; Pauwels, 2016). Before 1789, nobility made a point to 
block the social ascension of the bourgeoisie (among others,  through 
bylaws forbidding the bourgeois to access certain functions).  During 
the Revolution, the bourgeoisie allied with the people to the detriment 
of nobility. However, this assemblage did not last long. It was soon to be 
followed by a counterrevolutionary phase during the nineteenth century. 
This second assemblage was composed of a renewed alliance between 
nobility and the bourgeoisie at the expense of the rest of the population. 
In the alliance, trade and industry went to the bourgeoisie, whereas 
diplomacy and the armed forces remained in the hands of the nobility. 
This second assemblage was however not quite identical to the one prev-
alent during the Ancien Régime because, in the meantime, the bourgeoi-
sie had grown stronger (it should also be noted that both groups were 
progressively merging through  the intensification of inter-group 
weddings).

Those changes had a tremendous impact on the military field. First of 
all, the sidelining of nobility and the restriction of its privileges during 
the French Revolution made it possible to enforce radical reforms within 
armed forces. This institution became much more centralized. The rein-
forcement of institutional hierarchy made it easier to establish a unity of 
command and, as a consequence,  to impose the quest for battles as a 
norm. This evolution put an end to the eighteenth-century tradition of 
maneuvering instead of fighting. From then on, without surprise, com-
bats also became much more brutal (Lynn, 1996; Rothenberg, 1981). 
At the same time, the de facto technocratic ideal contained in the writ-
ings of the eighteenth-century thinkers became ‘mainstream’. Among 
others, this ideal expressed itself with the development of new military 
schools intended for candidate-officers (such as Saint-Cyr or West Point). 
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Finally, technification and the development of military academies went 
hand in hand with the production of further military texts intended to 
teach officers how to fight efficiently. This phenomenon affected not 
only France but also Prussia (and later Germany), the United States, and 
Great Britain during the nineteenth century (Colson, 1993; Luvaas, 
1964; Queloz, 2009). In summary, the sidelining of noble officers dur-
ing the revolutionary era allowed the operational designs conceived at 
the margins of the institution during the eighteenth to get the upper 
hand in France before spreading in other European states and beyond 
the Atlantic Ocean.7 These social evolutions supported the strengthen-
ing of the cartographic narrative of military violence. This narrative was 
not only used in theoretical treatises on the art of war. First, the carto-
graphic narrative of war was also used during lectures on military history. 
Second, it was used during ‘war games’ (Kriegspiel) played by soldiers to 
analyze past battles and rehearse for future ones. Finally, it was applied 
during ‘staff rides’ conducted on historic sites of battlefields. In brief, 
this dehumanized and unemotional representation of war saturated the 
strategic discourse.

The new alliance between the bourgeoisie and nobility had another 
impact. The rise of the bourgeoisie was coterminous with the accelera-
tion of the European and North American industrialization. This phe-
nomenon had an influence in the field of military affairs (Echevarria, 
2000; Ellis, 1986; Sampson, 1977). For example, the steam engine, a 
strong symbol of this process of industrialization, played an important 
role within armed forces. Ships and steam trains allowed armies to move 
more soldiers and war material faster and over greater distances. The 
industrialization had also an influence on the development of weapons. 
The industries produced more powerful artillery, more effective rifles, 
and machine guns. As it was shown during conflicts that took place out-
side of Europe (e.g. the American Civil War of 1861–1865 or the 
Russian–Japanese war of 1905), the introduction of these techniques 
had terrible effects on human lives (Travers, 1979). The general staffs’ 
intellectual reaction, whose officers were often members of the aristoc-
racy, turned out to be eminently conservative. It essentially consisted in 
developing war plans that transformed whole states, regions, or even 
parts of the European continent into operational zones that could be 
pictured cartographically (Bucholz, 1991; Kennedy, 1979; Zuber, 
2002). Basically, it incrementally expanded the classical cartographic 
narrative inherited from the eighteenth century without really taking 
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stock of the dramatic technological changes in the field of firepower. 
Even the First World War and its human consequences only marginally 
affected their operational and strategic designs based on the same carto-
graphic narrative. On the Western front, operations were still being 
planned on maps by officers located in well-protected command centers, 
miles away from the frontline. The cartographic and dehumanizing nar-
rative of war remained firmly entrenched among the officer corps all 
along the conflict. This relevance was also confirmed during the Second 
World War. Undeniably, armament was technically improved (among 
others, in the field of armored and air warfare) but the cartographic nar-
rative of war continued to prevail in the operational planning. Even the 
introduction of nuclear armaments did not fundamentally alter this nar-
rative. Although a new strategic discourse concentrating on the (not 
cartographic) notion of deterrence emerged, general staffs continued to 
think of military actions through cartographic representations during 
the Cold War (Ross, 1996). In short, whatever the extent of economic, 
social, and technical changes, emotions remained largely invisible in the 
field of warfare due to these representations.

Finally, the cartographic narrative can be found in the ‘geopolitical’ and 
‘geostrategic’ discourses that appeared during the second part of the nine-
teenth century, became (in)famous during the Second World War, and 
circulated widely during the Cold War (Dodds & Atkinson, 2002; 
Raffestin, Lopreno, & Pasteur, 1995). They were written by European or 
American authors like Friedrich Ratzel, Alfred Thayer Thayer Mahan, 
Halford J.  Mackinder, Karl Haushofer, Alexander P. de Seversky, Karl 
Haushofer. After the Second World War, some of these ideas and represen-
tations were recycled in the United States, among others in popular maga-
zines. Samuel P. Huntington’s thesis on the ‘clash of civilizations’ as well 
as Thomas Barnetts’ on the ‘New Pentagon Map’ stands as more recent, 
post-Cold War examples (Debrix, 2007). Initially, this knowledge was also 
the product of the alliance between the liberal bourgeoisie and the conser-
vative aristocracy in Europe. They were supporting the nationalist’s and 
imperialist’s policies of their states (Picture 7.4).

Geopolitical texts also often endorse a militarist ideological vision 
(Lauterbach, 1944).8 Actually, one of the common denominators of these 
writings is to symbolically transform empires and state borders into front-
line through their borrowing of the strategic narrative to picture the 
world. Emotionally, these geopolitical discourses are different from the 
strictly military operational ones. Geopolitical pictures are aimed at rein-
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forcing popular mobilization against an Other. They are used to generate 
‘negative’ emotions, especially fear, for instance by picturing vast stretches 
of land in a ‘threatening’ red color.

CONCLUSION

The objective of this chapter was to show how historical-sociological tools 
of analysis can be used to understand why and how military cartographic 
narratives were used to shape collective emotions in warfare. Through 
dehumanized representations of warfare, ‘Western’ states have achieved 
the ability to control and manage emotions and transform them into a 
politically ‘useful’ instrument of state power. This argument relies on an 
ontological understanding of emotions as socially constructed phenome-
non, which cannot be understood without analyzing historically contin-
gent formations of state power and technological development. While in 
many current accounts the historicity of emotions remains a black box, I 
suggest borrowing from historical sociological tools used in the field of 
STS in order to trace the emergence of a technocentric representation of 
war. This approach helps detect continuities over long periods of time and 

Picture 7.4 Twentieth-century geopolitical map ‘The Natural Seats of Power’. 
Source: Mackinder, Sir Halford J. (1942), Democratic Ideals and Reality: A Study 
in the politics of reconstruction. Washington DC. National Defense University 
Press: 190.
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focus on processes of transnational diffusion (and thus avoid ‘method-
ological nationalism’).

Empirically, the cartographic and dehumanizing narrative took form 
after the end of the Middle Ages. It was initially developed by Renaissance 
engineers and adopted by tactical and operational military writers at the 
fringe of the military institution. The changes introduced in the ‘social 
balance of power’ during the French Revolution were indirectly favorable 
to the reinforcement of this narrative. During the nineteenth century, 
ideological conservatism resulting from the alliance of the bourgeoisie and 
aristocracy made it possible for these representations to proliferate and 
become even more radical in the geopolitical-geostrategic domain. In the 
military field, these remained relevant during the twentieth century, as 
they did in the context of the Cold War.

The main lessons of this chapter is that macrostructural variables, such 
as historically specific configurations of state power and technological and 
organizational evolution, have an impact on emotions or their absence in 
international relations. In other words, I argue that emotions and/or their 
absence can be studied as a dependent variable that is changing over time. 
In the case at hand, the main drawback of the proposed historical socio-
logical approach is that it says little about how soldiers on the ground 
actually justify (and possibly also contest) the conduct of war. In other 
words,  it does not account for how ‘effectively’ the cartographic narra-
tive  might impact the emotional representations of individual soldiers. 
Another limit is the difficulty of generalizing beyond the chosen context: 
While the cartographic narrative seems to be closely related to the forma-
tion of the nation-state in Europe, further research might analyse whether 
it has also played an important role in other parts of the world.
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NOTES

1. The ‘gaze’ concept is hereafter borrowed from Priya Satia’s book on British 
imperial warfare (2008). The historian evoked the construction of a coercive 
‘state gaze’ by colonial agents and soldiers. Antoine Bousquet later coined 
the concept of ‘martial gaze’ (Bousquet, 2018).
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2. Scholars from these fields analyzed ‘images’ and ‘(mis)perceptions’ in inter-
national relations (Jervis, 1976; White, 1966). However, their research did 
not directly untangle the way knowledge production, emotions, and dehu-
manization are interwoven in conflict.

3. Historical research has nonetheless shown that links were forged between 
racist and technical dehumanizing narratives during both colonial wars and 
the Second World War (Hull, 2004; Russell, 1996; Satia, 2008; Sherry, 
1989).

4. The whole range of STS’s operational concepts could not be adopted and 
used in this short chapter. For more about them, see: Latour 1988.

5. Lack of space made it impossible to provide all references to these books and 
treatises in this chapter. More bibliographical information can be found in: 
Wasinski (2011).

6. In some instances, ‘reaction’ consists in actions aimed at transforming the 
narrative. In the field of military history, a good example is given by the 
Vietnam War. This conflict was first assessed by the Americans not as a local 
nationalist conflict but as a component of the war against communism, a 
narrative that has some emotional appeal in the United States. After the 
1975 Communist victory, a new (and emotionally laden) narrative, based on 
the myth of the domestic ‘stab in back’ by Liberals, imposed itself about the 
conflict (Lembcke, 2000). This new narrative contributed to Ronald 
Reagan’s accession to the presidency and helped justify, among others, its 
interventionist policy in Latin America in order to ‘kick out the Vietnam 
syndrome’. To put it more schematically, a possible feedback loop can be 
drawn between ‘reaction’ and ‘narrative’.

7. It should be stressed that officers of noble origin never completely left the 
armed forces. Rather, those who remained were inserted in a more binding 
institutional environment. Moreover, the Restauration, which took place 
after the end of the Napoleonic era, did not seriously question the military 
norm of efficiency that was imposed during the Revolutionary wars.

8. In France, Hérodote (founded by Yves Lacoste in 1976) constitutes an 
important exception. This periodical initially suggested an alternative geo-
politics which was highly critical of the imperial projects.
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CHAPTER 8

Of Heroes and Cowards: A Computer-Based 
Analysis of Narratives Justifying the  

Use of Force

Eric Sangar, Maéva Clément, and Thomas Lindemann

INTRODUCTION

How do political leaders manufacture emotional consent around the use of 
force beyond the borders of their communities? This chapter discusses 
how a computer-assisted narrative analysis can be used to analyze and com-
pare political discourses legitimizing the use of force. Our overall theoretical 
argument is that leaders shape collective emotions by using a specific narra-
tive to bring societal consent over the use of force in international political 
conflict. We draw on research stressing how empathy and the rejection of 
violence correspond to individuals’ ‘natural’ emotional state, acquired  
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as part of routine socialization processes in modern societies (Linklater, 
2007, 2014). In this regard, the acceptance of the use of force by one’s col-
lective must be gained by political leaders in most contemporary societies. 
Political leaders do not achieve this by simply articulating rational interests 
but by producing narratives that target the emotions supporting this hin-
drance in order to alter or suppress them.

Our research builds on a specific understanding of emotions as social 
phenomena, experienced individually and/or collectively and shaped by 
intersubjective relationships as well as social structures. We thereby sub-
scribe to an intersubjective ontology of emotions. Individuals learn how to 
‘feel’ from significant others but also via the institutions of a given society 
or community. Yet this knowledge is not fixed once and for all; language 
and communication constantly (re)shape emotional knowledge and 
responses that individuals and collectives have learned in the past. Thus, to 
understand the formation and potential effects of emotions, it is not suf-
ficient to analyze emotional impulses at the individual level, it requires 
studying cultural and political practices (Ahmed, 2004), which establish 
and subsequently change referential objects causing emotional stimuli.

Political leaders are known to mobilize community bonds by using spe-
cific emotional vocabularies that strengthen internal cohesion and identity 
(Koschut, 2014; Petersen, 2011). Beyond the practice of othering and the 
use of specific emotional vocabulary, we argue that political leaders use a 
complex narrative structure, combining specific characters and sequences, 
which plausibly stimulates the audience to perceive the use of force not 
only as necessary but, more importantly, as morally desirable. We call this 
recurring structure the ‘hero-protector narrative’. We furthermore argue 
that this narrative is not Western-specific but present in societies and com-
munities dominated by gender hierarchies that value hyper-masculinity.

This chapter is structured in three main sections. First, we conceptual-
ize the emotional underpinning of those political narratives aimed at gar-
nering support for action. We argue that the way the ‘hero-protector 
narrative’ is structured—around dichotomized roles and action 
sequences—incentivizes specific collective emotions, which in turn render 
the use of force morally desirable. In the second section, we present our 
methodological approach, starting with why we chose to develop a meth-
odology centering on a computer-assisted narrative analysis, over other 
potential approaches. We argue that it combines the virtues of both quali-
tative, interpretative analysis and quantifiable coding. To operationalize 
our argument about the morphology of the ‘hero-protector’ narrative, we 
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constructed narrative categories that partly draw on Propp’s functional 
analysis of the narrative structures of fairy tales (2010), especially his fun-
damental distinction between narrative ‘roles’ and narrative ‘sequences’. 
We explain how we selected the speeches and statements that were eventu-
ally coded and then detail the coding process. In the third section, we 
briefly present our empirical results obtained by using three quantitative 
indicators, and interpret commonalities and differences between the 
selected cases. The computer-assisted evaluation of the coding results 
enabled us to confirm the empirical validity of our argument but also to 
identify some noteworthy differences in the implementation of the hero- 
protector narrative by Bush and by bin Laden. Overall, our analysis con-
firms the presence of the ‘hero-protector narrative’ in statements by 
leaders aiming to justify the use of force. The conclusion summarizes the 
main advantages of and limits to our approach for researching emotions in 
discourses legitimizing the use of force in international political conflicts.

THE ‘HERO-PROTECTOR NARRATIVE’: A CONCEPTUAL 
MODEL TO UNDERSTAND THE MANUFACTURING 

OF COLLECTIVE EMOTIONS

Scholarship on conflict dynamics highlights that political leaders seeking 
to create support for the use of force have to handle both ‘negative’ and 
‘positive’ aspects of emotions. Certain emotions have to be activated 
(Kaufman, 2001), while others have to be reduced or selectively chan-
neled. Furthermore, emotional evaluations have to be linked to specific 
individuals and/or groups in order to justify violence. While the recogni-
tion of the enemy as a fellow human being has to be neutralized, compas-
sion for suffering victims is a useful resource to reinforce the perceived 
need to resort to force. As Jasper emphasizes, compassion and outrage 
have to be stimulated simultaneously in order to garner support for action 
(Jasper, 2006, p. 23). In the following, we elaborate on the relationship 
between the emotions of compassion and anger, moral judgments and 
political narratives aimed at garnering support for action.

The Emotional Underpinning of the Collective Support for Action

Research in social psychology and philosophy has shown that the simulta-
neous presence of compassion and anger increase the probability of active 
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interference in favor of perceived victims (Nussbaum, 1996, p. 28; Pronk, 
Olthof, & Goosens, 2016, p. 286). Compassion is stimulated by the per-
ception of other actors’ unjustified suffering and their inability to take 
action against this suffering; therefore, perceived innocence and weakness 
are seen to be essential attributes of objects of compassion (Ahmed, 2004, 
p. 192). Writing about the Western context, Ahmed further argues that 
compassion helps to identify an object that is in need of protection by a 
more powerful actor (2004, p. 22). The characterization of the object as 
‘deserving’ compassion because of its weak and/or passive character is 
hereby essential.

The mobilization of compassion alone does not necessarily result in 
support for the use of force to punish the perpetrator—an alternative reac-
tion could be to alleviate the victim’s suffering, without physically harm-
ing the aggressor. So in order to elicit support for the use of force, 
sentiments of outrage—what we call here ‘moral anger’—have to be acti-
vated, in that they serve as a “particularly powerful mobilizing force that 
motivates people to take and support risky, confrontational, and punitive 
actions” (Brader & Marcus, 2013, p. 179). Indeed, the perceived capabil-
ity to punish the aggressor seems to be a pre-condition for the successful 
mobilization of anger (Lebow, 2010, p.  74). In turn, actors lacking 
resources required for effective punitive action or seeing themselves as 
‘weak’ tend to reduce or even suppress anger, a finding confirmed by 
experimental psychology (Mackie, Devos, & Smith, 2000). But what is 
moral about anger? The perception of injustice often acts as a trigger for 
anger, which in turn favors the evaluation of a given situation as one that 
necessitates political action and mobilization (Thompson, 2006, p. 127). 
Emotions, moral judgments and motivations to act are thus intrinsically 
linked (Ugazio, Majdandžic, & Lamm, 2014, p. 159). The close relation-
ship between moral perception, emotional stimulation, and support for 
political action is to be found not only at the level of the individual who 
directly experiences injustice, but also at the collective level, through inter-
subjective relationships and vicarious experience. In order to legitimize 
the use of force, politically efficient speech acts would thus require the 
combined activation of compassion—through the identification of a suffer-
ing, innocent victim—and moral anger—through the identification of an 
illegitimate aggressor—in order to overcome the audience’s ‘natural’ resis-
tance to the use of force.

Recent studies in neuroscience support the idea that compassion and 
moral anger can be stimulated through communicative processes (Greene 
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& Haidt, 2002, p. 518), a finding that in turn suggests the possibility of 
strategically manufacturing collective moral judgments. Rather than 
explicitly naming the emotions that they strive to elicit among the audi-
ence, we argue that political leaders engage in narratives whose structures 
aim at manufacturing emotional reactions among their target audience(s). 
Because the members of an audience want to avoid being accused of moral 
indifference, cowardice, or egoism, they cannot simply ignore a narrative 
of suffering that contains identifiable victims and perpetrators (Boltanski, 
1993, pp. 38–44). Political narratives that undertake such clear narrative 
identifications are therefore able to stimulate collective mobilization 
around a common cause that is not defined by common material interests 
but by a shared moral purpose (Boltanski, 1993, pp. 53–56).

Furthermore, in order to manufacture emotional consent effectively, 
political narratives have to draw on discursive structures that are familiar 
to the audience and therefore likely to stimulate the desired emotional 
effect—independently of the narrative’s veracity. In this regard, the ‘hero- 
protector narrative’ is a familiar narrative. It resonates with emotional con-
texts common to societies in which masculine virility is highly valued and 
reproduced by hegemonic mass culture (Evangelista, 2011). Scholars have 
long stressed the pervasiveness of melodramatic narratives “as a mode of 
popular culture that presents images and characters through hyperbolic, 
binary moralistic positions and arranges them within a plotline that 
restages the eternal battle between good and evil” (Anker, 2005, p. 23). 
We push this idea further and argue that, albeit cultural differences, politi-
cal leaders looking to legitimize the use of force might build on a quite 
similar “emotional world” (Ling, 2014), bound toward the reproduction 
of patriarchal meanings and power relations. Indeed, as Ling points out, 
emotions are diverse, equivocal, and they “intersect cross-culturally as 
much as financial transactions and the flow of information” (2014, p. 581). 
In this regard, the ‘hero protector narrative’ might be found in very 
diverse cultural contexts and be the product of cross-pollination between 
Western and non-Western traditions.

The Structure of the ‘Hero-Protector Narrative’: Roles 
and Sequences

Our conceptualization of the ‘hero-protector narrative’ is largely 
inspired by (but not identical with) Propp’s functional analysis of the 
narrative structures of fairy tales (2010). In particular, we rely on Propp’s 

 OF HEROES AND COWARDS: A COMPUTER-BASED ANALYSIS… 



184 

fundamental analytical distinction between narrative roles—recurrent 
characters involving a typical set of personality traits and repertoires of 
action—and narrative sequences—the arrangement of episodes consti-
tuting the specific structure common to all stories that share a similar 
narrative (such as a fairy tale).

The narrative roles characterizing the ‘hero-protector narrative’ rely on 
a double dichotomy. The first dichotomy rests on the stark contrast 
between the ‘innocent victim’ and the ‘perverse aggressor’. Although the 
symbolizers of the ‘innocent victim’ might be culturally variable—for 
example ordinary peasants, workers, believers, newborns, children, young 
women and old people—they are always presented as helpless and/or suf-
fering in dignity. In modern cultures, these attributes are recognized as 
worth being protected. At the opposite end, the figure of the perverse 
aggressor is often dehumanized, closer to animality than humanity. Even 
when the aggressor is perceived as technically human, it is generally por-
trayed as insensitive, ruthless, calculating, often psychopathic, and/or 
cruel by nature. In many modern cultural products, we find a total disso-
ciation between the ‘innocent victim’ and the ‘perverted aggressor’ 
(Lukàcs, 1971). The latter is not capable of change; he/she is voluntarily 
and irremediably bad.

The second dichotomy is between the ‘coward’ and the ‘hero- 
protector’. The ‘coward’ is often an intellectual and proves to be rhetori-
cally skilled; at the same time, the coward can be more or less traitorous or 
simply be animated by excessive fear. This character typically speaks a lot 
but is afraid and helpless when confronted by others with a demand for 
concrete action. One of the emotional functions of the coward is to exploit 
the audiences’ self-esteem, which rejects the coward’s morally shameful 
behavior and seeks instead a morally ‘honorable’ self-identification. This is 
provided by the hero, who typically doesn’t speak much, acts bravely and 
appears selfless. The essential feature of the hero is his/her role as a pro-
tector: he/she puts his/her material well-being and/or physical life at risk 
in order to protect the innocent victim (and its community) because this 
is the morally right choice. Very often, the hero-protector is associated 
with ‘virile’ qualities and reproduces a patriarchal discourse about society. 
In history, such representations were often associated with ‘hubristic iden-
tities’, “based on the leaders or the community’s imagined exceptional 
qualities” (Lindemann, 2010, p. 32).

This double dichotomy serves to redirect compassion completely 
toward the innocent victim and stimulate moral anger. This is achieved, 

 E. SANGAR ET AL.



 185

first, through the denial of the aggressor’s moral integrity and capacity to 
redeem itself and, second, through the construction of the hero’s legiti-
mate cause, following the coward’s inaction. Moral anger’s function is to 
make audiences realize the need for the hero’s intervention, even if this 
involves the use of force. Thus, the more the actions attributed to the nar-
rative characters are differentiated and organized along the two axes ‘per-
verse aggressor–innocent victim’ (activation of morally charged anger and 
compassion) and ‘hero–coward’ (which offers the identification with a 
positive self-image vs. the negative counter-model), the more the narrative 
structure is framed for the emotional legitimization of the use of force.

Furthermore, the hero-protector narrative is structured around narra-
tive sequences. The narrative’s dramatized story of conflict features escalat-
ing sequences of illegitimate wrongdoings committed by a fundamentally 
unchanging ‘aggressor’ against the ‘victim’. This narrative bears similarity 
with many classical forms of drama as it puts a current event into the con-
text of a rising struggle between ‘good’ and ‘evil’ that started in the past, 
culminates in the present, and offers—when the hero fulfills his/her moral 
duty—the possibility of redemption and a better future (Alexander, 2004, 
pp. 551–552). In discourses legitimatizing the use of force, the audience’s 
emotional reactions are thus reinforced by the construction of alternate 
sequences. In Bandura’s words, this allows to “select from the chain of 
events a defensive act by the adversary and portray it as initiating provoca-
tion […] By fixing the blame on others or on circumstances, not only are 
one’s own injurious actions excusable, but one can feel self-righteous in 
the process” (1999, p. 203). The sequences of the ‘hero-protector narra-
tive’ typically include an arc of suspense that portrays the present situation 
as a potentially cathartic turning point: the reactions to past aggressions 
were too ‘weak’ and thus enabled the aggressor to renew the aggression—
but it is yet possible to do the right thing and confront the aggressor head-
 on. Consequently, the sequences provide a teleological temporal structure 
that suggests the current conflict as decisive and unavoidable: to be a hero 
requires to do the ‘right thing’, that is, use force, ‘right now’.

In short, we argue that narratives seeking to legitimize the use of force 
have a structure that enables the stimulation of the emotions of compas-
sion and anger while providing a positive, righteous, and morally idealized 
representation of the audience’s collective self. Several typical characters 
and sequences characterize this narrative. Who exactly stands behind the 
‘perverse aggressor’ or the ‘innocent victim’ is contingent—but not the 
formal structure of the plot. Conversely, we claim that this structure is not 
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present to the same extent in political narratives that do not promote the 
use of force. Actors who do not seek to promote violence can afford to tell 
less dichotomic, more ‘complicated’ stories that may involve perspectives 
for negotiation or de-escalation, and perhaps even self-criticism. While the 
legitimation of violence requires portraying the adversary as essentially 
different, non-violent politics recognize the adversary on equal terms, dif-
fering only in terms of interests and/or values but not in their fundamen-
tally human nature (Butler, 2010).

METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH: CAPTURING THE ‘HERO- 
PROTECTOR NARRATIVE’ USING COMPUTER-ASSISTED 

NARRATIVE ANALYSIS

How did we proceed methodologically to test our argument about the 
‘hero-protector narrative’ as a specific, cross-cultural political narrative? 
Among the social sciences, research on narrative has been particularly 
flourishing in political psychology. What political-psychological approaches 
to narrative have in common is to consider our “engagement with the 
world of politics as fundamentally storied” (Hammack, 2014, p.  82). 
However, this common conceptual and epistemological position does not 
amount to a specific, codified methodology (Hammack & Pilecki, 2014). 
In the following, we thus present the specificities of the narrative method-
ology that we develop in this chapter and differentiate it from other quali-
tative and quantitative approaches to language. We then explain how we 
designed the narrative codebook to test our argument about the ‘hero-
protector narrative’. Finally, we summarize the data selection (political 
statements by four categories of leaders, in the context of the 2003 inva-
sion of Iraq) and our coding procedure.

Developing a Computer-Assisted Narrative Approach

As an overall approach to language, narrative is in principle compatible 
with a range of methods. In the following, we reconstruct how we build 
our methodological approach, explaining the advantages and limits of the 
methods that we discarded along the way.

We briefly considered opting for content analysis. This particular method, 
defined by Neuendorf as “the systematic, objective, quantitative analysis of 
message characteristics” (Neuendorf, 2005, p. 1), relies on the identification 
of linguistic elements—such as specific words, visual elements, or grammatical 
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patterns—that are easily and reliably identifiable across a large number of 
texts. Content analysis has the advantage of being easily scalable—that is, 
producing relatively reliable results even when a high number of documents 
and sometimes human coders are involved. Furthermore, commercial con-
tent-analytical tools sometimes offer pre- defined dictionaries for specific 
semantic fields, including emotions, which would enable an automated cod-
ing of expressions referring to emotions. Our argument stresses, however, 
that emotional content in speech acts is not always explicit. Indeed, we argued 
that emotions are rather suggested or ‘activated’ by specific narrative struc-
tures. A content-analytical approach that looks for individual, emotionally 
charged words would tend to treat narrative structures as mere factual state-
ments. Narrative structures function in system, in relation to one another 
suggests specific moral, emotionally charged meanings. Reconstructing this 
meaning-making cannot be achieved when sentences are not coded in their 
context. Testing our argument about the ‘hero-protector narrative’ thus 
exceeds the capabilities of classical content analysis, as it does not capture the 
degree of semantic complexity of such narrative constructs.

In this regard, an alternative approach could have been discourse analy-
sis. There are many definitions and practices associated with this approach 
but a basic understanding stresses three essential components:

Discourse analysis is based on the premise that the words we choose to speak 
about something and the way in which they are spoken or written, shape the 
sense that can be made of the world and our experience of it. Discourse 
analysts are acutely conscious of the power of discourse and they consider 
our social and experiential worlds to be the product of our discursive con-
struction of them. (Willig, 2014, pp. 341–342)

Discourse analysis is sensitive both to the contents of linguistic expres-
sion and to the way in which they are made as they refer to specific power 
relations. Because discourse analysis questions the construction of mean-
ing, via the interaction of context and concrete linguistic utterings, it 
would fit our narrative approach better than content analysis. 
Methodological approaches to discourse in the social sciences have fur-
thermore the normative ambition to uncover and criticize the ways in 
which power relations are built and stabilized through communication 
(Fairclough & Wodak, 1997). Consequently, they typically require the 
analysis of additional contextual data (such as institutional practices, mate-
rial power distribution, and concrete actor strategies) and are well suited 
for explorative, case-study based research designs.
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For our argument about the ‘hero-protector narrative’, discourse analy-
sis would have been both over-ambitious and under-specified. Since we 
needed to analyze a certain number of statements in order to test the pres-
ence of the ‘hero-protector narrative’, it appeared unrealistic to engage in 
background research on the conditions in which each of the selected texts 
were produced. We had to assume that the political actors who publicly 
supported the use of force were sincere about it and wanted their audience 
to support their interpretation. In other words, our argument did not pri-
marily aim to specify the power relations between speakers and audiences 
but to test whether there is one common narrative that powerful political 
actors use to stimulate collective emotions in in favor of the use of force as 
a legitimate course of action. Furthermore, because of its inherent complex 
analytical approach, linking discursive utterings and non-verbal, contextual 
parameters, classical discourse analysis is hard to apply coherently to a larger 
number of cases, and is therefore less suitable for cross- case comparison.

We needed therefore a methodology that enabled us to both be sensi-
tive to ‘meaning’ in context and produce sufficiently high numbers of 
observations to support our claim about the specificity of discourses justi-
fying the use of force. We designed an approach that combines the atten-
tion to narrative structures and hermeneutic  interpretation of their 
meaning with the advantages of a computer-assisted qualitative data analy-
sis. We summarized our approach under the term computer-assisted narra-
tive analysis. To contrast it from other potential avenues of narrative 
inquiry, we stress the four main characteristics of our approach:

 1. It is interested in a master narrative, which can be defined as “a cultural 
script about the meaning of social categories that exists in cultural arte-
facts and mass texts” (Hammack & Pilecki, 2014, p. 82). Though it 
would be interesting to analyze how the ‘hero-protector narrative’ 
resonates with individual, personal narratives, it is beyond the frame of 
our approach. To analyze how the use of force is legitimized in political 
narratives, we selected political speeches and statements, that is, official 
documents.

 2. It is based on a deductive approach. We first conducted an inductive 
pre-study, insights of which were then formalized into a theoretical 
model, the ‘hero-protector narrative’ with its specific story form. This 
story form was then operationalized into a narrative codebook (see next 
section); from there, we proceeded deductively, that is, we conducted 
the analysis to see whether we find these narrative categories in the data.
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 3. It is primarily a formal analysis of narrative—albeit the narrative struc-
tures (roles and sequences) of our theoretical model are obviously 
theme-oriented—since our argument stresses the importance of the 
story’s structure for emotional impact. Formal analysis does not mean 
that we engaged in micro-linguistics but that the analysis focused on 
the meaning of sequences within each text.

 4. It is based on a codebook, which allowed for the quantification of the 
presence and extent of the ‘hero-protector narrative’ within the mate-
rial. We used a coding software and its quantitative instruments, such as 
calculating the relative frequencies of specific narrative structures across 
the sampled material, in order to highlight similarities and differences 
between cases. Though allowing for some degree of quantification, this 
approach contrasts deeply both with purely quantitative (word-count-
ing) approaches and with automated approaches to narrative analysis 
(Franzosi, 2010; Sudhahar, Franzosi, & Cristianini, 2011), as it neither 
aims to process very large corpora, nor to “automate the process of 
coding” (Sudhahar, Franzosi, & Cristianini, 2011, p.  64). In our 
approach, the researcher is merely assisted by a coding software, he/she 
creates the meaning-oriented categories of the codebook and his/her 
interpretation of meaning is essential to the manual coding process.

Our approach shares some similarities with qualitative content analysis, 
an emerging trend in IR research (Bennett, 2015), which relies on the 
coding of material according to a codebook. This method acknowledges 
that the coding of concepts requires contextual reading; coders are 
expected to code actual meaning conveyed by a linguistic structure, not 
simply its ‘objective’ manifestation. Similarly, our methodology involved a 
certain degree of interpretation—during the coding process—within the 
limits of our pre-defined narrative categories (story form), which aimed to 
increase the reliability of the coding.

Designing the Narrative Codebook

Narrative analysis has been developed prominently in literary studies, from 
the Russian formalists to the French structuralists (Barthes, 1977; Greimas, 
1983; see also Toolan, 1988). We found great inspiration in Propp’s work 
on the morphology of fairy tales (2010 [1968]). Propp’s use of an abstract 
definition of constitutive narrative structures, including narrative charac-
ters and narrative sequences, seeks to determine how the storyline of a 
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specific genre is constructed. This requires a basic amount of linguistic and 
cultural competency since the respective structures are not always explicit. 
For example, in a hypothetical culture in which non-violent action is com-
monly associated with heroism, a narrative character killing another would 
be most certainly perceived as a villain, even if the character’s motives were 
morally defendable. In order to identify the (cross-cultural) presence of 
the ‘hero-protector narrative’, we thus extrapolated abstract definitions of 
key narrative characters and sequences that would have to be present. To 
do this, we did an inductive pre-study of pop-cultural artefacts forming 
the cultural context of the political speech acts that we were interested in. 
We identified recurring narrative patterns that matched some of the narra-
tive structures borrowed from Propp’s analytical framework. As a result of 
this inductive pre-study, we kept only four central narrative roles and five 
narrative sequences that we considered necessarily constitutive of the 
‘hero-protector narrative’. While the individual characters are clearly 
linked to gender hierarchies, they are not necessarily tied to a specific bio-
logical sex; we emphasize this point by using gender-neutral terms in the 
operational definitions. The resulting codebook is represented graphically 
in Fig. 8.1:

The next step was to elaborate abstract definitions that would allow to 
detect and classify the occurrences of these structures in political speech 
acts. This is how we operationalized the four ideal-typical characters of the 
‘hero-protector narrative’:

 1. The ‘victim’ is any (often collective) actor who remains passive during 
the narrative and is the target of the unprovoked, illegitimate aggres-
sion by the perverse aggressor.

 2. The ‘aggressor’ is a perpetrator who pursues his/her advantage with-
out any respect for the life and rights of others. The aggressor is typi-
cally portrayed as initiating acts of violence without prior provocation 
or legitimate cause and is often portrayed as ‘perverse’.

 3. The ‘hero’ is an actor who reacts to the illegitimate aggression out of a 
sense of moral obligation and not in the pursuit of egoistic interests. 
The hero sets out to eliminate the source of the aggression, even if this 
implies breaking moral rules that would apply in a legitimate normative 
order. In doing so, the hero puts his/her own material well-being or 
physical life at stake and is thus ready to sacrifice himself/herself in 
order to protect the victim. This stresses the difference between the 
hero and the ‘coward’.
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 4. The ‘coward’ is at the outset an actor who, despite having a moral 
responsibility toward the victim, does not do what is morally right out 
of fear for his/her life and material interest. Thus, the coward generally 
chooses the side of the materially strongest actor. As a result, the cow-
ard remains either passive during the aggression of the victim or even 
supports the aggressor. Because the coward does not do what would be 
morally right, he/she can become a legitimate target for the hero.

The ‘hero-protector narrative’ is also organized around specific action 
sequences—understood as a clearly observable episode that contains one 
element of the narrative climax. We operationalized these sequences as 
follows:

 1. The first sequence is usually a current act of aggression against an inno-
cent victim, shown allegedly from the victim’s perspective. The audi-
ence’s first spontaneous reaction is a combination of moral anger and 
compassion because the aggression happens without prior provocation 
by the victim or any other legitimate reason. The victim is unable to 
protect himself/herself, and this creates the moral necessity to inter-
vene for anyone with a possibility to act.

 2. The second sequence presents a former act of aggression, which can be 
considered a precedent to the extent that it happened in the more or 
less distant past. This sequence demonstrates the unchanging character 
of the aggressor and therefore his/her essentially cruel nature.

 3. The third sequence often corresponds to the first (failed) attempt to 
protect the victim, which happened in the more or less distant past as a 
reaction to the chronologically first aggression; this sequence is often 
associated with a non-violent reaction that turned out to be 
ineffective.

 4. The fourth sequence corresponds to the anticipated intervention of the 
‘hero-protector’, who finally confronts the aggressor head on (‘coun-
teraction’ in Propp’s words). Here, the call for the use of force is con-
textualized as both ‘necessary’ (in terms of instrumental effectiveness) 
and ‘good’ (in terms of moral appropriateness and valorization). Only 
through the use of force can the hero change the course of events and 
eliminate the threat to the victim once and for all.

 5. The final sequence often constitutes a normalization and de- 
dramatization. The dramatic tension is resolved and a better end state 
provides additional legitimacy to the use of force as a necessary and 
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morally appropriate means in order to restore the victim’s dignity and 
return to ‘normal life’.

In sum, the narrative codebook was operationalized around the abstract 
definition of roles and sequences in order to code the material without 
relying on personal pre-conceptions or the veracity of the political leaders’ 
stories.

Selecting and Coding Speeches and Statements by Political Leaders 
in the Context of the 2003 Invasion of Iraq

What does our theoretical argument imply in terms of selecting material? 
First, our focus is on analyzing the way official political texts are crafted, in 
the form of the ‘hero-protector narrative’, not their reception within the 
target audience(s). We therefore selected textual material. Second, we 
argue that this narrative is used specifically in political discourses bent on 
legitimizing the use of force. Thus, we needed to compare speeches/state-
ments made by political actors that sought to justify the use of force with 
speeches/statements made by actors who argued against it. Third, we 
claim that the ‘hero-protector narrative’ has a cross-cultural reach. This 
implies that we need to compare speeches/statements produced for audi-
ences from different cultural backgrounds. Finally, when selecting appro-
priate speeches and statements for our empirical analysis, we had to exclude 
the possibility that different real-world events could influence the 
 probability of choosing the ‘hero-protector narrative’. We chose the 2003 
invasion of Iraq as the common context for all selected texts. The debate 
on this war represented one of the most prominent and global controver-
sies on the use of force (Ringmar, 2006). This controversy involved lead-
ers and audiences from culturally and ideologically diverse backgrounds 
and involved the justification of the use of force by—among others—the 
US administration under George W. Bush and the then leading jihadist 
network al-Qaeda.

The selected material consists of 12 public statements—four prior, four 
during and four after the invasion of Iraq. Concretely, we chose speeches/
statements by Osama bin Laden and George W. Bush (representing actors 
arguing for the use of force), as well as speeches/statements by the Muslim 
Association of Britain (MAB) and three US senators opposing the invasion 
of Iraq (representing actors who vocally opposed the use of force). By 
selecting actors who represented or claimed to represent, on one side, the 
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US nation and, on the other side, (parts of) the Islamic community of 
believers (ummah), the material contained texts produced for culturally 
diverse audiences. The main criterion for choosing specific statements was, 
besides their position on the timeline of the invasion, the length of the 
speeches/statements. These had to be long enough to, at least potentially, 
contain all the structures of the ‘hero-protected narrative’. The concrete 
selection of speeches and statements is presented in Table 8.1.

In the following, the political actors who promoted the use of force 
within the context of the US-Iraq conflict are referred to as ‘violent actors’ 
and their speeches and statements on the legitimization of the use of force 
are shortened to ‘violent discourses’. Conversely, the political actors who 
opposed the use of force are referred to as ‘non-violent’ and their speeches 
and statements as ‘non-violent discourses’. We imported the 12 selected 
texts in the qualitative research software Provalis QDAMiner. This soft-
ware provides all functionality of other qualitative coding software and 
offers advanced analytical tools for quantitative analysis—tools that 
enabled us to gain insights into the presence/absence of the ‘hero- 
protector narrative’ across the four cases.

Two independently working researchers coded all discourses in parallel, 
based on the narrative codebook. The coders were instructed not to rely 

Table 8.1 Case selection

Speeches and statements 
legitimizing the use of force

Speeches and statements opposing the 
use of force

U.S. political leaders George W. Bush: “The 
Iraqi Threat”, October 7, 
2002; “End of Major 
Combat in Iraq”, May 1, 
2003; “Address One Year 
After Operation Iraqi 
Freedom”, March 19, 
2004.

US Senators: Sen. Barack Obama, 
“Speech Against the Iraq War”, 
October 2, 2002; Sen. Robert 
Byrd, “Reckless Administration 
May Reap Disastrous 
Consequences”, February 12, 
2003; Sen. Edward Kennedy’s 
speech on Iraq Policy, January 14, 
2004.

Self-proclaimed 
representatives of the 
Islamic community

Osama bin Laden: 
“Message to Iraq”, 
February 11, 2003; 
“Message to Iraqis and 
Americans”, October 18, 
2003; “Message to 
Europe”, April 15, 2004.

Muslim Association of Britain: 
“Blair: Further Rubbing Salt into 
Our Wounds”, November 13, 
2002; “Muslim leaders’ Declaration 
on Iraq”, February 13, 2003; “A 
Day of Eid, Solidarity and Resolve 
for Muslims in Britain”, February 
4, 2003.
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on their background knowledge but to code exclusively semantic mean-
ings that could match the definitions of the narrative roles and sequences 
presented in the codebook. The basic coding units were ‘units of mean-
ing’, that is, terms, sentences or a sequence of sentences that fit with one 
of the codebook definitions. In practice, coded narrative roles consisted 
mostly of individual terms or term combinations (such as ‘treacherous US 
government’, ‘criminal dictator’), whereas narrative sequences consisted 
mostly of sentences or sentence combinations (such as “The Iraqi regime 
already used weapons of mass destruction against innocent civilians”). 
Passages that did not fit any of the codebook categories were not coded; 
as a result, in some texts, some passages were not coded.

After completion of the individual coding, the two researchers then 
mutually reviewed and harmonized their results. While such exchange 
among coders is usually not accepted in classical content analysis, because 
of the necessity for hermeneutic interpretation in qualitative content anal-
ysis it would not be helpful to calculate scores of intercoder reliability. 
Instead, we think that the intersubjective review of all coding results can 

Fig. 8.2 Screenshot of coding software QDA Miner
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increase their validity. The screenshot reproduced in Fig. 8.2 illustrates the 
software-based coding process1.

In the following, we briefly discuss the results of this analysis and sum-
marize the advantages and limits of our methodological approach.

INTERPRETATION OF THE EMPIRICAL RESULTS

To compare the four cases, the first indicator we used is the ‘relative fre-
quency of code’ with regard to the ‘violent discourses’ and ‘non-violent 
discourses’. Relative frequency here refers to the proportional share of a 
specific code among all coding results in a specific discourse category. For 
example, we find that 68.9% of all coded segments are contained in violent 
discourses, while only 31.1% of the coded segments were found in the 
non-violent discourses. This is already a basic quantitative hint toward 
plausibility of our argument. But it is necessary to differentiate along the 
individual roles and sequences of the ‘hero-protector narrative’. When 
doing this, we observe a striking similarity in the relative frequencies of the 
key narrative roles and sequences in the speeches and statements produced 
by bin Laden and Bush. These narrative categories, while not completely 
absent, are distinctively less present in non-violent discourses. As figures 
8.3 and 8.4 illustrate, the relative frequencies of the characteristic narrative 
elements are on average between two and three times higher in the group 
of ‘violent discourses’ than in the group of ‘non-violent discourses’.
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The Aggressor The Vic!m The Hero The Coward

Rela!ve frequencies of narra!ve roles

Violence suppor!ng discourses Violence opposing discourses

Fig. 8.3 Relative frequencies of narrative roles in violent versus non-violent 
discourses
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Overall, we find that except for the sequence ‘current aggression’, all 
coded ‘hero-protector’ structures are significantly more associated with 
Bush’s and bin Laden’s speeches and statements. In non-violent dis-
courses, the relative frequency of the sequence ‘current act of aggression’ 
is, however, higher than in violent discourses. Indeed, this sequence is the 
most frequently used sequence in non-violent discourses.

Confronted with this quantitative observation that ran contrary to our 
initial assumption, we analyzed the coded sequences once more in context. 
Fortunately, the used coding software enables easily locating of specific 
coding segments that belong to the same discourse categories. We found 
that non-violent discourses do not refrain from denouncing specific actions, 
such as the development of weapons of mass destruction, as illegitimate 
acts of aggression in the present. Furthermore, non-violent discourses 
spend much more time in analyzing their cause and characteristics and 
then developing an appropriate response. This greater emphasis on analysis 
inflates the number of sequences that are coded ‘current aggression’. 
Conversely, in violent discourses, ‘past aggression’ sequences are propor-
tionally more frequent than ‘current aggression’ sequences since the refer-
ence to historical precedents is essential to dramatize the story and justify 
the use of force as the last resort following a number of failed, non-violent 
reactions in the past. In other words, in discourses implementing the full 
‘hero-protector narrative’, there is no need for analyzing the nature of the 
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Fig. 8.4 Relative frequencies of narrative structures in violent versus non-violent 
discourses
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current aggression, since it is portrayed as occurring in a line of historical 
precedents (or, as in the case of Bush, analogies). This may confirm our 
assumption that it is less the nature of the current act of aggression but 
rather its historicity that serves as ‘evidence’ of the need for violence as the 
only effective and therefore morally appropriate reaction.

Keeping this in mind when looking at the speeches and statements by 
Bush and bin Laden once again, we find that flashbacks down a recon-
structed memory lane are indeed plentiful, thus contributing to an arc of 
suspense, whose apogee is reached in the present-day context. In his 
Cincinnati speech, Bush links the threat posed by Hussein to the 9/11 
attacks, hence narratively connecting Iraq with al-Qaeda terrorism 
(10/2002). Although this connection was not used in the more legalistic 
argumentation at the UN Security Council, it plays a major role in his 
speeches to a primarily US audience. Bin Laden also stresses previous US 
wrongdoings to argue that Bush and his allies are a ‘huge evil on all 
humanity’ that has to be stopped:

Their fangs drip blood from the corpses of the children of Vietnam and 
Somalia and the children of Afghanistan and Iraq. (10/2003)

The second quantitative indicator we used consists in the co- occurrences 
of coded segments (narrative roles and sequences). Using Provalis 
QDAMiner, this was measured by retrieving the number of at least partly 
overlapping coding segments among the twelve analyzed statements. We 
find that both in Bush’s and bin Laden’s speeches and statements, the nar-
rative role of the ‘hero’ typically overlaps with the narrative sequences of 
the ‘past’ and ‘current’ reactions, while the role of the ‘aggressor’ typically 
overlaps with sequences featuring ‘past’ and ‘current’ aggressions. The 
role of the ‘victim’ occurs in the ‘current aggression’ as well as in the 

Table 8.2 Co-occurrences in speeches by Bush and bin Laden: absolute 
frequencies

Coding  
category

Current 
aggression

Past 
aggression

Future end 
state

Current 
reaction

Past  
reaction

The coward 1 1 0 2 1
The hero 0 5 3 15 5
The aggressor 15 25 1 8 9
The victim 8 7 8 2 1
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‘future end state’ sequences but is consistently absent in all sequences pre-
senting reactions to the aggression. Finally, the figure of ‘the coward’ 
appears in all sequences almost equally. Table 8.2 provides the full results 
of the co-occurrence analysis.

The four characters are found in the sequences corresponding to their 
distinctive roles, which reinforces their ideal-typical character. The more 
the characters are associated with the sequences in which they are expected 
to figure as the most prominent character, the more they are presented as 
unidimensional, and the easier it is for the narrative to elicit, among the 
audience, emotions associated with these characters. In this regard, the 
results show that the aggressor features typically in sequences describing 
acts of illegitimate aggression, while the hero takes center-stage in the 
sequence ‘current reaction’.

It is worth noticing that the hero is less often co-occurring with the 
narrative sequence ‘past reaction’, a finding that is consistent with our 
model. Indeed, since the narrative argues that the past (and generally non- 
violent) reaction was not effective to protect the victim and eliminate the 
threat caused by the aggressor, the role of the ‘hero’ is correspondingly 
under-represented. This relatively ‘non-heroic’ past reaction contributes 
to explaining the recurrence of aggression and hence the moral urgency to 
strike hard to prevent further aggressions. It increases the necessity to use 
more ‘effective’—that is, violent—means in the present, thus building up 
to a narrative crescendo.

Our analysis thus far confirms that the ‘hero-protector narrative’ is present 
in the discourses aiming to legitimize the use of force. Furthermore, it stresses 
how the combination and specific distribution of narrative roles in sequences 
have a motivational function and are linked to a specific course of action and 
bent on raising and maintaining support for the use of force. But what about 
our claim regarding the cross-cultural reach of our argument? For this pur-
pose, we compared the coding results between the two ‘violent actors’.

The  third quantitative indicator, relative frequencies, confirms that 
both actors use the constitutive elements of the ‘hero-protector narrative’ 
comparably often. There are also subtle elements of divergence, as shown 
in Fig. 8.5.

The most striking differences can be found in the discursive importance of 
the future end state, as well as around the categories of the coward and the 
victim. Once again, the quantitative analysis enables us to see particular details 
of the material that our theoretical argument did not anticipate. Going back 
to the coded segments in question, we made the following observations.
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The promise of an idealized future end state, which can be achieved 
for the victim as a result of the hero’s action, features prominently in 
Bush’s speeches, with the victim being predominantly identified as the 
Iraqi people. Bush emphasizes, for instance, that “the long captivity of 
Iraq will end, and an era of new hope will begin” (10/2002). He fore-
sees the liberation of Iraqi minorities from oppression—“shar[ing] in the 
progress and prosperity of our time”—and argues that this will, in turn, 
secure the American nation and protect its freedom (10/2002). By con-
trast, this narrative sequence does not appear very often in bin Laden’s 
speeches and statements. His elaborations on the future after the final 
“victory over the infidels” remain vague (10/2003). He argues rather 
abstractly that jihad will allow for the “victory to religion and establish-
ing the state of Muslims”, that is, the Caliphate (10/2003). This varia-
tion might refer to a more general feature of al-Qaeda’s ideological 
discourse, which lays the emphasis on the intrinsic value of sacrifice for 
the greater good. Beyond references to restoring the historical ummah, 
al-Qaeda and its affiliated groups usually avoided concrete answers about 
rule under a future caliphate. The end state after victory against oppres-
sion is left to the imagination of the audience and only associated with 
vague promises of salvation (Clément, 2014). By contrast, typical 
‘Western’ discourses generally portray the use of force as the ‘least pos-
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Fig. 8.5 Comparison of relative frequencies of coded segments between state-
ments by Bush and bin Laden
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sible evil’ that is required, according to a deontological moral logic, to 
achieve a greater political good, such as the restoration of order or the 
humanitarian protection of civilians (Weizman, 2011).

Another nuance to the common morphology of both narratives is bin 
Laden’s extensive use of ‘the coward’ character, undoubtedly more recur-
rent than in Bush’s speech acts. A certain amalgam between ‘the aggres-
sor’ and ‘the coward’ distinguishes bin Laden’s speech acts. Combining 
both characters is made easier by the simple dichotomy between believers 
and those who forfeited this status by helping non-believers. In bin 
Laden’s discourse, the coward thus mainly corresponds to what he sees as 
the illegitimate leaders of the Muslim world, and to a minor extent to the 
US military, attacking a “small army of mujahidin” (02/2003). In Bush’s 
discourse, on the other hand, the figure of the coward is euphemized. It is 
the negative version of the Self, that is, what the Self would become if it 
were not to act as its true Self. This is particularly noticeable in Bush’s 
speech prior to the war in Iraq. Addressing the issue of inaction, he argues:

The United Nations would betray the purpose of its founding, and prove 
irrelevant to the problems of our time. And through its inaction, the United 
States would resign itself to a future of fear. That is not the America I know. 
That is not the America I serve. (10/2002)

In the same vein, both discourses exhibit slight differences as to the 
figure of the victim. While often using the word “Iraq” in an undeter-
mined way, Bush makes a strong difference between Iraqi civilians, whose 
characterization corresponds to the ‘victim’ category, and Saddam 
Hussein, whose attributes fit the ‘aggressor’ character. Compassion, in his 
discourse, is directed almost exclusively toward Iraqi civilians, while the 
American population is very rarely characterized in terms of fitting the role 
of the victim—to the exception of the victims of 9/11. Although bin 
Laden makes the difference between Western regimes and Western popu-
lations, there is no empathy expressed toward Western civilians; compas-
sion is directed toward Muslim victims in general and Iraqi Muslims in 
particular. The comparison between both his and Bush’s discourse sug-
gests that ‘the victim’ might or might not belong to the in-group, thus 
providing valuable insights to further refine the codebook definitions.
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CONCLUSION: ADVANTAGES AND LIMITS OF OUR APPROACH

This chapter made the argument that there exists a common ‘hero- 
protector narrative’ used by leaders from diverse cultural backgrounds 
to justify the use of force. Consent to the use of force by the collective 
rests on the narrative’s capacity to elicit specific collective emotions: 
compassion and moral anger. We argued that this is achieved through 
the very structure of the narrative. Methodologically, we have tested 
the empirical plausibility of this argument through a computer-assisted 
narrative analysis of political speeches and statements in the context of 
the Iraq War of 2003. Having manually coded a combination of narra-
tive roles and sequences that are constitutive of the ‘hero-protector 
narrative’, the analysis produced both quantitative and qualitative evi-
dence suggesting that this model  represents indeed a cross-cultural 
technique to manufacture emotional consent in view of the collective 
use of force.

We think that our methodological approach has specific advantages 
compared to alternative approaches to research the emotional underpin-
ning of narratives in international politics. A narrative approach as we pro-
posed would enable IR researchers to look for structural characteristics 
and compare emotion narratives across contexts, at least with some basic 
linguistic background knowledge. It starts with an inductive, hermeneutic 
approach, then the elaboration of a pre-defined narrative codebook, which 
allows for systematic, manual coding with a degree of interpretation. The 
quantification of coding results helps, in turn, to detect empirical ‘anoma-
lies’ that might remain unnoticed in a purely qualitative approach.

There are also limits to our approach. First, because human coding is an 
essential step, only a limited number of texts can be analyzed. This con-
strains the potential of producing ‘hard’ statistical correlations. Second, 
some might argue that the presence of a specific structure in master narra-
tives might be secondary to the institutional orchestration and/or visual 
mise en scène of such narratives. In this regard, combining our formal nar-
rative approach with a visual perspective represents a potentially fruitful 
endeavor. Third, our approach cannot account for the effectiveness of the 
‘hero-protector narrative’. In order to assess its influence on audiences, 
future research would need to access surveys and/or test the narrative on 
focus groups. However, this is a limit that concerns all analytical approaches 
to language and should not prevent researchers to create ways to account 
for its relationship to power.
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NOTES

1. We used the letters A for ‘aggression’, A bis for ‘aggression in the past’, R 
for ‘reaction’, R bis for ‘reaction in the past’, and N for ‘future end state’, 
which correspond to the five narrative sequences.
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CHAPTER 9

Moving Images and the Politics of Pity: 
A Multilevel Approach to the Interpretation 

of Images and Emotions

Gabi Schlag

INTRODUCTION

Over one million refugees crossed the Mediterranean Sea in 2015; more 
than 3500 died during their risky passage (IOM, 2017). This contempo-
rary human tragedy became a face and a name on 2 September 2015: Alan 
(Aylan) Kurdi, a nearly three-year-old boy from Syria, his dead body 
washed ashore in Bodrum, Turkey. Twelve refugees, including Alan’s 
brother Galip, and his mother Rehen, drowned that day. As citizens and 
academics, we are confronted with a vast number of moving, emotional, 
and affective images every day as the pictures of the dead Alan Kurdi illus-
trate. Lately but without surprise, both images and emotions have gained 
great attention in political science and international relations theory (IR) 
although studying images and emotions remains a challenge. Obviously, 
there is not one clear-cut answer to this challenge and, I’m convinced that 
there is no need for one methodology but many. In this chapter, I address 
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two questions in relation to this challenge. First, I reflect on the relation 
between images, emotions, and politics, with the aim to ‘theorizing the 
process through which individual emotions become collective and politi-
cal’ (Bleiker & Hutchison, 2014, p. 492). Focusing on visual representa-
tions of emotions, I argue that images depicting moments of distress and 
misery can be both, powerful in the sense that they raise awareness and 
provoke emotional responses, and powerless in the sense that they de- 
politicize the suffering of others. Second, I sketch out a multilevel meth-
odology that intends to capture and study emotions at different sites, 
including the image itself, its production, circulation, media(tiza)tion, 
audiencing, and intertextuality.

EMOTIONS, IMAGES, AND BODIES: HOW PICTURES 
MOVE US

The power of images has never been more compelling than in today’s digi-
tal age of globalized media channels and social networks. Images of war 
and violence, natural disasters, and human tragedies travel easily and often 
receive the attention and solidarity of a global audience (Heck & Schlag, 
2013; Hutchison, 2014; Schlag, 2014). That images capture and repre-
sent emotions, or even provoke an affective response is nothing new. But 
how is it that some images move us? What concept of affect and emotion 
is implied here?

The study of emotions in IR has gained major attention in recent years, 
in particular, since Neta Crawford’s article that was published in 2000. 
Key to these debates is the conviction that emotions are not (only) per-
sonal but collective (Mercer, 2014). As collective phenomena, emotions 
are regarded as political in the sense that they function as evaluative judg-
ments and social bonds between community members (Fattah & Fierke, 
2009, p. 70; Nussbaum 1996, p. 35). Emotions, however, have a history, 
too. How and ‘why we feel the way we do’ is a ‘social and cultural process 
through which emotions are shaped in the first place’ (Ahmed, 2014; 
Bleiker & Hutchison, 2014, p. 502).

Bleiker and Hutchison discuss several distinctions that have become 
influential in the study of emotions, including the differences between 
cognitive and affective as well as latent and emergent approaches (Bleiker 
& Hutchison, 2014, p. 492, 496). This is not the place to reiterate these 
debates. In my view, emotions matter as an individual, personal, and col-
lective social phenomenon. Emotions are cognitive and bodily. Such a 
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broad and inclusive understanding of emotions, however, implies that no 
single discipline or methodology is able to grasp the whole phenomenon. 
We are only able to see and describe a small brick of a fluid mosaic. As I 
will show later, a multilevel methodology that focuses on the intersubjec-
tive meaning-making of images is one way to study ‘the concrete processes 
through which seemingly individual emotions either become or are at 
once public, social, collective and political’ (Bleiker & Hutchison, 2014, 
p. 497; italics added), emphasizing that these processes unfold and con-
nect at multiple levels of analysis.

As emotions matter at different levels of analysis and have to be inter-
preted, so do images. The image is itself an elusive, yet omnipresent phe-
nomenon. The general notion of images, Mitchell explains, denotes ‘any 
likeness, figure, motif, or form that appears in some medium or other’ 
(Mitchell, 1984, 2005, p. xiii). An image is both, a medium and a mode 
of experience, communication, and knowledge making ‘things’ visible. As 
representations, images direct our attention to ‘the language and imagery 
through which meanings are produced and disseminated in societies’ 
(Bleiker, 2001; Hutchison, 2014, p. 4). In relation to emotions, though, 
images can be both, a representation and a driver. On the one hand, 
images are able to represent feelings of individuals and symbolize emo-
tions of collectives. They make moments of distress and joy visible and 
knowledgeable. On the other hand, images sometimes unfold a special 
attraction not only to our mind but also to our heart. We all certainly 
know images that excite personal feelings of love and hate, but also collec-
tive emotions of fear and shame.

While it is obvious that images and emotions are somehow coupled, it 
is less clear why this might be the case and why this relation varies empir-
ically. In his very last book Camera Lucida, Roland Barthes described 
the affective bond between a spectator and an image (a photography) as 
punctum: ‘A photograph’s punctum is that accident which pricks me’ 
(Barthes, 1981, p. 27). Reflecting on the history of (artistic and reli-
gious) image making in Europe, one could argue that the emotional 
capacities derive from the mirroring qualities of pictures referring back 
to the Christian tradition of God’s likeness (Belting, 2005).1 This 
assumed and perceived likeness is even more apparent in secular photo-
graphs that depict actual people. We do not scratch out the face of a 
person on a photograph, although we know the difference between an 
image and what it shows (Mitchell, 2005, p.  31). It can be said that 
images work through their immediacy and ambiguity in a subtle, even 
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mystical way (Hansen, 2011, pp. 55–56, 58). We are both fascinated and 
scared by images (Mitchell, 2005).

Understanding emotions, either on an individual or collective level, as 
already mediated through representations, questions how images repre-
sent emotions and how individuals and collectives express their emotions 
(differently) in relation to images, that is, when they look at, use or create 
images, become the focal points of research. As Bleiker & Hutchinson 
(2014, p. 506) pointedly write: ‘All one can understand is the manner in 
which emotions are expressed and communicated’. That includes lan-
guage as much as images.

INTERPRETING IMAGES AND EMOTIONS: A MULTILEVEL 
APPROACH

IR scholars have only recently addressed the methodological challenges of 
studying visuality (Schlag 2016; Andersen, Vuori, & Mutlu, 2015; Bleiker, 
2015; Hansen, 2015, p.  277; Hutchison, 2014, p.  7). But as Bleiker 
writes, there is not one defining but multiple methods for studying images, 
how they are produced, what they mean and how they circulate (Bleiker, 
2015, p. 873). Many scholars, including myself, share the constructivist 
commitment that images as representations produce intersubjective mean-
ing and that these processes of meaning-making, then, can be interpreted 
in a systematic and reflective way.

Interpretive approaches are often defined in negative terms as a cri-
tique, even rejection of a positivist methodology (Neufeld, 1993). The 
plurality of interpretive approaches, though, shares an orientation toward 
the use of language and meaning-making understood as a social practice 
(Neufeld, 1993, p. 43; Yanow, 2006, p. xii). They ‘put human meaning- 
making at the center of their concerns’ (Yanow, 2006, p. xviii), either as a 
daily practice of humans self-interpreting the world or as a reflexive prac-
tice of academics interpreting other’s interpretations of the world. 
Therefore, any interpretation is not only an individually but also an inter-
subjectively acknowledged practice that constitutes reality (Neufeld, 1993, 
p. 45), and these practices are powerful, too. Klotz and Lynch emphasize 
that meaning and meaning-making is always linked to the question ‘how 
and why certain practices prevail in particular contexts’ (Klotz & Lynch, 
2007, p. 10; italics added). Hence, meaning-making is about power and 
often has powerful implications.
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While interpretative approaches in IR, often associated with a construc-
tivist and post-structuralist movement, have mainly focused on the use of 
language as a social and powerful practice, these basic propositions are also 
valid for visuals, how they are used to express meaning, how they are inter-
preted (differently) and how scholars are able to reconstruct these prac-
tices of meaning-making in a systematic, reflective, and critical way 
(Hansen, 2011, 2015; Schlag, 2016). While studying emotions and 
images within an interpretive paradigm, however, two challenges have to 
be faced: First, it is important to note that language and image work with 
different modalities. While postmodern linguistics and philosophers 
rightly argue that language does not mirror reality and that the relation 
between a signifier and the signified is artificial and abstract, images—in 
particular, photographs—attempt to have a natural and mimetic relation 
to the depicted reality. It is a defining characteristic of a photograph that a 
spectator is continually fascinated by its likeness (Kress & van Leeuwen, 
2006, p. 8; Mitchell, 1984, pp. 521–524). Second, interpretation itself is 
a self-reflective process where personal feelings cannot be ignored. The 
choice and application of most methods depend on subjective factors, 
even methods themselves should be understood rather as performative 
and political than objective and neutral (Aradau & Hysmans, 2014). Thus, 
methods do not control our feelings and convictions as human beings but 
may help to explicate and reflect them (Bially Mattern, 2014). The aim, 
then, is to formulate conclusions that are accountable, open to criticism, 
and intersubjective.

Sites of Interpretation

My interpretative methodology focuses on representations of emotions, 
that is, how images represent emotions and how one or many people 
express their feelings, affects, and emotions in public, either verbally (e.g. 
talking and writing about emotions) or visually (e.g. creating and using 
visuals) in relation to the production, display, and circulation of an image.2 
As images and emotions are quite ambiguous phenomena, I argue that 
studying these processes requires a multilevel approach focusing on differ-
ent sites of interpretation (Rose, 2016). At all of these sites, representa-
tions of emotions are important, as images are both a symbol of and a 
medium for communicating feelings and emotions.

By site of production, Gilian Rose refers to the circumstances under 
which an image is produced and how these circumstances might themselves 
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produce effects. The differences between digital and analog media, for 
example, have fostered a debate on the manipulation and hyper-reality of 
images. Some scholars even argue that how an image is (technically) pro-
duced determines ‘its form, meaning, and effect’ (Rose, 2012, p. 20). The 
site of the image itself focuses on composition, style and the use of symbols 
(Rose, 2012, p. 27). Reading an image and its polyphonic meaning is to 
some extent comparable to learning a language, including its grammar, 
vocabularies, and practical usage (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). Thus, 
understanding an image requires knowledge not only of structural visual 
elements but also how they are (and have been) used differently. The site of 
audiencing directs our attention to a ‘process by which a visual image has 
its meanings renegotiated, or even rejected, by particular audiences watch-
ing in specific circumstances’ (Rose, 2012, p.  30). Circulation, as Rose 
writes in the fourth edition of her book, is certainly not a new phenomenon 
but its nature and quality have changed with the rise of digital images and 
digitized communication (Rose, 2016, p. 21). How images travel, change 
meaning in varying contexts, and how they might become part of a shared 
visual memory is relevant too.

The rapid development of digitization and the acceleration of circula-
tion rates of images emphasize two sites Rose addresses only partly: the 
mediation/mediatization of politics and the intertextuality of images. By 
mediation, I refer to the fact that photographs are converted from one 
medium to another, for example, from mainstream news media (TV or 
print) to social media. This mediation is an important site of analysis 
because the production of an image continues when pictures travel from 
one medium to another (Andersen, 2012). Different contexts create dif-
ferent images, relating them to other modalities of communication—most 
notably, words. As the case of Alan Kurdi shows, the intersubjective mean-
ing of images can change when photographs become re-mediated. 
Mediatization, by contrast, highlights the fact that life is mainly experi-
enced via media. We recognize events far away because we see the pictures 
and hear the stories on TV, hence ‘[m]edia representations are crucial 
because all knowledge of political issues is unavoidable and inherently 
mediated’ (Bleiker, Campbell, Hutchison, & Nicholson, 2013, p. 399).

Intertextuality, then, takes note of the fact that images not only circu-
late and transform but also refer to other images and might motivate the 
production of more images. There are many drawings, collages, cartoons, 
and graffiti that cite the original photograph of Alan Kurdi. These refer-
ences are constitutive of the broader image because spectators understand 
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the intertextual relation between the photograph and its artistic process-
ing. Artistic citations might include a change of medium when, for exam-
ple, activists and artists such as Ai WeiWei perform the motif of the dead 
boy at the shore (The Guardian, 2016).

Methods of Interpretation

Methods are neither representational nor value-neutral but performative 
and political (Aradau & Hysmans, 2014, p. 598). They are tools and their 
usefulness depends on the research questions we ask. Focusing on images, 
a pluralist approach to methods has been advocated by Bleiker (2015, 
pp. 877–879), including ethnographic methods, semiotics, content and 
discourse analysis, audience interviews, observation, and surveys. I have 
argued elsewhere that a combination of discourse analysis and iconology 
helps to study visuals in IR (Heck & Schlag, 2013; Schlag, 2016).3 For 
emotions, the choice of methods and methodology is far more diverse as 
this volume demonstrates. A way to combine the study of emotions and 
images is to focus on the affective function of multimodal texts.

Multimodality ‘is now a widely used term in the academic world’, 
Carey Jewitt, Jeff Bezemer, & Kay O’Hallaron (2016, p. 1) write. In 
general, scholars created the term to ‘highlight that people use multiple 
means of meaning-making’ (Jewitt et al., 2016, p. 2). More specifically, 
multimodality refers to the fact that these means of meaning-making are 
not used separately but ‘almost always appear together: image with writ-
ing, speech with gesture, math symbolism with writing and so forth’ 
(Jewitt et al., 2016, p. 2). Thus, multimodal texts ‘incorporate semiotic 
resources beyond verbal language’ (Jancsary, Höllerer, & Meyer, 2016, 
p. 181). Modes refer to a variety of semiotic resources used for making-
meaning, including images and moving images, writing, music, gesture, 
speech, and so on (Kress, 2010).4 Modes have different functions and 
offer distinct potentialities and limits (Jewitt et  al., 2016, p. 3). They 
certainly vary from context to context and how they are combined ‘is 
governed by cultural and institutional rules’ (Jancsary et  al., 2016, 
p. 182).

It is, however, important to note that ‘the “multimodal method” can-
not exist since the concrete form of analysis has to fit the particular research 
question, research context, and data’ (Jancsary et al., 2016, p. 189). In 
general, a multimodal analysis explicates research steps many scholars 
already apply (although often in a rather implicit way) and that are well 
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known in cultural studies: (1) Characterizing the genre, capturing the 
manifest and latent content and elements of a text, reconstructing the 
composition and its effects as well as (2) reconstructing and theorizing 
patterns of social meaning (Jancsary et al., 2016, pp. 191–201).

As emotions and how to study them are the major focus of this volume, 
multimodality helps to understand one (not the only) function that images 
have: representing, symbolizing, and evoking individual feelings and col-
lective emotions that become political.

REPRESENTATIONS OF SHAME, GRIEF, AND PITY: SHOWING/
SEEING THE IMAGE OF A DEAD CHILD

When it comes to the movement of people, constructivists have mainly 
focused on how and why (forced) migration became securitized in liberal 
democracies in Europe, North America and Australia (Aradau, 2004; 
Bourbeau, 2011; Buzan, de Wilde, & Waever, 1998: Chap. 6). How 
media images shape perceptions of refugees and migrants, however, is only 
occasionally addressed. Bleiker, Campbell, Hutchison, and Nicholson, for 
example, show how emotional images of asylum seekers framed the politi-
cal debate in Australia not as a humanitarian disaster but as a potential 
threat (Bleiker et al., 2013). This ‘dehumanizing visual pattern’ then, ‘sets 
in place mechanisms of security and border control’ instead of promoting 
humanitarian action and relief (Bleiker et al., 2013, p. 399).

If media representations influence how refugees and (forced) migra-
tion are socially constructed, it is important to understand the effects of 
such representations, that is, conceptualizing the processes whereby 
images and emotions become political. Using the outlined methodology, 
I will argue that already the content and form of the photograph is emo-
tionally embedded. Then, I will show how expressions of feelings and 
emotions, in particular, shame and pity, by individuals became collective 
and political through the circulation, mediation/mediatization, and inter-
textuality of the photograph. A disclaimer is necessary here: Focusing on 
shame, grief, and pity is the result of an abductive research process 
(Friedrichs & Kratochwil, 2009, pp.  709–711); it is surely not an all-
encompassing list of emotions we can study in relation to the picture of 
Alan Kurdi.5 According to the Oxford dictionary (online), shame refers to 
‘[a] painful feeling of humiliation or distress caused by the consciousness of 
wrong or foolish behaviour’, grief is an ‘[i]ntense sorrow, especially caused 
by someone’s death’ and pity can be defined as ‘[t]he feeling of sorrow and  

 G. SCHLAG



 217

compassion caused by the sufferings and misfortunes of others’. All these 
emotions are social as they constitute relations between people, co- 
constitutive because the distress of one person causes emotions of another 
person, and normative in the sense that people have learned how they 
should emotionally respond, for example, to the misfortune, even death, 
of a person.

The Site of Production: How It Feels to Take a Picture 
of a Dead Boy

Turkish journalist Nilüfer Demir took photographs on the morning of 2 
September 2015 at the shore of Bodrum/Turkey, including pictures of a 
dead three-year-old boy. In an interview with CNN Turk, she explained 
that ‘[t]here was nothing left to do for him. There was nothing left to 
bring him back to life. […]. There was nothing to do except take his pho-
tograph … and that is exactly what I did. […] I thought, “This is the only 
way I can express the scream of his silent body”’ (cited in Griggs, 2015). 
This statement by Demir already hints at the strong affective responses to 
the picture and its motif. It shows a normative commitment that many 
journalists share when they are reporting and documenting crisis and con-
flicts. It might also show that the journalist’s objectivity is rather a myth 
than a realistic practice.

The Site of the Image: How Death Becomes Visible

Two photographs have been widely published. The first photograph 
includes a clear composition where the lower third part exposes a dead 
boy, face-down into the sand, touching the water’s edge with his head. 
His body is directed toward the sea. The other photograph depicts the 
moment when a Turkish police officer lifts the dead boy and carries him 
away. A close witness who documents the scene characterizes the point of 
view. While the first photograph shows no movement, the second photo-
graph depicts an action.

As most photographs have been re-mastered and adopted to different 
media formats, the compositional proportions might vary. Most repro-
ductions of the image stay with the medium long shot that allows a dis-
tant yet comprehensive view. Conventionally, the person(s) are centered 
and clearly mark the figurative and literal focal point of the images. The 
surrounding is also imaged giving the motif some general contextual 
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knowledge (coastal side, beach, seawater). Nevertheless, the composition 
is very simple and minimalistic. The content is disturbing but clear: ‘The 
photo of the drowned toddler stays. It is deadly calm: there are no sunken 
boats, exhausted crowds, or urgent situations at hand. There is a child on 
a beach in summer, who will never play again’ (Ben-Ghiat, 2015).

Looking at the picture that shows only Alan Kurdi, we do not know the 
circumstances of his death, whether it was caused by accident or poses a 
crime. It also breaks a journalistic taboo as Hugh Pinney, vice president at 
Getty Images, says: ‘a picture of a dead child is one of the golden rules of 
what you never publish’ (cited in Laurent, 2015). No doubt, this taboo is 
regularly broken but the display of the picture provoked a lively debate on 
ethical standards of journalism (see below). Commentators have stressed 
that photographs of dead children had been taken in the weeks before but 
Alan Kurdi gained doubtful popularity because he looked more ‘European’ 
(Bouckaert, cited in Laurent, 2015). Some authors argue that the images 
of Alan Kurdi refer to the motif of a sleeping angle (Drainville, 2015) and 
to the motif of Pietà, the most iconic representation of empathy, commis-
eration, and lamentation in Christian art (Aulich, 2015).6 Further refer-
ences can be seen in the mythological idea of a deluge that is known in 
different cultures (Juneja & Schenk, 2014).

In general, images of dying or dead people strongly engage emotions 
showing people in situations of distress and evoking emotional responses 
by spectators (Zelizer, 2010). Today, many of these images are produced 
by citizens and distributed via social media networks (Andersen, 2012; 
Mortensen, 2011). Their display and proliferation, though, is regularly 
criticized and sometimes restricted by mainstream media through (infor-
mal) codes of conduct (Auchter, 2015; Friis, 2015). While images of suf-
fering and death are highly affective, lacking contextual information often 
gives the impression that suffering comes from the outside, portraying an 
‘isolated victim awaiting external assistance’ (Campbell, 2011, p. 8). Such 
images, then, have de-politicizing effects and are productive of ‘colonial 
relations of power’ (2011, p. 8), as Campbell has argued with reference to 
the visual representation of famine.

The photograph of Alan Kurdi illustrates that portraits of children are 
special. As a symbol, ‘children are abstracted from culture and society, 
granted an innate innocence, seen to be dependent, requiring protection 
and having developmental potential’ (Campbell, 2011, p. 9). Therefore, 
their suffering and death is particularly shocking, painful and often implies 
a call for action. Depictions of children are a well-known motif in the  
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history of photojournalism. Think about the photo of Kim Phuc, a global 
icon of the Vietnam War, a photograph of a vulture staring at an emaciated 
child in Sudan, taken by Kevin Carter in 1993 and various pictures from 
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict of dead children (e.g. taken by Tyler Hicks 
in July 2014).

While images of children (and women) are typical motifs for showing 
humanitarian crisis and natural disasters, mainstream media often restricts 
the display of dead bodies. Such graphic images not only evoke grief and 
pity but also shame; being ashamed that a child has died. Such reactions of 
shame imply that the death of Alan Kurdi could have been prevented and 
that someone should be held accountable for it. We can see that the image, 
its motif, and genre, is already embedded in an affective frame constituting 
a relationship between the fate of Alan Kurdi and a spectator with her/his 
emotional reactions. It also illustrates the cultural and normative dimen-
sion of emotions since ‘we’ know (or have learned) how to respond to an 
image of a dead child.

The Site of Circulation: A Global Affective Community 
in the Making

The global circulation of the photographs showing Alan Kurdi ‘relates to 
their status as portable physical artefacts’ (Faulkner, 2015, p.  53). 
Digitization has accelerated the movement of images while the quantity of 
images steadily grows, thanks to common practices of taking and distrib-
uting pictures with a smart phone. The image of Alan Kurdi first appeared 
in an article by Turkish News Agency DHA showing 50 pictures of dead 
Syrian refugees that had been found on the shore of Bodrum in the morn-
ing. Four of them feature a little boy, who was identified later as Alan 
(often named Aylan) Kurdi. Two pictures of the series were widely pub-
lished by mainstream and social media. The first photograph shows the 
dead Alan Kurdi, either facing the spectator or showing his back. The 
second image depicts the moment when Turkish police officer Mehmet 
Ciplak carries his dead body away.

Two hours later, the first picture with only Alan Kurdi’s dead body 
appeared on twitter published by the Turkish journalist and activist 
Michelle Demichevitch. The image spread in the Middle East and then 
went viral when Human Rights Watch Director for Emergencies Peter 
Bouckaert, re-tweeted the picture of Alan Kurdi on twitter (D’Orazio, 
2015). Writing about his intensions and feelings, whether to publish the 
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photo or not, he said: ‘It was not an easy decision to share a brutal image 
of a drowned child. But I care about these children as much as my own. 
Maybe if Europe’s leaders did too, they would try to stem this ghastly 
spectacle’ (Bouckaert, 2015).

The audience grew global when Washington Post correspondent Liz 
Sly shared her tweet (D’Orazio, 2015, pp. 12–14).7 Many users, including 
politicians and representatives of NGOs and IOs, expressed their feelings 
in words and with emoticons, calling on political representatives to do 
something. But some followers also posted hostile comments (Thelwall, 
2015). The following days, many meme and artistic responses were cre-
ated and circulated via twitter, Facebook, and mainstream news (Vis, 
2015; Ryan, 2015; see below on intertextuality). The hashtag #aylankurdi 
is active until today.

The Site of Media(tiza)tion: Framing the Repertoire of Emotions

The first non-Turkish newspaper that reports the story is the British Daily 
Mail online edition at 1:10 PM with the title ‘Terrible fate of a tiny boy 
who symbolizes the desperation of thousands’ (D’Orazio, 2015, p. 15). 
The next day, it is the front-page story of many newspapers worldwide 
although not all of them print a photo of Alan Kurdi. The intermodality 
of the photographs (as still images) changes, being now moved to a printed 
cover image, edited and linked to other images, stories—and in the case of 
twitter—emoticons. Through the ‘remediation’ by mainstream media, the 
image of Alan Kurdi becomes a global icon (Faulkner, 2015, p. 53).

With the beginning of journalistic framing of the image, the symbolic 
content starts to transform. While the photographs by Demir show a 
drowned toddler and a police officer carrying his dead body away, news 
headlines use the image as a symbol of a humanitarian disaster and the 
failure of the EU: ‘Humanity washed ashore’ (Gulf News), ‘The reality—
why Europe must act now’ (The National), ‘Unbearable’ (Daily Mirror), 
‘The little victim of a growing crisis’ (The Washington Post), ‘Europe 
Divided’ (The Times), ‘Tiny victim of a human catastrophe’ (Daily Mail), 
‘The shocking, cruel reality of Europe’s refugee crisis’ (The Guardian), 
‘Utan dünya!’ (‘World, be ashamed’, Milliyet) and ‘Dünyayi sarsti’ 
(‘Shocked world’, Hürriyet).8 While most Western media outlets used the 
image of Alan Kurdi as a symbol of a humanitarian tragedy, the Islamic 
State published it with the title ‘The danger of abandoning Daࣙrul-Islaࣙm’ 
in its monthly magazine Dabiq. This display of the photograph is telling 
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because it shows a contesting framing (although many readers might not 
conceive this frame as appropriate).

Through the emotional framing of media outlets, individual feelings 
and emotions become political. A statement by the editors of The 
Independent illustrates how this emotional framing gets a political twist: 
‘Some will feel we have overstepped the mark of common decency; a few 
will claim we have put emotion above rational debate. But the fact is this: 
abject people are dying and they need our help. If we cannot see that, then 
we have no right to look away from the consequences of inaction’ (The 
Independent, 2015). The Independent initiated a political campaign that 
urged the British government to accept its fair share of refugees in the EU.

The Site of Audiencing: Emotions Without Consequences?

Audiencing includes comments by social network users that are closely 
linked to the circulation and mediatization of the images as well as to a 
public debate about political action. Users on twitter, for example, shared 
the picture of Alan Kurdi, often with emoticons and additional images (see 
below on intertextuality). Many commentators spoke and wrote about 
their personal feelings when they had seen the picture (crying, being 
speechless, shocked, feeling grief and anger, etc.). There are, however, also 
‘critical’ tweets that question the story or accuse the parents of Alan Kurdi 
for being reckless and selfish. As Burns has shown, comments by politi-
cians and citizens are comparable but following actions differed. While 
politicians mostly returned to the usual conduct of politics after some 
weeks, many people were mobilized and donated money, coordinated 
shelter for refugees or volunteered in other ways (Burns, 2015, p. 39). 
Further, many comments were expressed from the ‘vantage point of a par-
ent’ (Burns, 2015, p. 39) stressing the affective and emotional relations 
between a child and an adult. This vantage point also iterates a hierarchi-
cal, yet empathic positioning Campbell has shown for the representation 
of famine that narrows the emotional repertoire to parents and their abil-
ity to feel and know what it means to lose a child.

In the UK, Chancellor George Osborne was the first member of the 
government who commented on the picture. During a factory visit, he 
said: ‘There is no person who would not be very shocked by that picture—
and I was very distressed when I saw it myself this morning—of that poor 
boy lying dead on the beach. […]. We know there is not a simple answer 
to this crisis. What you need to do is first of all tackle Isis and the criminal 
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gangs who killed that boy’ (cited in Wintour, 2015). It is interesting to 
note that Osborne expresses first his affective reaction and then imputes 
the Islamic State and smugglers to be responsible for Alan’s death. Scottish 
first minister Nicola Sturgeon, instead, emphasized that the lives of refu-
gees ‘are the responsibility of all of us’ calling upon Cameron ‘to offer 
sanctuary to refugees who need our help’ (cited in Wintour, 2015). Prime 
Minister Cameron said that he was moved by the picture too, but insisted 
that the UK already ‘fulfills our moral responsibilities’ in response to the 
refugee crisis (cited in Dathan, 2015). Asked by The Independent, he 
responded that the government is doing enough, although thousands had 
signed a petition created by the editors calling on the government to set 
quotas for taking in refugees. With this petition, the editors of The 
Independent pursued a political aim, namely changing restricted British 
migration politics.

In the United States, Senator John McCain displayed a close-up of the 
dead boy on the Senate floor and said in his 15-min-long statement: ‘This 
image has haunted the world. But what should haunt us even more than 
the horror unfolding before our eyes are the thought that the United 
States will continue to do nothing meaningful about it’ (cited in Tasch, 
2015). He urged the US government to take in more refugees and to 
enhance its engagement in the Syrian conflict naming the crisis the ‘great-
est humanitarian tragedy of our times’. After the terror attacks in Paris 
three month later, though, many US politicians returned to the stereo-
typical link between refugees and terrorists (although not McCain).

As Alan Kurdi’s aunt Tima is living in the Vancouver area, the story of 
his death was widely perceived in Canada and ‘has […] become an emo-
tional issue in the Canadian election’, The New York Times correspondent 
Ian Austen (2015) writes. Oppositional politicians, NGOs, and activists 
criticized the government for its refugee policies arguing that Canada was 
taking in fewer people from Syria than promised. The family of Alan Kurdi 
had applied for entry to Canada but their application was turned down 
due to incomplete documents.

Prime Minister Stephen Harper said that ‘[w]e had the same reaction, 
Laureen and I, as everybody else when we see the photo—it’s heart- 
wrenching, it brings you right to your own family’ (The Canadian Press, 
2015). He added, though, that Canada should accept more refugees from 
Syria and should enhance its military action against the Islamic State, ‘to 
fight the root cause of the problem’ (cited in Austen, 2015). Immigration 
Minister Chris Alexander suspended his campaign saying that he was 
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‘deeply saddened by that image’. In reaction to the story of the Kurdi fam-
ily, Canada’s refugee and migration policies became an essential topic of 
the election campaign. The opposition criticized the government for their 
words of condolence but lacking political action in order to remove legal 
obstacles for asylum seekers. After the elections in October, a new liberal 
government under its Prime Minister Justin Trudeau symbolically took in 
about 25,000 refugees from Syria (Kingsley & Timur, 2015).

The Site of Intertextuality/Mediality: Re-performing Images

Intertextual relations can be studied in various directions: on twitter where 
users posted artistic collages and illustrations, cartoons published in on- 
and offline media, graffiti in urban areas worldwide as well as sculptures 
and performances by activists and artists. Twitter users, for example, 
posted many artistic images and meme of Alan’s original photograph 
(Faulkner, 2015; Ryan, 2015; Vis, 2015).9 From 4 September 2015 
onward, the original photograph of the dead boy had been replaced by 
artistic responses and user-generated variations (D’Orazio, 2015, p. 18). 
Mainstream media also included these images as well as screenshots of 
twitter posts in their online-reports. Accordingly, photographs of the 
young Alan laughing and playing were distributed as commemorates.

The French satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo printed a cover with car-
toons referring to the story of Kurdi. Activists and artists, most promi-
nently the Chinese artist Ai WeiWei, performed the motif and graffiti 
artists took up the motif of the boy as well. These intertextual and inter-
medial references demonstrate the iconic status of the image. 
Re-performances keep the image alive and become part of a collective 
memory (Picture 9.1).

CONCLUSION: WHAT CAN IMAGES AND EMOTIONS (NOT) 
DO—CHANGING POLITICS, FORMING COMMUNITIES?

In conclusion, I want to focus on two themes that seem to be important 
for further research on the relation between images, emotions, and poli-
tics: the power of graphic images for changing politics and the power of 
emotions for forming communities.

When graphic images are published by mainstream media, commenta-
tors commonly ask ‘did it change politics?’ Anne Burns (2015, p. 28) has 
argued ‘that this assumed political function is cited in order to redeem the 
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image’s circulation’. Linking the publication of an image to its history- 
making power, it is acceptable to look at and share a photograph of a dead 
child assuming that it changes politics, she argues. The actual impact of 
images and emotions on politics, however, is even more complicated. 
Whether graphic images change history in the sense that they initiate a 
different kind of policies and provoke responsible action, depends on how 
‘we’ use, see and sense visual representations of suffering, violence, and 
death. In the case of Alan Kurdi, the balance sheet is indecisive. On the 
one hand, the photographs made visible that thousands of refugees—men, 
women, and children—are dying during their risky passage to Europe. 
The photographs and their medi(ati)zation mobilized people and forced 
politicians to justify their policies to the public. On the other hand, the 
emotional framing of the photographs, either in mainstream or social 
media, had also de-politicizing effects. Emotions such as shame, grief, and 
pity might foster political mobilization but can also motivate a sensational 
spectatorship, a politics of pity without consequences (Chouliaraki, 2006).

Picture 9.1 Graffiti Version of the Alan Kurdi picture, Frankfurt/Main. Source: 
Street art by Oguz Sen and Justus Becker, Frankfurt am Main, photographed by 
Frank C Müller; available under the Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 
4.0 International license on Wikipedia Commons at https://commons.wikimedia.
org/wiki/File:Mural_Ffm_Osthafen_01_(fcm).jpg
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The story of Alan Kurdi also illustrates how important emotions are for 
the formation of communities beyond the nation-state (Hutchison, 2014, 
2016; Koschut, 2014). On the one hand, the fate of refugees, represented 
by a photograph of a dead boy, moved many people around the world. It 
created a fugitive public sphere where refugees became recognized as vul-
nerable subjects. People expressed their compassion with those who have 
greater misfortunes in life, constructing a kind of transnational solidarity. 
The immense response to the image at different sites shows how citizens, 
journalists, and politicians identify with the fate of displaced people and 
begin to take up responsibility. On the other hand, such representations 
are ambiguous reminding us of the gap between the represented and its 
representation as the very location of politics, Bleiker (2001, p.  510) 
writes. They show as much as they hide. As Hutchison (2014) argues for 
the Tsunami catastrophe in 2004, stereotypes and colonial imaginaries 
assisted the politics of pity similar to the display and reception of Alan 
Kurdi’s image as I have intended to show. Emotions and images, then, 
might be a crucial, yet ambivalent bond that connects ‘us’ and ‘them’ 
across space and time.
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NOTES

1. I am absolutely aware that this depiction of a history is highly selective and 
Eurocentric. Visual histories and cultures indeed differ.

2. An immediate experience of someone’s emotions and a visual documenta-
tion of a bodily sensation counts as a performance or representation of emo-
tions. Due to a restricted access to relevant data, this dimension will not be 
discussed in this chapter.

3. For iconographic approaches to the relation between emotions and visuals, 
see Flam & Doerr (2015) and Falk (2015).

4. Note that Rose also refers to modes but in a different way (technological 
modality, compositional modality, social modality).

5. For example, shock and anger but also apathy and indifference.
6. Some artistic responses use the angel motif showing Alan Kurdi with wings 

or with the presence of an angel.
7. In retro, readers can find tweets under the Turkish hashtag #kiyiyavuranin-

sanlik and the English translation #HumanityWashedAshore.
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8. For a collection of headlines, see Laurent (2015).
9. A selection of artistic responses is presented here: http://www.boredpanda.

com/syrian-boy-drowned-mediterranean-tragedy-artists-respond- 
aylan-kurdi/.
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CHAPTER 10

Political Emotions as Public Processes: 
Analyzing Transnational Ressentiments 

in Discourses

Reinhard Wolf

INTRODUCTION

In past decades, emotions have figured little in mainstream political sci-
ence,1 a field dominated by theories that privilege rational choice over 
other types of explanations. While this perspective has firmly aligned with 
anthropological assumptions that followed the homo oeconomicus model, it 
has also suited the narratives of political leaders who, when explaining 
their decisions, have emphasized their cool, objective reasoning rather 
than their personal moods or momentary feelings. Emotional explanations 
have thus suffered a dual disadvantage: they contravened the prevailing 
understanding of elite political behavior based on the calculation of long- 
term consequences—rather than on transitory emotions—and they were 
impeded by an absence of reported data concerning the leaders’ “inner” 
emotional states.

Recent constructivist scholarship has challenged this neglect of emo-
tions, both with respect to understanding human decision-making and 
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regarding the ontological nature of emotions. It has set the “logic of 
appropriateness” against the “logic of consequence”, while emphasizing 
the emotional underpinnings of norms and identities (Ross, 2006). It has 
also challenged the assumption that emotions are to be understood as 
private “inner states” that cannot be reliably accessed by social scientists. 
Some constructivist scholars (both within and beyond the field of interna-
tional relations) argue that emotions are not the property of individual 
bodies but are irreducibly social “all the way down” (Barbalet, 1998; 
Bially Mattern, 2011). This bold ontological move opens an opportunity 
for entirely new research on emotions. An emphasis on the intersubjective 
quality of emotions frees researchers from their dependence on individu-
als’ limited—and often unreliable—self-reporting of affective states.

This chapter follows a somewhat more conventional path. It does not 
subscribe to the notion that human emotions are entirely social and thus 
can always be fully apprehended by the study of human interactions. 
However, nor does it support the view that political emotions should pri-
marily be seen as individuals’ momentary inner states that fail to leave 
clear-cut traces in the public domain. Rather, it argues that many political 
emotions, due to their collective nature, can be intrinsically public and 
therefore can be readily identified using the established tools of discourse 
analysis (Crawford, 2014; Hutchison & Bleiker, 2014; Mercer, 2014).

I will demonstrate the methodological potential of discourse analysis in 
this particular field by drawing on the concept of political ressentiments. 
In contrast to “fleeting” anger, ressentiment is a long-term emotional ori-
entation (Bar-Tal, Halperin, & de Rivera, 2007) that is developed and 
memorized in discourses that address the alleged moral deficiencies of that 
which is resented. To become political, ressentiment must be shared and 
sustained through language. Political ressentiment, by its very nature, is 
manifested and consolidated in texts: these, unlike “inner” emotional 
states, can be directly studied by scholars.

This chapter will first clarify its assumptions regarding human emotions 
before it describes, in greater detail, the complex nature of ressentiments. 
Upon that basis, it will then derive textual indicators for the presence of 
ressentiments among political actors. Hence, to use Todd Hall’s classifica-
tion, it attempts to demonstrate how discourse can indicate emotions 
actually experienced by a group of speakers, rather than just evoked within 
the addressed audience, or merely invoked by “…insert[ing] claims about 
emotional states into discourse…” (Hall, 2016). This is followed by a brief 
illustration analyzing the Greek government’s discourse on German 
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behavior during the climax of the sovereign debt crisis. The conclusion 
highlights the promise of investigating ressentiment discourses in interna-
tional relations while also drawing attention to the limitations of my 
approach.

ASSUMPTIONS CONCERNING THE ONTOLOGICAL NATURE 
OF EMOTIONS

The Cambridge Dictionary of Psychology defines an emotion as “…a tran-
sient, neurophysiological response to a stimulus that excites a coordinated 
system of bodily and mental responses that inform us about our relation-
ship to the stimulus and prepare us to deal with it in some way” 
(Matsumoto, 2009, p. 179). Emotions can, therefore, be understood as 
somatic experiences, although they also involve cognitions that inform 
their subjects about their current situation. Moreover, by preparing the 
subject to respond to stimuli, emotions—unlike many other cognitions—
entail an action tendency. Importantly, this perspective is compatible with 
the traditional notion that some emotions can be asocial private feelings 
(e.g., terror in the face of an approaching avalanche), while also accom-
modating the constructivist view that most human emotions intrinsically 
relate to a distinct social identity embedded in a distinctive cultural con-
text (Mercer, 2014; Smith & Mackie, 2008).

Nevertheless, this general definition hardly answers the crucial question 
of what emotions actually are. If we conceive emotions as discrete entities, 
then we can attribute to them distinct causal effects (e.g., speech acts or 
other kinds of behavioral output). Accordingly, in order to study the causal 
consequences of emotions, researchers should prevent circular reasoning 
(identifying the presence of an emotion through its effects and explaining 
the observed effect with reference to the emotion) by establishing indica-
tors for either the presence or the effects of specific emotions. If, however, 
researchers understand emotions as downright processes, it does not make 
sense to distinguish bodily and mental experiences from their effects—at 
the least, from those effects that are confined to action tendencies. In this 
case, they must be satisfied with identifying reaction patterns, which help 
them to comprehend why a given actor responds to a situation in a certain 
way.

This chapter subscribes to the view that emotions have an intrinsic pro-
cess quality (Frijda, 2008, p. 74; Hall & Ross, 2015, p. 849; Mauss & 
Robinson, 2009, p. 229). The latter not only exists at the social level, 
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where it is obvious that collective emotions are based on processes of con-
tagion or communication. It also exists at the level of the individual sub-
ject, since emotions always involve the complex interplay of numerous 
brain and body processes.

This process perspective also appears more sensible due to the increas-
ing realization that emotions are omnipresent in human affairs. There is a 
growing consensus that emotions are involved in all kinds of decisions, 
including those based on conscious calculations of costs and benefits 
(McDermott, 2004; Winter, 2014). Therefore, it makes little sense to 
investigate whether emotions were active in a certain decision or not. 
Rather, scholars need to explore which particular emotion(s) were involved 
in that decision; that is, they should try to identify different emotional 
processes, including cognition, somatic experience, action tendencies and, 
sometimes, actual decisions. As argued below, ressentiments are an ideal 
subject for such a research approach, as they are readily apparent in fre-
quently observable patterns in texts and conversations. Political ressenti-
ments are manifested in interrelated claims and demands that generate a 
web of meaning that is best apprehended through classic discourse analy-
sis. Before describing these various indicators, it is therefore necessary to 
discuss ressentiment in greater detail.

THE NATURE OF RESSENTIMENT

A ressentiment may be described as a negative “emotional attitude” 
(Frijda, 2008, p. 73) about another’s undeserved status. Due to this affec-
tive quality, ressentiments tend to be more stable and intense than other 
prejudices that may result merely from ignorance or simplifying cognitive 
heuristics.2 This kind of negative stereotype is broadly based on the “emo-
tional belief” (Mercer, 2010) that there is a mismatch between the object’s 
(i.e., alter’s) high social and low moral status (Oldmeadow & Fiske, 2012; 
Petersen, 2002, pp. 40–41). The resenting person or group (ego) feels 
that another enjoys more power and/or prestige than s/he actually 
deserves according to established norms and values (Barbalet, 1998; 
Feather, 2008; Feather & Nairn, 2005; Wilson & Davis, 2011, 
pp. 120–121). Thus Nietzsche, in his famous treatment of ressentiment in 
the Genealogy of Morals, describes the priests’ attitude toward the nobility 
(“the knights”) as a kind of self-righteous envy of the latter’s dominant 
position (Nietzsche, 2008; Reginster, 1997; Scheler, 1994). Modern 
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psychological studies have confirmed this conceptual link between resent-
ment and perceived injustice: test subjects typically report feelings of 
resentment toward people they deem unworthy of success because they 
have achieved much with little effort. Moreover, resentment toward such 
people increased when the test subjects themselves had achieved limited 
success despite making great efforts (Feather & Nairn, 2005, p. 100).

Ressentiment promotes a variety of unfavorable perceptions and emo-
tional reactions to its object. Like other unfavorable biases, ressentiment 
undermines trust, reduces confidence in the other party’s competence, 
tends to increase fear, and makes dissociation from alter more attractive 
(Hilton & von Hippel, 1996). Additionally, ressentiment also “colors” 
perceptions in more specific ways: those resented are described as lacking 
in “warmth”, thus seeming less trustworthy, less friendly, less moral and 
less sincere than others (Oldmeadow & Fiske, 2012). Moreover, ressenti-
ment primes the resenter to experience (or re-experience) anger vis-à-vis 
the resented. As the latter is strongly associated with unfair behavior or 
hurtful experiences, resenting persons are inclined to ascribe illegitimate 
motives to alter. Hence, when interacting with alter, they will be more 
inclined to feel unfairly treated and thus more readily angered (Miller, 
2001).

A key element of ressentiment is ego’s awareness of its current impo-
tence. For the moment, at least, ego lacks the means to resolve its anger 
by righting the perceived wrong. Even when feeling intensely wronged, s/
he feels unable to administer instantaneous retribution. Ressentiment is 
thus grounded in the perception that another’s social position is too high 
relative to their moral qualities and too secure to be immediately cor-
rected (Scheler, 1994, Chap. 1). Often—and especially in international 
relations—this prominent social status is doubly frustrating for ego, con-
travening its standards of justice and obstructing the coveted corrective 
action.

This perceived impotence can result in these antagonistic attitudes per-
sisting for a very long time (Meltzer & Musolf, 2002). As the desired 
redress must be postponed, ego remains conscious that there still is an 
“account” that needs to be settled. The resentful party will wait for an 
opportunity to eventually correct the perceived wrong (e.g., by “cutting 
down” alter in order to put it back into its deserved place; see Feather & 
Nairn, 2005; Feather & Sherman, 2002, p. 958). Consequently, ressenti-
ment develops the typical quality of a simmering, smoldering feeling that 
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distinguishes this emotion from “hot feelings” such as anger, rage and 
vengeance (Frijda, 2008, p. 73; Solomon, 1990, p. 265).3

Ressentiment can often grow considerably over time. Frequently, the 
frustration experienced about one’s inability to rectify the original injus-
tice becomes identified more closely with the object, with the result that 
negative feelings are increasingly associated with alter’s character. 
Consequently, the bias against alter may become even more negative. 
Often the frustrated actors (e.g., Nietzsche’s priests) will also attempt to 
win allies by persuading third parties of the moral shortcomings of alter. 
Or they will try to ensure that parts of their in-group do not forget about 
the account that still needs to be settled. This, too, should cause the 
resenting party to look for additional evidence and arguments to tarnish 
alter’s reputation.

By its very nature, then, ressentiment is a highly social emotion that will 
readily manifest itself in discourses, especially at the intergroup level. 
Resenting parties tend to feel a particular need to express, propagate and 
justify their negative views about alter. Effectively tarnishing alter’s moral 
status may lower alter’s social status, which is the principal aim of ego. 
Such discourse might also win allies who might later support forceful 
attempts to cut down the object of resentment. In addition, the articula-
tion of negative stereotypes also serves the subjective need to experience 
one’s grudge as appropriate and justified (rather than viewing these feel-
ings as a manifestation of one’s envious or spiteful character). A conse-
quence of these factors is that political resentments, especially at the group 
level, need to be articulated again and again, and be continuously (re)
produced in public discourse. They entail a dynamic conversation about 
shared grievances and hopes for eventual retribution. This resentment nar-
rative significantly shapes a group’s identity and, by implication, its emo-
tional attitudes toward its social environment (Mackie, Smith, & Ray, 
2008; Smith & Mackie, 2008).

INDICATORS OF POLITICAL RESSENTIMENTS IN DISCOURSE

As previously noted, this chapter is based on the assumption that emo-
tions, particularly social ones, have a distinct process quality. They are less 
“states” or “things” and more patterned responses to a specific stimulus. 
This ontology enables researchers to look for typical combinations of 
indicators that reveal a potential process. According to the definition 
cited above, the indicators of emotional processes might be observed in 
relation to three interrelated basic characteristics of emotions: cognition, 

 R. WOLF



 237

bodily arousal and action tendencies. Before attempting to establish the 
presence of a concrete emotion in a particular case, scholars must expli-
cate those distinct cognitions, bodily arousals, and action tendencies that 
characterize the emotional process (and preferably also the patterns that 
characterize alternative emotions). Moreover, in order to express the 
minimum conditions that demonstrate the involvement of an emotion, 
they should also try to distinguish between necessary constituents of the 
supposed emotional process and further components whose observation 
might provide supporting evidence. Given the somewhat amorphous 
nature of emotions, such a differentiation cannot result in identification 
of a precise “threshold”. Nevertheless, scholars should at least aim for an 
approximate measure, lest they treat almost any discursive evidence as 
sufficient proof of a particular emotional process. This section will sketch 
the necessary and supportive indicators for the study of political 
ressentiments.

Given the fact that ressentiments are emotional attitudes, it is hardly 
surprising that their most accessible discursive indicators relate to the cog-
nitive aspects of emotional processes. Resentful persons or groups see 
themselves confronted with an “unfair” but stable status hierarchy and 
therefore perceive a special need for allies or other kinds of supporters. In 
order to mobilize their support, they must try to convince these parties—
be they bystanders or reluctant in-group members—of the legitimacy of 
their cause. They need to explain their grievances and must justify the 
means by which they seek to redress the “unfair” status. This is especially 
so for collective parties, such as nations. To establish the cognitive aspects 
of ressentiments, scholars can analyze ego’s expressed views on status and 
the moral qualities it ascribes to alter. Researches need to be attentive to 
the following kinds of articulation (especially for the first four):

• Complaints about ‘unfair’ status shifts or about unjust obstructions 
of ego’s social mobility

• An emphasis upon alter’s unworthiness of its elevated status
• Negative stereotypes concerning alter’s character, particularly essen-

tializing stereotypes that try to explain alter’s criticized behavior with 
reference to overall character rather than to momentary political 
circumstances

• Evidence of ego’s awareness of its momentary impotence to correct 
an ‘unfair’ hierarchy of status

• Justifications of retributive measures taken against “unfair” status 
changes
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• The ridicule of proponents of cooperation with alter as “naive” sym-
pathizers who do not understand the latter’s vile character

• Demands for special guarantees to minimize the risk of alter cheating 
in any proposed collaborative project

It is much more difficult to identify statements that could evidence 
bodily reactions involved in the feeling of a ressentiment. This is largely 
because ressentiments are not characterized as “hot” emotions, such as 
rage or hatred. While resentful parties may have experienced intense anger 
when the “unfair” status hierarchy was first established (e.g., by humiliat-
ing acts), somatic sensations eventually dissipate to the extent that momen-
tary anger transmutes into an enduring ressentiment. However, this is not 
to say that, even at later stages of the process, bodily feelings have no part 
in the public posture of resenting actors. Such physical manifestations do 
leave traces in discourse, which can be detected through nuanced analysis. 
Notwithstanding its “cooler” nature, ressentiment should not be confused 
with sober, detached judgment on status asymmetries. Rather, it remains a 
grievance that agitates the resentful and affects their subjective well- being. 
While ressentiment may not involve full-scale anger, it does entail the latent 
sensation of moral indignation. Moreover, ressentiment primes actors to 
perceive (further) slights or other negative assessments of alter’s behavior, 
and facilitates the activation of (renewed) anger in the face of events that 
others would consider of minor importance. Finally, a redress of the 
“unfair” status asymmetry should lead to positive sensations on the part of 
the aggrieved actor, which might well be publicly articulated. Consequently, 
evidence for bodily reactions might consist of the following:

• The use of emotionally loaded terms for describing the status asym-
metry (e.g., “outrageous”, “evil”, “vile”, “heinous”)

• Drastic metaphors that convey the offensive character of the status 
asymmetry (e.g., “enslavement”, “subjugation”)

• Expressions of moral indignation or disgust toward alter’s character 
(e.g., “oppressor”, “opportunist”, “monster”, “criminal”, “Satan”)

• Satisfaction expressed about minor setbacks experienced by alter 
(Schadenfreude)

• Satisfaction expressed after retribution or successful diminution of 
alter4

The chief indicators of action tendencies relate to ego’s aspiration to 
rectify the “unfair” hierarchy and to avoid anything that might (further) 
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stabilize it. In particular, researchers could seek discursive links between 
negative representations of alter and demands for uncooperative policies. 
More importantly, those resentful will try to shape the wider public dis-
course (in the present case, the international discourse) in various ways 
that might hurt alter’s status. In more private settings (e.g., confidential 
letters or cabinet meetings) they may also enjoy articulating imagined sce-
narios in which they are finally teaching alter the lessons it deserved all 
along (Petersen, 2002, pp. 49–50; Scott, 1990, pp. 8–9). Discursive evi-
dence for action tendencies therefore include:

• Statements aimed at tarnishing the social or moral status of alter (in 
particular, accusations that seem farfetched)

• Principled calls for rectifying “unfair” status hierarchies regardless of 
the material costs

• Proposals for retributive actions against symbols of alter’s elevated 
status

• Demands for an uncompromising stance in negotiations that are 
based on the premise that alter does not “deserve” any 
accommodation

• Expression of uncompromising stances toward alter that are justified 
by past negative experiences that are re-represented in a more biased 
(i.e., more negative) manner

• Articulation of revenge fantasies

Action tendencies of ressentiments may also be apparent through con-
spicuous gaps in the discourse; that is, by silent opposition against collab-
orative or conciliatory policies, indicated by a striking failure to discuss 
such measures. Specifically, resentful actors may fail to provide convincing 
reasons when they forgo opportunities to improve their material condi-
tions. Among other things, they may tend to miss opportunities for coop-
erative projects involving alter because they do not trust it or because they 
want to avoid implicit recognition of alter’s status.

EMPIRICAL ILLUSTRATION: THE GREEK GOVERNMENT’S 
DISCOURSE ON GERMANY’S ROLE IN THE SOVEREIGN DEBT 

CRISIS

To briefly illustrate my argument on the use of discourse analysis to 
uncover ressentiments, I draw on my research on status emotions in the 
Greek sovereign debt crisis (Wolf, 2016). In this ongoing project, I have 
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largely confined myself to interpreting a complete sample of pertinent 
statements and official interviews that have been made by leading mem-
bers of Greece’s first SYRIZA administration and have been translated into 
English. Most of these documents were obtained by a manual search on 
the official websites of the prime minister and key cabinet members. In 
addition, I browsed left-wing blogs and internet pages for translated state-
ments by SYRIZA leaders while they were still in opposition. Included in 
the corpus are the following kinds of texts:

• Election speeches and manifestos
• General addresses on the state of Greece and its economy
• Statements on Greece’s position in Europe
• Statements on relations with Germany

Obviously, the constraint of English-language texts renders this under-
taking somewhat challenging, for it seems likely that the Greek govern-
ment is wary about making its most combative statements accessible to an 
international audience. I could partly compensate for this drawback by 
using additional statements cited in foreign language media and in research 
conducted by Greek colleagues. However, this cannot fully compensate 
for my inability to read the original Greek texts. Nevertheless, the trans-
lated texts alone comprise a corpus of roughly 300 pages and provide 
much useful material containing many explicit statements on Germany’s 
role in the Greek crisis.

Occasionally, however, I shall also utilize representations that do not 
explicitly refer to Germany or its government, but rather to creditor coun-
tries in general, to foreign supporters of the bail-out memoranda, or to the 
so-called Troika (the IMF, the European Commission and the European 
Central Bank), which oversaw the implementation of the memoranda. 
This does not seem problematic because Greek politicians and citizens 
have come to view Germany as the paramount power that called the tunes 
within the group of creditors (Michailidou, 2016; Ntampoudi, 2014; 
Zafiropoulou, Theodosiou, Marini, & Papakonstantinou, 2015, 
pp.  48–52). In fact, negative attitudes toward Germany were largely a 
consequence of the view that Berlin had supposedly sidelined established 
decision-making procedures and imposed an authoritarian hegemony over 
the EU (Kotzias, 2016; Varoufakis, 2015a).5 The finance minister of the 
first SYRIZA administration, Yanis Varoufakis, explained to an English 
newspaper immediately after his resignation that the Euro group was 
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“completely and utterly” controlled by Germany (Varoufakis, 2015b). 
Greece thus faced a “Berlin-Frankfurt-Brussels directorate” (Varoufakis, 
2014) that effectively demoted other European governments to obedient 
supporters of the German government. Germany was thus singled out as 
ultimately responsible for the austerity and indignity suffered by the Greek 
people. In the words used by SYRIZA leader and future Prime Minister 
Tsipras at a 2014 election rally, his compatriots had to choose between a 
“…Merkel Greece, or a Greece of dignity… A German Europe or a Europe 
of all people” (Tsipras, 2014b). When analyzing the government discourse 
for ressentiment-related cognition, arousals and action tendencies, I will 
also include some statements that merely imply Germany’s responsibility.

The translated statements provide a clear picture of cognitions indicative 
of ressentiments. All types of constitutive ressentiment notions can be 
found throughout the texts, especially the fundamental assertion that 
Greece has been indefensibly relegated to a minor rank by a morally dis-
qualified Germany. As the speakers repeatedly indicate, German policies in 
the debt crises have led to a situation where Greece is no longer an equal 
and respected member of the family of European nations. Rather, it has 
been subordinated to the role of a “silent butler” (Tsipras, 2014b). It has 
effectively been robbed of its national self-determination to which, as an 
EU member, it is entitled (Tsipras, 2015b, 2015g, 2015k). This humiliat-
ing  (Tsipras, 2015c, 2015f; Varoufakis, 2014) demotion in status not 
only contradicts basic principles of European politics, but is also incom-
patible with Greece’s specific place in European history as the most impor-
tant national culture in Europe (Kotzias, 2015e) and the “birthplace of 
democracy” (Tsipras, 2015b, 2015c). 

This dramatic status decline is largely described as a consequence of 
Germany’s unforgiving application of superior economic power, which 
makes the situation so difficult to rectify through Greece’s actions alone. 
The hierarchy has been “imposed” (Kotzias & Steinmeier, 2015; Tsipras, 
2015k; Varoufakis, 2014) upon Greece by a “Berlin autocracy” that has 
thrown Greece into “debt bondage” (Varoufakis, 2014). Germany and its 
willing allies have subjected Greece to “blackmail” (Tsipras, 2015b, 
2015c, 2015e, 2015f), “fiscal asphyxiation”  (Tsipras, 2015b, 2015c, 
2015f), and even to “fiscal waterboarding” (Varoufakis, 2012). In light of 
this stark asymmetry in raw power, redress of this situation is obviously 
very risky and costly for Greece.

Germany, on the other hand, now occupies an elevated position within 
Europe that does not reflect its international moral standing. In fact, its 
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unethical conduct in the crisis implies that Germany has disqualified itself 
from a superior rank: it has violated crucial European norms (Tsipras, 
2015k), has demonstrated racist attitudes toward Greek citizens (Kotzias, 
2016, p. 47; Tsipras, 2015a; Varoufakis, 2015a), has used the debt crisis 
to make billions of euros at the expense of Greece and other indebted 
countries (Kotzias, 2015b, 2015d, 2016, p. 51), has deliberately trans-
formed Greece into a debtor colony (Kotzias, 2016, p. 53; Tsipras, 2015f, 
2015g) and, in the person of Chancellor Angela Merkel, is held responsi-
ble for “lies and evasions, killing both the peoples and the future of 
Europe” (Tsipras, 2014a). 

On a number of occasions, prominent speakers have implied that this 
immoral conduct is more than just a temporary consequence of Germany’s 
economic power. It is also linked to the country’s past as an imperial power 
and international perpetrator. Thus, Varoufakis accused the “Berlin- 
Frankfurt- Brussels directorate” of engaging in a “full-swing” “Goebbels- 
like propaganda campaign” (Varoufakis, 2014). Similarly, foreign minister 
Kotzias perceives no difference between the thinking that was behind 
Imperial Germany’s colonial projects in Africa and the notions that under-
lie Berlin’s contemporary policies toward indebted European countries 
(Kotzias, 2016, p. 47). Likewise, Germany’s alleged tendency to depict 
itself as a victim could already be observed during World War II (Kotzias, 
2016, p.  51). Most strikingly, Kotzias sees Berlin’s crisis policy in 
2009–2010 as based on the belief that Germany could impose “…final 
solutions [Endlösungen in the German version] at the expense of Greece 
according to its own tradition” (Kotzias, 2016, p. 53). Unsurprisingly, 
Kotzias views Germany as a country that has a poor character and lacks 
both the maturity and the culture that it would need to act as a successful 
hegemon in Europe (Kotzias, 2016, p. 52).6

Some of the articulations quoted above already indicate the emotional 
arousal underlying them. Characterizing the creditors’ actions as “kill-
ing”, “blackmail”, “fiscal waterboarding” or “financial asphyxiation” 
clearly represents them as abusive policies bound to arouse angry feelings. 
Similar is labeling such policies “brutal” (Tsipras, 2015d) or “barbarous” 
(Tsipras, 2015c, 2015k). Apart from such emotional terms, the speakers 
also use strong metaphors that evoke the offensive nature of the status 
hierarchy and its immediate causes. For instance, in addition to using the 
extreme metaphor of “final solutions”, it has also been claimed that Greece 
serves as a “guinea pig” (Tsipras, 2015c) and as an “experimental austerity 
laboratory”  (Tsipras, 2015h), that it is a nation in chains (Tsipras, 2015c) 
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and is treated as a “pariah” (Kotzias, 2015a). Sometimes the creditors’ 
behavior is also expressly categorized as an “insult” (Tsipras, 2015i), as 
“offensive” (Tsipras, 2015g), or as an intentional act of “humiliation” 
(Tsipras, 2015c; Varoufakis, 2014).

Circumstantial evidence of emotional arousal can likewise be inferred 
by examining ego representations that invoke the very high stakes of the 
confrontation. Rendering the choice before the nation as an alternative 
between a “Merkel Greece, or a Greece of dignity”  (Tsipras, 2014b) is a 
case in point. Calling the country’s dignity one of its “sacred and unnego-
tiable values” (Tsipras, 2015i, 2015k) is a further indicator of strong feel-
ings, as are expressions connoting fierce patriotic struggles, such as 
“battle” and “war” (Tsipras, 2014b, 2015c, 2015e, 2015f, 2015g). ANEL 
leader Kammenos, soon to become defense minister in the first SYRIZA 
administration, perhaps most vividly expressed this sentiment in a cam-
paign speech in January 2015: “We will never go as beggars on our knees 
to Merkel, we will go standing tall as Greeks do. The Greek people are 
fighting united to restore national sovereignty and dignity” (Squires, 
2015).

Finally, in regard to action tendencies, the texts also show palpable signs 
of a desire for retribution and defiance, as well as reproachful articulations 
directed at domestic actors who argue for a more accommodating stance. 
The latter are not merely described as naïve fellow travelers who ignore 
“traps” laid out by creditors, but are labeled as “Quislings” who betray the 
nation (Varoufakis, 2014). As Kammenos declared in the above quote, 
genuine Greeks prefer to resist. They opt for “standing up to Merkel” 
(Tsipras, 2014b). One way to fight the unacceptable status asymmetry 
consists in tarnishing Germany’s image and winning European allies. 
Linking contemporary Germany to its Nazi past serves this purpose. The 
same holds for public attempts to re-open the issue of German war repara-
tions and an outstanding repayment of war loans that Germany had forced 
upon Greece during World War II. Stressing Greek demands for German 
reparations and repayments not only highlights the numerous atrocities of 
German occupation forces but also places Greece’s current indebtedness 
into perspective—both by contrasting it to the greater sum allegedly owed 
by Germany (279 billion Euros; see Kolasa-Sikiaridi, 2016) and by stress-
ing the far more benign origins of the Greek debt, which is aimed at put-
ting the German government into an awkward position (Kotzias, 2015c; 
Tsipras, 2015j; Zafiropoulou et  al., 2015, p.  82). Fantasies of revenge 
were also articulated by members of the SYRIZA administration. For 
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instance, in March 2015, defense minister Kammenos threatened to use 
migrants and potential terrorists as a means of retaliation: “If they deal a 
blow to Greece, then they should know the migrants will get papers to go 
to Berlin. If Europe leaves us in the crisis, we will flood it with migrants, 
and it will be even worse for Berlin if, in that wave of millions of economic 
migrants, there will be some jihadists of the Islamic State too.” Days 
before, foreign minister Kotzias had already told his EU colleagues that a 
Grexit would mean “…tens of millions of immigrants and thousands of 
jihadists” (Waterfield, 2015). However, when the refugee crisis escalated 
in the summer of 2015 and almost a million migrants entered Germany, 
there was no indication of the Schadenfreude that would be expected from 
an actor feeling ressentiment. However, this absence of evidence might be 
due to the fact that my material does not include untranslated statements 
exclusively directed at Greek audiences. More likely, Schadenfreude was 
not widely felt because the influx of refugees across the Turkish border 
also burdened an already weakened Greece, perhaps far more heavily than 
wealthy Germany.7

CONCLUSION

The illustration of recent Greek governmental attitudes toward Germany 
has demonstrated that the derived ressentiment indicators can be effec-
tively applied to discern if texts demonstrate an integral pattern of cogni-
tions, arousals, and action tendencies that are to be expected from resentful 
parties. Even this brief survey contains quite a number of striking repre-
sentations of each of these three categories. Discourse analysis thus seems 
well suited to uncover the nuances and dynamics of shared emotional atti-
tudes. That said, this empirical illustration could only demonstrate that 
ressentiments have been expressed by leading government officials. It 
could neither determine the intensity nor establish the relative weight of 
this emotion. Yet, gauging the degree of ressentiment seems quite feasible, 
provided that researchers can discern differences in the relative prevalence 
and intensity of relevant statements—perhaps by employing coding proce-
dures often used in content analysis. For example, scholars could establish 
with some precision the waxing and waning of ressentiments by observing 
changes in the relative frequency and harshness of revenge fantasies or of 
complaints about unjust status hierarchies. To assess the relative impor-
tance of ressentiments, scholars would also have to seek evidence of other 
emotions that might affect or even counteract the influence of ressenti-
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ments. Thus, at the height of the Greek debt crisis, Kotzias and Varoufakis 
also occasionally voiced sympathy for Germany or Chancellor Merkel. 
Hence, to avoid confirmation bias, a more thorough analysis would also 
have to discuss statements that indicate the involvement of countervailing 
emotions— these might even rule out the experience of ressentiment. 
Thus, in the present case, there is important evidence suggesting that, at 
the height of the debt crisis, acute anger may have been even more promi-
nent and influential than enduring ressentiments since, despite all odds, 
the SYRIZA government eventually opted for outright defiance. By call-
ing for a national referendum on the creditors’ demands and by campaign-
ing for a negative vote (Oχι), the administration openly challenged 
Germany and other creditors. In doing so, it incurred great costs and even 
risked national disaster. This is an action tendency that better fits the anger 
pattern (Lerner & Keltner, 2001; van Kleef, de Dreu, & Manstead, 2004; 
van Kleef, van Dijk, Steinel, Harinck, & van Beest, 2008). For a few tense 
moments, ressentiment had arguably morphed into real wrath (Wolf, 
2016). Thus, a nuanced understanding of the role of ressentiments can 
only be gained by giving due attention to other elements that might also 
affect a group’s outlook and action tendencies.

That said, ressentiment is particularly worth studying as one of the 
clearest manifestations of emotion in public discourse. As this chapter has 
attempted to demonstrate, ressentiments should manifest themselves in 
numerous ways that are accessible to interpretive scholarship, but also to 
survey research, which would investigate the extent to which elite dis-
course resonates with the wider public.8 While other emotions could simi-
larly be studied with this pattern-matching approach, researchers should 
be mindful that different types of emotions may leave weaker traces in 
accessible discourses. For instance, “hot” emotions such as anger or joy 
tend to be of shorter duration and, perhaps, also more private and less 
articulated than ressentiment, national pride, collective gratitude, or fear. 
Hence, it might be more difficult to specify a sufficient number of observ-
able indicators. However, such drawbacks could be compensated by sup-
plementing discourse analysis with other approaches such as process 
tracing or opinion research.

Investigating ressentiments in greater detail holds particular promise 
for advancing our understanding of mutual escalations of nationalist dis-
courses that may either encourage decision-makers or constrain their room 
for compromise. In particular, it might improve our analytical grasp of 
negative prejudices that impede international cooperation. These 
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prejudices are often largely reduced to their cognitive dimensions. They 
are understood as consequences of misperceptions, “cognitive miser” heu-
ristics, the fundamental attribution error, mental shortcuts, herd behavior, 
or of the personal need for cognitive consistency. This approach dominates 
many studies on anti-Americanism (e.g., Katzenstein & Keohane, 2006). 
Yet this focus on the cognitive dimension underrates the various ways in 
which the emotional side of resentment can affect the persistence and 
transformation of negative prejudices. For instance, the experience of res-
sentiment predisposes an actor through “emotional tags” to negative 
interpretations of actions and to angry reactions against the resented 
opponent, thus reinforcing negative stereotypes. Research into such dis-
courses could, moreover, shed some light on the transformation of “hot” 
collective emotions, such as anger, into long-term emotional orientations 
like ressentiment or even hatred. On the other hand, prejudices caused by 
ressentiment might quickly disintegrate (or at least weaken) once the 
resented party suffers a sudden loss of status. Establishing the emotional 
basis of biases manifest in discourses therefore seems indispensable to 
enhance our knowledge of both the dynamics of prejudices and their 
motivational force.

Studying the dynamics and impacts of ressentiment should be especially 
useful in international systems that are undergoing profound shifts in the 
international distribution of social status. It also provides new insights into 
long-standing international status conflicts—such as the enduring rivalries 
between India and Pakistan or between the United States and Iran—that 
defy purely materialistic explanations. Other obvious subjects are 
Germany’s anti-British resentment before and after World War I, and the 
widespread Asian resentment against Western imperialism (Aydin, 2007; 
Mishra, 2012). More recent cases include the anti-Americanism so preva-
lent in contemporary Chinese (Gries, 2004) and Russian nationalism, and 
Indian foreign policy, especially in the twentieth century. In these and 
many other instances, a better understanding of emotional factors can 
enhance an understanding of how antagonistic collective identities have 
endured. It provides a strong argument for the claim that collective identi-
ties are also emotional phenomena (Ross, 2006).

It is hoped that analyzing discourses of ressentiment would ultimately 
also be useful to decision-makers and diplomats who wish to promote 
international cooperation rather than conflict. At the very least, a closer 
examination of these texts and their productive power regarding national 
perspectives should make leaders more cautious before trying to enhance 
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their countries’ status—particularly, if they do so at the expense of another 
nation. It may also make them aware that negative short-term emotions 
may have enduring affective consequences that limit both the ability to 
learn, and to adjust policies when new opportunities for cooperation arise. 
A better understanding of the emotional underpinnings of negative preju-
dices could thus provide a far more realistic perspective on policy options 
that might enhance or diminish the prospects for solving regional or global 
problems.

NOTES

1. This chapter partially draws upon Wolf (2015) and Wolf (forthcoming).
2. On such stabilizing effects of emotions, see (2012, pp. 82, 103); (2013, 

Chaps. 2, 3 and 4).
3. This temporal endurance is indeed a crucial element. Meltzer/Musolf 

reserve the French term “ressentiment” to this persistent feeling. I also use 
the English term, as it is widely understood as referring to a long-term 
emotion.

4. Here the first three types of indicators are of special importance, while the 
absence of the latter two does not rule the presence of ressentiments. After 
all, alter may not yet have experienced status diminution.

5. The 2016 book chapter referenced here is a condensed version of a book 
Kotzias (2013) had published in Greece. Unfortunately, there is no English 
version.

6. For additional elite references to parallels between contemporary German 
conduct and the Nazi era see also Michailidou (2016) and Zafiropoulou 
et al. (2015: 89–90).

7. For a government statement stressing both Greece’s role as a “guardian of 
European culture” and its solidarity with “the [other] countries that are 
supporting the refugees, including Germany, Austria, Sweden and others”, 
see Xydakis 2016.

8. In fact, polling data showed that anti-Germany stereotypes were very promi-
nent in the Greek public (Katzikas 2015). On stereotypes in the Greek 
media discourse, see Tzogopoulas (2015).
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CHAPTER 11

Emotions and Time: Approaching Emotions 
Through a Fusion of Horizons

Clara Eroukhmanoff and Bernardo Teles Fazendeiro

America at its best is also courageous…. The enemies of liberty and our 
country should make no mistake: America remains engaged in the 
world, by history and by choice, shaping a balance of power that favours 
freedom…. America at its best is compassionate.

George W. Bush, 20 January 2001, Inaugural Address

In a single instant, we realized this will be a decisive decade in the 
history of liberty, that we’ve been called to a unique role in human 
events. Rarely has the world faced a choice more clear or 
consequential.

George. W. Bush, 29 January 2002, State of the Union Address

Time is no longer primarily a gulf to be bridged because it separates; it 
is actually the supportive ground of the course of events in which the 
present is rooted. Hence temporal distance is not something that must be 
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overcome… In fact the important thing is to recognise temporal 
distance as a positive and productive condition enabling 
understanding.

Hans Gadamer (1989 [1960], p. 297)

Emotions seldom remain the same as time passes, but neither do they 
change completely nor remain disconnected to each other across time. 
Understanding the way in which emotional experiences intertwine helps 
us make sense of how political events are connected and whether they 
constitute a major break with the past. While experts and commentators 
on American politics argued that President G.W.  Bush’s initial foreign 
policy sought to isolate the United States from the outside world, a posi-
tion that apparently changed after 9/11, the quotations above suggest 
otherwise. G.W. Bush’s January 2001 inauguration speech reveals a num-
ber of appraisals about a compassionate and courageous America that 
struggles against enemies of freedom. Those appraisals set the scene for 
G.  W. Bush’s State of the Union address delivered five months after 
9/11 in which he stated that America had now acquired a ‘unique role’ in 
the international arena. Seen through this prism, 9/11 did not radically 
change G. W. Bush’s emotional appraisal, for his messianic and expansion-
ist agenda was already present in the January 2001 inauguration speech; in 
other words, there was just as much continuity as change. Exploring emo-
tional appraisals through time brings this claim forward. Or, using Hans 
Gadamer’s terminology, continuity and change are unveiled when past 
and present horizons fuse.

A fusion of horizons is a process in which multiple temporal perspec-
tives, arising from either different or similar traditions, are placed in dia-
logue with one another in order to foster a shared understanding. Though 
Gadamer’s approach may often be applied to the study of texts and world-
views, we argue that it can also be transferred to the study of emotional 
appraisals in International Relations (IR). By emotional appraisals we 
mean the expressions by which certain communities are united, such as 
love of freedom or anger towards another (Koschut, 2014). Hence, this 
chapter speaks to Koschut’s (2014) and Hochschild’s (1979) concepts of 
‘emotion norms’ and ‘emotional communities’ whereby communities are 
governed by a social structure of ‘appropriate feelings’ so as to create ‘feel-
ing rules’ (p. 552). Feeling rules or emotional appraisals mark the bound-
aries by which one can feel adequate to express guilt, joy or anger with 
regard to a certain situation (Hochschild, 1979, p. 552).
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For all the promise that may come from fusing different horizons of 
experience, there has been a reluctance to connect or fuse emotional 
appraisals across time, perhaps because of the assumption that emotions 
are inherently ephemeral (Crawford, 2000, p. 118). This chapter argues 
otherwise. Instead of taking emotions to be isolated experiences, we 
explore the extent to which they are intertwined across time, whereby 
time is a productive condition that enables understanding (Gadamer, 
1989 [1960], p. 297). Understanding is thus ‘to be thought of less as a 
subjective act than as participating in an event of tradition, a process of 
transmission in which past and present are constantly mediated’ (Gadamer, 
1989 [1960], p.  291). We suggest that by taking experience to be an 
evolving tradition, it is possible to unravel the complex relationships exist-
ing between emotional appraisals across time and the extent to which 
those experiences have changed or continued. An appreciation of time can 
thus open the methodological compass of the study of emotions. In order 
to apply Gadamer’s fusion of horizons to the study of emotional apprais-
als, we turn to Stanley Fish’s (1970) affective stylistics, a method which is 
concerned with texts and which takes the reader as an ‘actively mediating 
presence.’ We thus approach emotions from an interpretative or herme-
neutical approach, focusing especially on language. To do so, the first sec-
tion examines key challenges to the study of emotions, which we take to 
be the debate between the ‘representational’ and ‘non-representational’ 
bases of experience. The second section clarifies the ontological and epis-
temological foundations of our approach, laying the groundwork from 
which to build our methodology. Afterwards, we explore Gadamer’s 
fusion of horizons and Fish’s affective stylistics. Finally, we illustrate our 
methodological framework by examining G.W. Bush’s two key speeches in 
2001 and 2002.

THE METHODOLOGICAL CHALLENGE OF THE EMOTIONAL 
TURN: BETWEEN NON-REPRESENTATION 

AND REPRESENTATION

Emotions are part of who we are and what we do every day; we have all 
experienced emotions in some form or another (Zalewski, 2013, p. 133). 
As Crawford (2013, p. 121) suggests, they are ‘everywhere.’ A significant 
number of scholars now recognise that emotions are part of the logics of 
war, peace and conflict and that they should be explored thoroughly. 
Although mainstream IR theories have turned a blind-eye to the role of 
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emotions in world politics (Reus-Smit, 2014, p. 568), often as a result of 
rationalist prejudices (Åhäll & Gregory, 2015a), an ‘emotional turn’ is 
now well under way. It has generated a wealth of publications concerned 
with war and politics (Åhäll & Gregory, 2015b), humiliation and political 
violence (Fattah & Fierke, 2009; Saurette, 2006), non-recognition and 
radicalisation dynamics (Clément, 2014), trust, empathy and the transfor-
mation of conflict (Head, 2012, 2016), trauma and affective communities 
(Hutchison, 2016), ‘mixed’ emotions (Ross, 2014), cultural politics 
(Ahmed, 2014), securitisation theory (Van Rythoven, 2015) and the secu-
rity dilemma (Booth & Wheeler, 2007). Now that the role of emotions 
has gained a certain momentum in IR, turning to the question of how to 
study them is the next logical step.

Different contributions to IR and politics have looked at emotions in 
manifold perspectives. But, in doing so, they may sometimes neglect the 
ontological complexity of experience, suggesting—sometimes inadver-
tently—that only one aspect of emotion matters. Janice Bially Mattern 
(2011, pp. 66–67) alludes well to this problem:

The field has solved the ‘problem’ of the elusive ontology of emotion by 
focusing instead on epistemology; on the site or force through which the emo-
tional experience becomes known to those in its throes, and to researchers. 
The result is a literature organized around three broad analytics: those that 
emphasize the cognitive or intellectual dimensions of emotion; those that 
emphasize its physiological or affective dimensions; and those that empha-
size the forces of the socio-cultural environment in which the emotional 
body is situated.

Any study of emotions is confronted by differences between what emo-
tions are and how they ought to be researched. In this regard, emotions 
are often taken to be a specific type of experience: ‘emotions are first of all 
subjective experiences that also have physiological, intersubjective, and 
cultural components’ (Crawford, 2000, p. 125). Emotions are thus beset 
by a complex ontology to the extent that scholars do not always agree on 
how to approach them. There are those who take a more somatic under-
standing of emotions, seeing them as instinctive or unconscious, and those 
who emphasise a more cognitive perspective, likening them to subjective 
and intentional experiences (Åhäll & Gregory, 2013, p. 118). This divide 
can also be labelled as the representational versus non-representational 
debate. Either emotions require cognition, that is to say, some sort of 
reflected representation; or they are somehow non-representational, as if 
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unconscious, unable to be fully categorised by way of language as events 
happen in real time (Prinz, 2007). At any rate, the debate between a rep-
resentational and a non-representational understanding belongs to a much 
larger conversation about the study of movement and action more broadly. 
Scholars sympathetic to the practice turn in IR argue, for example, that 
social science has too often emphasised cognition and representation: 
‘conscious representations are emphasized to the detriment of background 
knowledge—the inarticulate know-how from which reflexive and inten-
tional deliberation becomes possible’ (Pouliot, 2008, p. 258). Potential 
incompatibilities notwithstanding, it is worth gauging some of these 
differences.

Insights from non-representational theory inform us that ‘human life is 
based on and in movement’ (Thrift, 2008, p. 5). Indeed, one of the main 
claims of a non-representational ontology, as conveyed by Nigel Thrift 
(2008, p. 176), is that ‘emotions form a rich moral array through which 
and with which the world is thought and which can sense different things 
even though they cannot always be named.’ Likewise, Andrew Ross (2014, 
p. 2) argues that ‘standard emotional categories—such as hatred, anger, 
fear, joy, and empathy—are of limited usefulness when studying real-world 
social environments.’ Textual and symbolic approaches downplay the vis-
ceral dimension of emotional experience and, according to Ty Solomon 
(2015, pp.  56–57), discourse-based approaches lead inevitably to a 
‘neglect of the body’ and are for that reason remarkably disembodied.

While the non-representationality of affect suggests that discursive rep-
resentations do not fully account for bodily experience, we argue that 
emotions are nevertheless shaped by both representational and non- 
representational features. Further, although the differences between rep-
resentational and non-representational experiences are important to 
detect, they are in no way incompatible. Jesse Prinz (2007, p. 65) appeals 
instead for what he calls ‘embodied appraisal,’ arguing that ‘emotions are 
embodied, because they are somatic signals.’ And yet, for Prinz (2007, 
65), ‘emotions are also appraisals, insofar as they represent concerns, as 
standard cognitive theories maintain.’ One particular way to break away 
from the divide between the somatic and the cognitive, a divide that 
unhelpfully reifies the Cartesian split between mind and body, is to look at 
the collective and intersubjective understanding of emotions. A construc-
tivist outlook argues that while emotions can be felt subjectively, the 
expression of emotions is in relation to others, in a language that others 
understand (Fattah & Fierke, 2009, p. 70). In this neo-Wittgensteinian 
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view, emotions do not stand alone, but rather depend on a shared under-
standing of the meaning of objects and practices (Fattah & Fierke, 2009, 
p. 70). This implies that appropriate expressions of emotions ‘are shaped 
as much by context and socialisation as neurology’ (Fierke, 2015, p. 43). 
The dependence on customs and past interactions highlights the social 
foundations of emotions or a ‘social emotionology.’ Drawing from Stearns 
and Stearns, Fierke (2015, p.  46) argues that ‘through the process of 
socialisation, the emotionology of a culture influences how the individual 
experiences emotions.’ In other words, ‘emotionology’ allows us to look 
at norms and how actors are emotionally invested towards them, experi-
ences which are represented (though not exclusively) by language. As 
shown below, it is precisely that element of representation which permits 
us to look at emotional appraisals through time and to turn to Gadamer’s 
approach. Although emotions spring from a somatic, almost non- 
representational experience, they can still be studied with recourse to 
language.

FROM ONTOLOGY TO METHODOLOGY: APPRAISALS 
AND EMOTIONAL TEMPORALITY

Emotional appraisals are ‘essential to an emotion’s identity’ (Prinz, 2007, 
p. 51). Because we judge certain objects, however unconsciously, we can 
discuss and label, the feelings and the reactions of others to particular 
ideas, events, objects, and so on. Put differently, the fact that emotions can 
be identified allows us to understand methodologically what changed and 
continued through time. Appraisals, which rely in part on a cognitive 
experience, are but one part of emotional experience. By appraisal, we fol-
low Jessie Prinz’s (2007, p. 51) definition:

A representation of an organism/environment relation that bears on well- 
being. Call such a relation a ‘concern.’ Anger, for instance, involves an 
appraisal of threat or offense. Fear involves an appraisal of danger. Sadness 
involves an appraisal of loss. Offenses, dangers, and losses are all matters of 
concern.

Hence, we agree with Simon Koschut (2014, p. 545) that emotions can 
be regarded as ‘moral judgments that reflect an intellectual appraisal of 
present expectations and past experience,’ although we maintain that this 
is but one side of the whole spectrum of emotional experience. The focus 
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on emotional appraisals has the benefit of bringing to the fore the emo-
tional ‘norms communicated through language,’ such as the objects, sym-
bols and political positions one hates or loves through time (Koschut, 
2014, p. 544). And yet, given the limits of language, a pluralist under-
standing of emotional experience is essential. It is for that reason that 
some scholars refer to an entire array of emotional experiences in the 
course of studying particular events. For instance, when approaching vio-
lence, war and trauma, Roland Bleiker and Emma Hutchison (2015, 
p. 515) speak of a ‘whole spectrum of emotions—not only anger and fear 
for instance, but also empathy compassion and wonder.’ The first step 
towards studying emotions through time is thus to admit that those expe-
riences are inherently complex and never entirely represented by one sin-
gle category. Bearing that caveat in mind, there is then the issue of 
connecting those appraisals through time.

Emotions as Temporal Experiences: Fusing Horizons

We turn hereby to the hermeneutic philosophy of Hans-Georg Gadamer 
to conceptualise how emotions, as experiences, flow and are entangled 
through time. While this may seem intuitive, emotions can sometimes be 
regarded as fleeting and ephemeral experiences, something that appears 
just as quickly as it disappears (Crawford, 2015, p. xii). Though this is not 
necessarily the predominant view of emotions, not least because several 
scholars underscore the lasting effects of humiliation and traumatic experi-
ence (Fattah and Fierke, 2009; Hutchison, 2016; Saurette, 2006), our 
approach highlights precisely the strong relationship between continuity 
and change in the sense that emotional appraisals are far from being iso-
lated experiences in time. Indeed, they have temporal effects that last 
beyond their initial manifestation and articulation. To understand how 
emotional appraisals are connected, it is best to visit Gadamer’s notion of 
evolving tradition. Taking experience to be a tradition that is changing 
through time is, for Gadamer, the first step towards accounting for and 
raising awareness of how the past and present are intricately connected. It 
makes little sense to interpret human experiences, even more so events, if 
the past is ignored.

The past is made present because we are all conditioned by a horizon. 
The past influences us not so much because one is consciously aware of 
continuity, that is of the extent to which our previous choices conditioned 
our future, but because we make use of historical symbols and language to 
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make sense of the present (Gadamer, 1972, pp. 237–238). According to 
Gadamer (1989 [1960], p. 301), individuals are often in a situation that is 
structured by a horizon: ‘we define the concept of “situation” by saying 
that it represents a standpoint that limits the possibility of vision. Hence 
an essential part of the concept of “situation” is the concept of “horizon.”’ 
Thus, to avoid the restrictions that our own horizons place upon us, 
Gadamer (1989 [1960], p.  367) argues for their fusion across distinct 
moments in time, a fusion that allows us to ‘regain the concepts of a past 
in such a way that they also include our own comprehension of them.’

Gadamer’s concept of a fusion of horizons—and in our case of emo-
tional appraisals—dispels the assumption that emotions are experiences 
that seem to appear only in isolated moments in time. Experience is still 
interpreted in light of past concepts, appraisals and symbols. No new lan-
guage or mode of expression is suddenly brought to the fore; rather the 
event is likely to be interpreted with recourse to several concepts rooted in 
the past. That said, appealing for an awareness of ‘tradition’ is not to sug-
gest that change is impossible, nor to claim that all understanding must 
necessarily be conservative or otherwise incapable of sensing change. 
Rather what Gadamer (1989 [1960], pp. 276–280) means by tradition is 
the historical ‘situatedness’ of experience. In the course of understanding, 
the interpreter is limited by his or her prejudices and fore-meanings but, 
as Hoy (2012, p. 109) suggests ‘what counts [for Gadamer] as the tradi-
tion is always revisable. Tradition therefore is not necessarily reactionary, 
but it can be radicalized as well.’

The limits of a horizon and the nature of tradition suggest that emo-
tional appraisals need to be contextualised in light of their past. And yet, 
Gadamer’s perspective has consequences not only for how we interpret 
the emotional appraisals of others but also for how we position ourselves 
as interpreters; for ‘a person who is trying to understand is exposed to 
distraction from fore-meanings that are not borne out by the things them-
selves’ (Gadamer, 1989 [1960], p. 280). As we come to terms with the 
experiences of others, we too—however indirectly—are projecting our 
own ‘fore’-meanings upon their experiences. The historical ‘situatedness’ 
of all experience implies that no single event is likely to be interpreted in 
like manner, but it is not an appeal to relativism. As already noted, all 
interpretations are conditioned by a set of historical concepts, words, sym-
bols and habits that are more or less transferable among speakers or else 
no communication would be possible. Whether a group of interpreters 
may or may not empathise with a leader’s speech, such as G.W Bush’s 
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declarations before and after 9/11, one is nevertheless subject to the con-
straints of language in the sense that all the interpreters will more or less 
agree on the meaning of the words, particular gestures and emotional 
appraisals. What may be subject to dispute, however, is precisely the ele-
ment that is shaped by our ‘fore’-meanings, such as the emphasis that one 
gives to one particular appraisal or another, or the extent to which one 
considers this or that expression to be sincere, over-stated or insignificant. 
In any case, accounting for those ‘fore’-meanings remains an important 
task, for it contextualises the role of the past in our own personal interpre-
tations and just how much they are the product of a historical context.

Overall, analysing emotional appraisals requires a fusion of horizons. A 
fusion of horizons allows researchers to go beyond their own horizon, by 
creating an alternative one. This new horizon is not new in the sense of 
escaping previous horizons, but novel in proposing a new understanding 
of those emotional appraisals. One cannot totally escape previous hori-
zons, since those horizons partly constitute the new horizon. Therefore, 
the task of fusing horizons needs to be developed reflexively, since the past 
influences not only the subjects of one’s inquiry, but also ourselves as 
interpreters. We turn therefore to Stanley Fish’s affective stylistics, a 
method that does justice to Gadamer’s fusion of horizons.

APPLYING STANLEY FISH’S AFFECTIVE STYLISTICS 
TO EMOTIONAL EXPERIENCES THROUGH TIME

Though less concerned with ontology, Fish’s approach is by and large 
compatible with the broader temporal claims invoked by Gadamer. It 
offers a way of locating and juxtaposing distinct emotional appraisals 
across time. Contrary to approaches to art criticism which analyse texts 
without considering their effects on experience, Fish’s method under-
scores the need to imagine an ‘idealised reader’ who constructs and under-
stands the flow of continuous, as well as changing, experience (Fish, 1970, 
p. 45). An idealised reader has the semantic competence to make sense of 
the words spoken. When reading a sentence, an idealised reader draws on 
his internalised repertoire of words and thus on his particular horizon and 
‘fore-meanings.’ Because of the historical situatedness of experience, an 
idealised reader is never an objective observer standing outside of the 
world and the emotional appraisals he/she interprets. Yet, an idealised 
reader does neither interpret emotional appraisals from a purely subjective 
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standpoint whereby his interpretation only belongs to and is understood 
by him. As Gadamer (2012, p. 109) points out, ‘the fact that one can 
never depart too far from linguistic conventions is clearly basic to the life 
of language: he who speaks a private language understood by no one else, 
does not speak at all.’ Therefore, the idealised reader is he/she who has 
the semantic capability to understand the meaning of the sentence and 
who is also reflexive of his own fore-meanings when interpreting the 
sentence.

To this end, Fish (1970, p. 125) begins by noting the advantages of his 
method with recourse to a verse from John Milton’s Paradise Lost:

Nor did they not perceive the evil plight.

Fish appeals to the experience of the reader by exploring the effects of 
the sentence on the reader, rather than merely asking what the sentence 
means: ‘And what the sentence does is give the reader something and then 
take it away, drawing him on the with the unredeemed promise of its 
return’ (1970, p.  125).1 Put differently, if we are to look solely at the 
meaning of the sentence, the rules of English grammar offer little room 
for doubt: the double negative—the ‘nor’ and the ‘not’—cancel each 
other out, and so the statement can easily be rejigged to ‘they did perceive 
the evil plight.’ The meaning is thus quickly conveyed, even if this reduc-
tive approach is scarcely appropriate. Further, proceeding in this way 
ignores the underlying temporal experience of reading:

But however satisfactory this may be in terms of the internal logical of gram-
matical utterances (And even in those terms there are problems), it has 
nothing to do with the logic of the reading experience, or, I would insist, 
with its meaning. That experience is a temporal one, and in the course of it 
the two negatives combine not to produce an affirmative, but to prevent the 
reader from making the simple (declarative) sense which would be the goal 
of a logical analysis. To clean the line up is to take from it its more promi-
nent and important effect—the suspension of the reader between the alter-
natives its syntax momentarily offers. (Fish, 1970, p. 126)

In order to capture the experience by which the statement is character-
ised, one needs to ask what is actually being done and, more important, 
look at how an emotional appraisal—followed by all subsequent apprais-
als—flows through time: ‘essentially what the method does is slow down 
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the reading experience so that “events” one does not notice in normal 
time, but which do occur, are brought before our analytical attention’ 
(Fish, 1970, p. 128). This technique imposes a ‘great burden on the ana-
lyst, who in his observation on any one moment in reading must take into 
account all that has happened’ (Fish, 1970, p. 27).

Fish’s method suggests that statements need to be read slowly and 
chronologically in order to detect the relationships between experiences 
and expectations. A statement in the past, like when reading the first page 
of a book, may indicate some sort of emotional appraisal, one which will 
have to be related to a later section of that book. In short, all these experi-
ences need to be organised chronologically, related to each other, and read 
not only for their meaning but also for the emotions to which they are 
giving rise. As noted by Fish, the statement ‘Nor did they not perceive the 
evil plight’ has not only a direct meaning, easily decipherable by the rules 
of grammar, but also an emotional dimension that appeals to the reader, 
reflecting the narrator’s attempt to suspend and highlight the problem of 
evil.

Table 11.1 summarises the main tenets of Fish’s affective stylistics and 
the extent to which it is compatible with Gadamer’s fusion of horizons. 

Table 11.1 Applying affective stylistics to the study of emotional appraisals

Steps in order Task

1. Chronology Organise texts chronologically, starting from the oldest to the 
newest.

2. Slow reading Slow reading in order to detect emotional appraisals that are 
articulated by specific symbols, such as slogans, ideas and words.

3. Unravel the pluralist 
understanding of an 
emotional appraisal

Avoid as much as possible to reduce the emotional appraisal to 
one single category, such as love or hate, but detect, with 
recourse to the surrounding context, whether other emotions 
are implied, such as, hope, despair, and so on.

4. Fuse emotional 
norm appraisals

•  Relate emotional appraisals about the same object to each 
other, detecting whether changes about those judgements 
occurred or whether they continued through time.

•  In case of change, infer how the emotional appraisal of the 
past related to the more recent appraisal, and thus which 
emotions and events may have partially constituted the more 
recent evaluation. For example: hope in the past may open up 
disappointment by virtue of how new events shatter past 
expectations.
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We use it, however, as a means by which to interpret emotional appraisals 
across time.

Building on Fish, the first task is to place the emotional appraisals in 
chronological order. It is then important to read the text slowly in order 
to look for symbols—which can be ideas, words or slogans—and the 
extent to which people are ‘emotionally attached to them’ (Koschut, 
2014, p. 589). For instance, a statement such as ‘I love America’ reflects 
an emotional judgement about a specific object, in this case America. 
Instead of simply ‘translating’ the meaning of texts, it is necessary, accord-
ing to Fish (1970, p. 149) to see that ‘in any linguistic experience we are 
internalising attitudes and emotions.’ These emotions can be located 
within particular norms. In the case of ‘I love America’, love may represent 
an appraisal about an adherence to the nation-state or a deep affection for 
an imagined community. By slowing down the process of reading, we also 
decelerate the speed of contagion by reflecting on the emotions generated 
by the speeches. Lastly, it is important to fuse those distinct emotional 
appraisals, detecting whether they changed or continued, including how 
events and past evaluations constituted the new emotional appraisal. We 
illustrate this method in the next section.

CASE STUDY

We look mainly at two speeches preceding and following the Al Qaeda 
attacks of 11 September 2001, otherwise known as ‘9/11’. We choose 
9/11 as it has often been represented as a temporal rupture that radically 
changed the architecture of world politics (Kennedy-Pipe & Rengger, 
2006, p. 540). Some in fact maintain that there was an ‘American experi-
ence before 9/11,’ and a different one after 9/11 (Rogers, 2012). Others 
suggested that, although most individuals returned to approximate nor-
malcy in the few months following the attacks, it was nevertheless a dis-
tinct kind of normalcy (Gaddis, 2004, pp. 4–5). If these claims are to be 
confirmed, we should be able to notice a radical change in the emotional 
norms evoked by G.W. Bush after September 2001. That said, statements 
made by G.W. Bush (29 January 2002) often seem to confirm the notion 
that a radical rupture did take place. Shortly after the attacks, G.W. Bush 
declared that he was speaking outside of the ‘normal course of events,’ 
that the United States ‘awakened to danger’ (29 January 2002) and that 
thousands of lives suddenly ended’ (11 January 2001). Yet, some scholars 
now agree that the ‘shifts’ governing world politics after 9/11 were only 
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symptomatic of existing tendencies, rather than caused by 9/11 (Kennedy- 
Pipe and Rengger, 2006, p. 546). Further, Holland (2013, p. 93) rightly 
points out that the construction of ‘9/11’ as both a ‘crisis’ and a ‘somatic 
marker’ was the first step towards legitimising the War on Terror.

In any case, we are interested mostly in accounting for the view that 
American foreign policy changed substantially after 9/11. The United 
States was often perceived to be pursuing an isolationist policy under 
G.W. Bush until 9/11, the latter of which ‘forced’ Washington to play a 
more prominent role in international politics. Indeed, before 9/11, 
G.W.  Bush was criticised for his ‘go-it-alone’ style of defence (Plate 
23/07/2001), moving America towards isolationism (Buzbee 
28/08/2001). His ‘America first’ attitude apparently also led him to 
eschew international treaties like the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty or the 
Kyoto Protocol (Chung 22 January 2001). But if isolationism was in 
effect the sole course of American policy, the resurgence of intervention-
ism would surely help reinforce the idea that 9/11 led not only to serious 
rupture in world politics, but also to a major change in United States’ 
foreign policy. We take issue with the latter point of view. By fusing hori-
zons, and thus looking at G.W. Bush’s emotional appraisals through time, 
it is possible to find an underlying sense of continuity in the way the 
United States’ government was positioning itself in the international 
arena. The aims of compassionate protectionism and of hating and 
responding to tyranny were in fact invoked prior to 9/11 and these 
appraisals persisted thereafter.

Chronology

In order to underscore continuity, we focus on the emotional appraisals 
invoked in two key speeches made by President G.W. Bush before and 
after 9/11. We selected his inauguration speech, delivered on 20 January 
2001 as it provides an idea of how the Bush administration positioned the 
United States as an actor in the international system. The second speech is 
the State of the Union address of 29 January 2002, approximately four 
months after 9/11. By following our method, we organise and analyse the 
speeches chronologically, not only to study how they are connected but 
also to understand how prior emotional appraisals constituted subsequent 
events. This approach allows us to seize the role of emotions in construct-
ing new security narratives as well as grasp their evolution in and across 
time. Moreover, by emphasising active reading, Fish’s method forces us to 
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reflect on how emotional symbols or slogans affect ‘us.’ In other words, 
affective cues have effects that can prepare the audience to be receptive to 
certain messages in the future.

Slow Reading

After organising the speeches chronologically, we discern the emotional 
appraisals of 2001 and of 2002 by slowing down our reading. This activity 
is meant to increase the conscious and cognitive part of interpretation. 
This ‘strategy of decertainising’ or ‘disorientation’ is however progressive: 
the reader first commits him or herself (the first time less than consciously) 
to the assertion of the sentence. Afterwards, he or she has to undergo a 
change which makes the text less uncertain, as one goes back and forth 
between words (Fish, 1970, pp. 124–125). At the beginning of each sen-
tence, the idealised reader formulates expectations about how the sen-
tence will end. These expectations do not emerge ‘naturally’ or out of the 
text itself, but reflect the fore-meanings of the idealised reader, which are 
situated within a particular time and space. This calls to the reflexivity of 
the interpreter in the activity of ‘slow reading,’ by recognising that expec-
tations about the sentence are not objective but derive from the previous 
knowledges shared by interpreter and his or her community. Not every 
interpreter’s expectations will therefore be the same, for we are limited, to 
some extent, by our own horizon. Hence, when using the possessive pro-
noun ‘we’ in the analysis below, we are aware that ‘we’ represents the 
researcher’s epistemological tradition. Yet again, this interpretation is not 
completely subjective, since it rests on language and language is not a pri-
vate practice. The conclusions drawn in this analysis are thus bound to a 
‘cultural emotionology,’ in other words, bound to a particular social com-
munity sharing several epistemological, if not linguistic, conventions.

To take an example from G.W. Bush’s 2001 speech:

All who live in tyranny and hopelessness can know: the United States will 
not ignore your oppression, or excuse your oppressors. When you stand for 
your liberty, we will stand with you.

Here, we commit ourselves to reading the first part of the sentence. We 
are thus prepared for several constructions:

     All who live in tyranny and hopelessness can know, that you should 
(express dissent).
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     All who live in tyranny and hopelessness can know, that you are (friends 
of America).
     All who live in tyranny and hopelessness can know, that you will (be free).

Upon stating the first part of the sentence, the symbols ‘tyranny’ and 
‘hopelessness’ provoke a sense of discomfort and empathy towards ‘all 
who live’ under such conditions. The following words ‘the United States 
will not’ tell us that our expectations were misconceived, thereby reducing 
our certainty. Moreover, the subject has changed from ‘all who live’ to 
‘the United States.’ It is not ‘all who live’ who will change their own con-
ditions of living, but the United States, which has now acquired a para-
mount role in the transformation of ‘all who live.’ We go forward in the 
hope that we will find an explanation for our misapprehension: ‘the United 
States will not ignore your oppression,’ relieving the early experience of 
discomfort caused by the symbols of ‘tyranny’ and ‘hopelessness’. ‘All who 
live’ are now being heard and their conditions will change by virtue of 
United States’ compassion. We are now not only open to the idea that the 
United States should help ‘all who live under tyranny and hopelessness’, 
but we demand that this be done. Yet, upon reading the next sentence: 
‘When you stand for your liberty, we will stand with you,’ we are again 
disorientated. The compassion of the United States comes with a condi-
tion; ‘when’ here stands as a proviso upon which the suffering of ‘all who 
live’ will be alleviated.

We proceed in this manner chronologically wherever emotional apprais-
als are found, precisely to detect how the speaker is positioning him or 
herself as time passes. We can therefore proceed to another statement from 
G.W. Bush’s 2002 speech:

The last time we met in this chamber, the mothers and daughters of 
Afghanistan were captives in their own homes, forbidden from working or 
going to school. Today women are free, and are part of Afghanistan’s new 
government.

We read this sentence by noting that G.W. Bush is now speaking after 
9/11. In this light, we are inclined to make several inferences:

     The last time we met in this chamber, we were (in a state of shock).
     The last time we met in this chamber, we awakened (to danger).
     The last time we met in this chamber, we were attacked (on 9/11).
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The next five words ‘the mothers and daughters of Afghanistan’ induce 
emotional uncertainty, pleading for a resolution. We are now actively 
looking for an explanation, rather than merely ‘following an argument 
along a well lighted path’ (Fish, 1970, p. 124). Again, the subject changes 
from ‘we’ to ‘the mothers and daughters of Afghanistan,’ thereby con-
necting ‘our’ conditions to the ‘mothers and daughters of Afghanistan.’ 
More precisely, American lives, which have been shattered by the attacks, 
share a similar experience to the mothers and daughters of Afghanistan, a 
gendered experience of life that is threatened. By contrast, American lives 
are separated from Afghan men. As such, we are feeling empathy and com-
passion towards ‘American lives’ and the ‘mothers and daughters of 
Afghanistan,’ but not towards Afghan men.

We proceed to the next statement that they ‘were captive in their own 
homes, forbidden from working or going to school.’ We are compelled to 
feel disgust and horror at the sight of mothers and daughters being cap-
tive. Here, ‘Afghan mothers and daughters’ do not share the same experi-
ence as American mothers and daughters, for American women are free to 
go to school and work. While directing the reader towards disgust and 
horror, ‘we’ also feel a sense of relief since the ‘we’ of America is better off 
than ‘Afghan mothers and daughters.’ The connection between Afghan 
mothers and daughters and American lives becomes clearer: American 
lives can provide solace to Afghan women and daughters, an appraisal of 
reassurance which is satisfied by the next sentence: ‘Today women are free, 
and are part of Afghanistan’s new government.’

Unravelling the Pluralist Understanding of Emotional 
Appraisals

On the whole, the utterances examined in 2001 and 2002 generate the 
following emotional appraisals in chronological order: compassion, then 
empathy, then fear, then despair disgust, then horror and finally relief. On 
top of that, what is important to detect is not merely a single category, like 
‘love,’ ‘hate,’ or ‘anger’, but words that have emotional resonance within a 
cultural emotionology. In that sense, emotion norms are ‘moral judge-
ments of appropriate behaviour’ (Koschut 2014, p. 534). Although the 
word ‘free’ may not be classified as an emotion, the concept of ‘freedom’ 
has emotional resonance in the ‘West’ that helps constitute it as an emotion 
norm. Although G.W Bush clearly referred to the emotional symbols of 
‘hopelessness,’ the two speeches were loaded with other moral judgements 

 C. EROUKHMANOFF AND B. TELES FAZENDEIRO



 271

about American lives as well as the lives of Afghan daughters and mothers. 
In this sense, ideas of ‘liberty’ stand hand in hand with emotions of joy, 
contentedness and satisfaction. By contrast, ‘tyranny’ and hopelessness’ 
provoke horror, fear and empathy insofar as they are attached to collective 
norms about what life is and ought to be. To that effect, feelings of com-
passion and empathy towards Afghan daughters and mothers are vested in 
an imaginary encounter with American lives, both of which have witnessed 
the destruction caused by Afghan men. In that respect, Americans share a 
common experience with people who are oppressed, in this case Afghan 
mothers and daughters. More importantly, emotions of profound dislike 
for tyranny, expressed in 2001 before the attacks on the World Trade 
Center and the Pentagon, were well echoed in 2002. A fusion of horizons 
allows us to unravel these connections.

Fusing Emotional Norm Appraisals

Fusing emotional appraisals helps us capture the sense of change as well as 
continuity at two different moments in time. It contextualises the underly-
ing tradition by which events are interpreted. On the one hand, the case 
study highlights that feelings of disgust, horror and anger were invoked 
towards authoritarian countries in 2001, appropriated in 2002, and later 
directed towards the Afghan government and Afghan men more generally. 
9/11 was a novel event, but the appraisal against tyranny was not. On the 
other hand, empathy and compassion were all expressed in favour of 
oppressed peoples in 2001, which were then embodied by Afghan  mothers 
and daughters in 2002. Thus, in 2001 and 2002, the United States con-
tinued to demonstrate its commitment to relieving oppressed peoples 
(Fig. 11.1).

Contrary to the claim that 9/11 ‘changed everything,’ the fusion 
reveals continuity. The emotional norms espoused in 2001 not only 
informed but also set the scene for the unique role of the United States in 
the post-9/11 world. Moreover, by looking at the relations between 
utterances through time, one is able to see how the emotions are in fact 
interconnected. For instance, one would not be able to experience relief 
upon hearing ‘today women are free’ if the sense of shock, horror and 
disgust had not been evoked prior to that statement. Likewise, it would be 
difficult for the listener to experience compassion at the conditions of 
‘Afghan mothers and daughters’ if he or she had had not been compelled 
to feel empathy for ‘all who live under tyranny and hopelessness.’ In short, 
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a fusion of horizons allows us to connect moments that are temporally 
spread far apart as well as locate the intricate connections between apprais-
als as they are happening in time. Overall, the tradition of emotional 
appraisals put forth before 9/11 also manifested after the attack. Even if 
the direction of those appraisals was narrowed down, in this case to 
Afghanistan, that change—though relevant—hardly implies a significant 
alteration. The key emotional appraisals of the Bush administration, 
focused primarily on seeking compassion for the oppressed, not only per-
sisted thereafter but were reinforced by 9/11.

CONCLUSION

This chapter developed a hermeneutical approach to the study of emo-
tions through the use of Gadamer’s fusion of horizons. Looking at the 
connections between emotional appraisals helps us dispel the idea that 
emotions are single-time occurrences that bear no connections with the 
past. There is by contrast an underlying tradition that underpins the way 
in which actors act and react to particular events. Methodologically, an 

Fig. 11.1 Illustration of the fusion of emotional appraisals
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approach that fuses distinct horizons of experience enables to question the 
extent to which certain emotional appraisals are novel. We do not contend 
in this regard that 9/11 was a shocking experience for most if not all 
Americans. And yet, this tells us little about the meaning which it subse-
quently acquired and the effects it engendered thereafter. We showed that 
all the emotions of compassion, empathy, fear and hate that sprung from 
9/11 were not isolated incidents. Rather, past emotional appraisals per-
sisted while others helped constitute the experiences after 9/11. The 
chronological setting and our ability to detect those intertwined experi-
ences are thus crucial, and a fusion of horizons allows precisely to account 
for those connections.

Apart from these advantages, however, our approach is limited to one 
facet of emotional experience. Indeed, it concentrates mainly on the rep-
resentational—in particular, the appraisal—dimension of emotions. It 
does not, therefore, do justice to the whole array of emotional experience, 
such as bodily reactions, movements or unconscious reflections. One 
could, of course, argue that these parts of experience are also temporally 
constituted, but our method is derived from an epistemology that was 
directed towards the study of language and the effects thereof. Gadamer’s 
approach has been applied mainly to historical texts and Fish’s affective 
stylistics to the study of literature. In any case, we find that their approaches 
are not limited to the study of history, nor to the aesthetic domain. Instead, 
we agree with Bleiker and Hutchison (2008, p. 130) that we should com-
plement existing social sciences methods with other ‘modes of inquiry 
stemming from the humanities.’ On top of that, there may be some 
 skepticism towards the position of the ‘idealised reader’ and the limits 
imposed by our own horizons. However, their fusion is precisely meant to 
foster new understandings by placing horizons in dialogue with one 
another. The ‘new’ horizon is not new in terms of removing the research-
er’s fore- meanings, but is new in the sense of generating an approach that 
is influenced by two horizons. Further, making reflexivity integral to this 
methodological approach allows researchers to become aware of their own 
assumptions. In so doing, it encourages us to question our own emotional 
experiences, but also opens the possibility for creativity, as we become 
aware of how our own horizons and those of others prompt a new under-
standing of experience.

Overall, this chapter puts forth a methodology for the study emotions 
in world politics. By adopting a temporal lens, we hope that it also con-
tributes to wider debates in IR about the influence and problem of time 
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(Hom, 2010, 2016; Hutchings, 2008; Jarvis, 2008; Solomon, 2014). 
Further studies of emotions and time could thus benefit from connecting 
our emotional appraisals not only to political and ethical norms, such as 
notions of appropriate behavior, but also to underlying ideas about the 
way in which time is constituted. We find much promise within these 
approaches, not least because it would help link promising and ongoing 
areas of inquiry in IR. It is safe to say that the complex relations between 
time, experience and emotion are now being taken seriously within the 
domain of politics, and our chapter takes, we hope, one small step in that 
direction.

NOTES

1. One could argue that the distinction drawn by Stanley Fish between ‘what a 
sentence means’ and what a ‘sentence does’ resonates with part of John 
Austin’s speech act theory. Austin distinguishes between the locution, the 
act of saying something, the illocution, the act in saying something and the 
perlocutionary effect, the consequential effects of the word on the hearer, 
where the success of the first two make a sound utterance, conform to a 
specific grammar, whilst the last provokes effects on the hearer or reader. In 
How to do things with words, Austin argues that words are performative 
through these three acts. In effect, for Austin (2008, p. 130) ‘to say some-
thing is to do something, or in saying something we do something, and 
even by saying something we do something.’ Hence, substituting the ques-
tion ‘what does this sentence mean?’ with ‘what does this sentence do?’, as 
Fish suggests, emphasises the effects of the text on the audience and thus the 
perlocutionary effect of speech.
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CHAPTER 12

Speaking from the Heart: Emotion Discourse 
Analysis in International Relations

Simon Koschut

INTRODUCTION

The study of emotion discourse in International Relations (IR) involves a 
project that seeks to systematically integrate emotions within discourse 
analysis. It is argued here that the inclusion of emotions as an additional 
category of analysis for intersubjectivity allows further questions and that, 
so far, the extended scope of meanings that emerge from the integration 
of emotions within discourse analysis remains largely untapped in IR. When 
studying emotion and discourse, it is necessary to differentiate between 
two dimensions (Abu-Lughod & Lutz, 1990, p.  10). The discourse on 
emotions relates to the way emotions are talked about scientifically or in 
everyday parlay. It defines the way we ontologically and epistemologically 
conceive of emotions as being rational/irrational, biological/cultural, 
personal/social, or spontaneous/strategic. Emotion discourse, by contrast, 
refers to the assumption that discourses have some affective content or 
effect (Edwards, 1997, p. 170). Emotion discourse is concerned with how 
actors talk about emotions and how they employ emotion categories when 
talking about subjects, events, or social relations. Emotion discourse can 
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be strategically used to construct social hierarchies by, for example, assign-
ing praise or blame to actions or attributes and by verbally contrasting 
various emotions with alternative emotion categories within the discursive 
construction of reality. Theoretically, such an understanding views emo-
tions as socially constructed representations of meaning that are linked to 
conceptions of identity and power.

Studies involving the discourse-emotion nexus have in recent years 
been among the most active and interesting areas contributing to the 
‘emotional turn’ in IR as one of the most promising developments in the 
field (Ahäll & Gregory, 2015; Bially Mattern, 2011; Edkins, 2003; Fierke, 
2013; Hutchison, 2016; Koschut, 2017; Leep, 2010; Ross, 2014; 
Solomon, 2015; Van Rythoven, 2015; Wilcox, 2015). That said, there has 
been strikingly little elaboration of appropriate methods and criteria for 
studying emotion discourse, understood as the words, phrases, narratives, 
expressions, and representations that in some way symbolically refer to 
emotion and anything that is visual such as photographs, artwork, and 
images. This raises an important methodological question: If the power of 
language includes an affective dimension then the question is how can 
researchers analytically extract the emotion potential and emotionalizing 
effects built into political discourse?

EMOTION DISCOURSE ANALYSIS

In a step towards fostering methodological engagement and dialogue on 
this issue, I propose a framework for empirical research on emotion dis-
course in world politics. Precisely, the idea is to explore how the ways in 
which discourse evokes, reveals, and engages emotions can speak to larger 
questions in IR. The goal is to go beyond the ‘emotions matter’ approach 
of the first wave of emotion scholarship in IR to offer more specific ways to 
integrate the consideration of emotion into existing research, particularly 
that of a constructivist vein.1 A social constructivist perspective emphasizes 
the importance of the intersubjective and sociocultural character of emo-
tions (Averill, 1980; Harré, 1986). In line with this view, it is argued here 
that emotions involve institutionalized responses that allow political actors 
to participate in world politics using specific meaning structure or as Fattah 
and Fierke (2009, p. 70) put it, ‘emotions (are) socially meaningful expres-
sions, which depend on shared customs, uses and  institutions’. In short, a 
social constructivist perspective argues that emotions are cultural products 
that owe their meaning and purpose to learnt social rules.
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Why is it necessary to adapt discourse analysis in IR to the study of 
emotion? Emotions play an important role in language-based processes at 
the international level. Take the example of ‘naming and shaming’: If lan-
guage power is able to inflict social suffering (the loss of social status or 
ontological insecurity) upon agents, such discursive identity constructions 
implicate an affective dimension. For, if an actor can be shamed into 
changing its behaviour through non-physical power, it must feel the nega-
tive social implications of such power in order to be persuaded or forced 
into compliance. Otherwise, these discursive mechanisms would be use-
less. If emotions underpin the meanings within and effects of discourses, 
they need to be identified and made accountable for based on empirical 
research. Such an undertaking not only speaks to emotion research in IR 
but also promises new insights and tools for the study of discourse in inter-
national politics (see, e.g. Campbell, 1992; Der Derian & Shapiro, 1989; 
Diez, 2001; Epstein, 2008; Hansen, 2006; Milliken, 1999; Weldes & 
Saco, 1996; Zehfuss, 2002). Due to analytical clarity and limited space, I 
focus on the textual dimension of discourse in this chapter. I am not con-
cerned here with the non-verbal and visual dimension of discourse 
although I recognize that this is an important area of research (see, e.g. 
Bleiker, 2009; Hansen, 2011).

The notion of integrating emotions within discourse analysis put for-
ward here is based on two interrelated questions: Why study emotions 
through discourse? How can we study emotions through discourse? 
Concerning the first question, I argue that textual and verbal utterances 
provide us with a promising way to make emotions empirically accessible 
for researchers. One of the main challenges of emotion research (as 
flagged by the editors in the introduction) is that, due to their subjective 
nature, we have neither direct access to emotional states and intentions 
nor can we empirically retrieve the emotional reception and experience 
of agents. As Harré (1986, p. 4) notes, emotions constitute an ‘onto-
logical illusion’, in the sense that ‘there is an abstract and detachable “it” 
upon which research can be directed’. The problem of the subjective 
ontology of emotion can be resolved, however, by shifting the analytical 
focus from their internal phenomenological perception and appraisal by 
individuals to their representational and intersubjective articulation and 
communication within social spheres. One way to study emotions as 
intersubjective  representations, and thus gain access to their social mean-
ings, is through their explication in discourse. This chapter takes  
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discourses, ‘framings of meaning and lenses of interpretation’ (Hansen, 
2006, p. 7), as a point of entry for the study of emotion.

That said, discourse scholarship in IR hardly offers systematic approaches 
for analysing the emotion potential and emotionalization effects of texts 
(Bleiker & Hutchison, 2014). Regarding the second question, I argue 
that it is thus essential to develop specific methodological criteria for the 
empirical study of emotions via speech acts. More specifically, I propose 
three criteria that the study of emotion discourse must answer to, which 
revolve around (1) selecting appropriate texts, (2) mapping the verbal 
expression of emotions (emotion potential of texts), and (3) interpreting 
and contextualizing their political effects (emotionalization effects of 
texts).

First, researchers need to be aware of the fact that different types of 
texts or genres may contain and reveal various emotions in very different 
ways. Hence, the selection of appropriate texts for the research question 
under study involves a careful searching and mixing of different textual 
sources to prepare the ground for empirical analysis.

Second, the study of emotion discourse requires research strategies and 
tools to trace the expressions of emotions through the emotion potential 
of texts. Discourse analysis typically involves at least two dimensions of 
textual features. On the one hand, researchers need to pay close attention 
to the micro-structure of texts (particular words and linguistic concepts 
such as metaphors or euphemisms) and interpret their scope of meaning 
and usage in a particular discourse (Chilton, 1996; Straehle, Weiss, Wodak, 
Muntigl, & Sedlak, 1999). On the other hand, discourse analysis aims not 
solely on partial fixations of meaningful words and expressions but instead 
attempts to uncover larger patterns or structures within and among dis-
courses that serve as systems of meanings at the macro-level of texts 
(Derrida, 1978, Connolly, 1983). By combining these two dimensions, 
researchers may identify and make explicit what kind of emotional mean-
ings are linked to exactly which textual elements or structures.

Finally, and most importantly, researchers need to answer the ‘so what’ 
question of what the emotion potential of texts essentially helps us explain 
or understand. I refer to this as the emotionalizing effects of texts. This 
need not imply a causal relationship in any strict sense but rather the 
sociopolitical implications of analysing emotions in discourse, what doing 
so can reveal, or what significance it can carry. Emotional expressions 
 arguably represent an important link between the discursively constructed 
identities of subjects, on the one hand, and the power exerted through 
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discourses, on the other hand. Beyond this very general assumption, how-
ever, researchers need to empirically show what the emotions built into 
discourse actually ‘do’ in terms of, for example, revelation of the speaker’s 
motives and attitudes, recognition of audience reception and responses, 
construction of power relationships and hierarchies, or stimulating certain 
performances and behaviour. These three criteria—selecting texts, map-
ping expressions, and interpreting effects—translate into three consecu-
tive steps to conduct an emotion discourse analysis (EDA) that is specified 
and empirically illustrated in the following sections.

Step One: Developing Research Questions  
and Making Text Selections

The point of departure for any EDA is to compile a dossier of sources 
produced by the actor(s) under study. The focus should be on emotions 
that are either explicitly expressed or tacitly implied over a range of sources 
and within or across a coherent time period. This may include a variety of 
textual sources, including (but not limited to) official statements (speeches, 
press releases, parliamentary debates), legal texts (treaties, conventions, 
agreements), biographical texts (diaries, autobiographies, personal notes), 
media texts (newspaper articles, interviews, editorials), and even popular 
culture (poems, novels, songs). While the selection of texts ultimately 
depends on the research question, there are some things to consider when 
studying the emotions within these texts.

To begin with, one would assume that the more formal and official the 
character of the text the more implicit and circumscribed emotional 
expressions are likely to be. Hence, a biographical text or a poem is more 
likely to contain more explicit and outspoken emotional statements than 
say a legal text. That, however, should not mislead researchers to conclude 
that legal texts do not contain emotional meanings at all, only that these 
are concealed behind legal prose and style. It is widely recognized that 
legal cultures are not emotion-free spaces but deeply intertwined with 
emotional norms, rules, experience, and expectations (Nussbaum, 2003; 
Posner, 1999). In some cases, legal texts may, for example, even prescribe 
specific emotions, such as the legal practice of duelling, which is based on 
the concept of honour. Still, some texts in international politics may be 
more emotionally ‘loaded’ than others. A clever way to conduct an EDA 
is thus to combine different textual genres to get a more comprehensive 
picture of and better access to the emotions involved.
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The researcher should then search for a small number of canonical texts 
by charismatic authorities that may serve as emotional ‘landmarks’ (Laclau 
& Mouffe, 1985). Such landmark texts usually involve foundational or 
transformative moments or crises during which emotions are likely to be 
more prevalent and outspoken. This is not to say that emotions cannot be 
studied under ‘normal’ circumstances. Rather, the focus on foundational 
or transformative moments represents a pragmatic move to study emo-
tions at times when they become most acutely visible (Crawford, 2000, 
p. 130; Ross, 2006, p. 211). Moreover, dramatic events challenge and 
often transform established emotional attachments and meanings, which 
arguably make them more relevant to the study of emotion discourse 
(Bleiker & Hutchison, 2008, p. 129).

While the initial focus on a small number of texts from dramatic and 
uprooting points in time may be necessary from a research perspective, it 
nevertheless creates problems for the study of emotion discourse. As I 
have pointed out elsewhere, the focus on charismatic authorities delimits 
the study to the emotional expressions of a particular group of people, 
which may or may not be representative of a larger collective (Koschut, 
2016). This selection bias needs to be addressed, either by delimiting the 
research question or by extending the data material. A more sophisticated 
way to do this would be to develop a theory for why the emotional expres-
sions by charismatic authorities are worth looking at, for example, by 
pointing to their accentuated social status and power within groups. Here, 
the question of intertextuality becomes crucial. Intertextuality highlights 
the interconnections and cross-links between different texts in building 
authority and constructing identities (Der Derian & Shapiro, 1989; 
Kristeva, 1980). Emotional intertextuality refers to the way emotional 
expressions are quoted, appropriated, or criticized within and against 
other texts. Emotions rarely reside in a single text or are unique in their 
way of expression. Emotions often relate to similar emotions expressed in 
other culture-specific and/or historical discourses and narratives as well as 
involve specific considerations and memories of sociocultural contexts and 
spatial embedding of previous speech acts and their emotional impact (e.g. 
pride in national achievements). This may help identifying resonating dis-
courses and hence justify focusing on them.

Another problem results from the temporal framing of texts. Emotional 
expressions during crises are likely to be very different from those expressed 
during more stable periods. For example, in the aftermath of 9/11, the 
Cuban government temporally abandoned its previous antagonistic rheto-
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ric vis-à-vis the United States in favour of official expressions of sympathy 
and condolence (Hall, 2015, p. 171). It is thus sometimes necessary to 
extend or at least consider the time frame beyond a period of crisis. Finally, 
the meaning of emotions themselves is highly contingent on their histori-
cal and cultural embedding. For example, the philosophers of the 
Enlightenment employed the term ‘passion’ when referring to the emo-
tions, which has very little to do with the modern usage of the word ‘pas-
sion’. It is thus important to include a larger text-based analysis from the 
relevant time period under study as well as secondary sources to confirm 
or disconfirm the findings and/or to detect changes in emotional mean-
ings and expressions.

Step Two: Mapping the Emotion Potential of Texts

The second step concentrates on the analysis of the emotion potential of 
texts and how identities of Self and Other are discursively connected to 
specific emotional expressions. The research strategy chosen here concen-
trates on the analysis of the emotion potential of discourse. The main 
purpose of mapping emotions within texts in this way is to analytically 
separate the descriptive meaning of written words from their connotative 
emotional meaning (Abu-Lughod & Lutz, 1990, p. 5). From a method-
ological perspective, researchers need to show what kind of emotional 
meanings are linked to exactly which textual components to fully grasp the 
emotion potential and, subsequently, the emotionalizing effects of texts 
(see step three). For example, one might be able to make a good case that 
Ronald Reagan’s ‘Evil-Empire-speech’ was an emotionalized speech act, 
characterized by an aggressive, hard-line stance towards the former Soviet 
Union. But that hardly answers the question of what kind of textual items 
actually make such a discursive performance emotional. A key assumption 
of social constructivism is that emotions are linked to identities rooted in 
sociocultural structures. In addition to establishing the frequencies of spe-
cific emotion terms and words through a simple word count, the analysis 
needs to observe which emotions are the most fundamental and prevalent 
to their styles of expression and sense of Self and Other, respectively. This 
dimension concerns whether emotions refer to the self-image of a group 
or the outside image of other groups. It differentiates between those emo-
tion categories, which are both inwards and reserved for members of a 
group, on the one hand, and those emotion categories that are directed 
outwards (Hutchison, 2016; Koschut, 2014). For example, membership 
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in prestigious international ‘clubs’ (e.g. the G7 or ‘the world of democra-
cies’) is often linked to emotions of pride and self-esteem for the in-group 
(‘proud Self’), on the one hand, and emotions of contempt and inferiority 
towards particular out-groups (‘disgusting Other’), on the other hand 
(Leep, 2010, p. 335). Conversely, some groups may display emotions of 
sympathy towards likeminded others. Accounting for the large range of 
linguistic features that serve to express emotion, it is helpful to distinguish 
between at least four ways of communicating emotions in discourse: emo-
tion terms, connotations, metaphors, as well as comparisons and 
analogies.

First, emotional meaning may be conveyed explicitly by establishing a 
direct reference to an emotional feeling through emotion terms. With 
nouns like fear, anger, love, hate, pride, shame, verbs like to fear, to love, 
and to hate, and adjectives like afraid, loving, hateful, and angry or adverbs 
like sadly, and regrettably, words refer directly to emotions. It is necessary 
and important, however, to keep in mind the lexical and semantic varia-
tion of emotion terms in and among different languages and cultures. 
Some emotion concepts are so unique in their cultural meaning that they 
cannot be translated into English at all, such as the German schadenfreude 
or the Japanese emotion term ‘amae’. Hence, some emotions get ‘lost in 
translation’, and researchers should be fully aware of this by gaining a 
considerable degree of cultural and historical background knowledge.

Second, emotional meanings may be communicated implicitly through 
connotations. An emotional connotation contains a context-invariant 
value judgement or opinion that conveys the emotional attitude of the 
speaker (Schwarz-Friesel, 2013). Certain words are affectively ‘loaded’ in 
the sense that their semantic utterance is linked to emotional meaning. 
Some affective items such as genocide, terrorist, rogue state, outlaw, and 
massacre often carry a negative appeal because they refer indirectly to spe-
cific emotion concepts of disapproval such as anger, contempt, or even 
hate (though some may also take pride in being labelled a ‘terrorist’ or 
‘outlaw’). By contrast, other emotional connotations with a more positive 
appeal such as peaceful, freedom fighter, hero, honest broker, and responsible 
member of the international community typically indicate emotional con-
notations of admiration such as pride, joy, or sympathy. Further, the emo-
tional value expressed in texts can be raised or lowered by linguistic markers 
of duration and intensity. Speaking of the ‘horror of an endless conflict’ or 
the ‘never-ending fear of nuclear war’, for example, adds a temporal 
 dimension to an emotional connotation like horror or an emotion  
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term like fear, thereby communicating the enduring presence of an emo-
tional disposition. With regard to intensity, verbal means such as very, 
utterly, somewhat, lightly, deeply, heavily, and exceedingly denote a high or 
low level of emotional intensity, respectively. Conversely, words may be 
stripped off their negative emotional connotations by the speaker, for 
example, by coding them as ethnic cleansing instead of genocide or collat-
eral damage in order to trivialize the killing of innocent civilians. Needless 
to say, the meanings resulting from emotional connotations are often 
sociocultural constructs and may thus resonate differently from culture to 
culture. Conversely, it is equally important to read the silence: which emo-
tional terms and connotations are avoided in which contexts and towards 
which subjects?

Finally, a typical characteristic of affective language is that it is highly 
figurative. Bleiker (2009), for example, shows how the metaphor of bal-
ance of power produces emotional poetic images. Figures of speech, par-
ticularly metaphors, comparisons, and analogies, play an important role in 
encoding emotional expressions. An emotion metaphor is a symbolic 
speech act, which is supposed to illustrate an emotional state (Kövecses, 
2000; Wierzbicka, 1999). Metaphors are usually employed to express 
emotions that are difficult to articulate. Emotional comparisons and anal-
ogies construct comparative categories by either employing historical ref-
erences that are widely known and shared and thus evoke similar emotional 
responses (‘He is the greatest war criminal since Adolf Hitler’) or by con-
ceptualizing emotional expressions through mental imagery. For example, 
comparisons such as feel like in heaven, problem from hell, dark abyss, and 
beacon of democracy conceptualize emotions through the image of light 
and darkness, which many people associate with moral hope and mortal 
fear, respectively.

Step Three: Interpreting and Contextualizing 
the Emotionalization Effects of Texts

This move shifts attention to larger and interdependent textual structures 
as a motivational resource to show that emotions are not only expressed 
by a speaker but are simultaneously received through emotional encodings 
by an audience to produce social effects. As Hansen (2006, p. 30) writes, 
‘contextualized discourse analysis combines the analysis of how texts seek 
to create stability with analysis of whether these constructions are being 
accepted or contested within the political and public domain’. The 
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researcher’s task here is to situate emotional expressions within the socio-
cultural context. This means that the analytical focus moves from tracing 
the meaning of single or multiple emotion words to interpreting and con-
textualizing their meaning and effects by looking at how these expressions 
are directed at and resonate with particular audiences. Since discourse is 
intersubjective and iterative, part of the way we access its emotionality is 
by observing the tone and content of its reception in a given context. 
More importantly, the analysis needs to explicitly state how emotional 
expressions have implications for social behaviour and social relations. 
Even though the prevailing assumption among mainstream constructivists 
in IR is that social norms and ideas are ‘a property of intentional actors 
that generate motivational and behavioural dispositions’ (Wendt, 1999, 
p. 224), it is questionable to claim that ideas and knowledge have a moti-
vational force of their own. Simply knowing about ‘self ’ and ‘other’ may 
influence thought processes and mind-sets but it does not necessarily 
motivate to act in a certain way. It is when one gets angry at the ‘Other’ 
that one feels inclined to seek revenge and embark on retaliatory acts. 
Likewise, if one sympathizes with members of a group, one will likely be 
more trustful and behave in a conciliatory way towards that group. 
Cognition that lacks emotional input fails to produce a sense of obligation 
or loyalty necessary for collective action. Conversely, emotion that lacks 
cognition has no object, so there is nothing to get angry or sympathetic 
about. In short, it is the socio-psychological link between these cognitive 
and emotional categories that constitutes a motivational resource for social 
mobilization and intersubjectivity.

One way of interpreting emotionalizing effects in discourse is to look 
for cases of emotional Othering in the social construction of identities. 
Social identity not only involves cognitive commitments in terms of know-
ing to belong to a particular group but, crucially, also entails emotional 
attachments in terms of the connection one feels towards other people, 
sensitivity to their opinions, feelings, and expectations. As Tajfel (1981, 
p. 255) underlines, social identity is ‘that part of the individual’s self con-
cept which derives from his knowledge of his membership of a social group 
(or groups) together with the value and emotional significance attached to 
membership’. Analysing the way emotional expressions refer to ‘the Other’ 
in discourses is to search for the construction of chains of connotations 
between words or pairs of concepts and their emotional meaning, which 
are often reproduced via polarizing speech acts. As Campbell (1992, 
p. 89) suggests, ‘the “barbarian” invoked connotations (…) is energized 
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by moral concerns (…); these moral concerns naturalize the self (…) by 
estranging the other (…). Each has its own emotional valence (…) the 
combined valuations of which constitute a position of being occupied by 
any one of a number of identities’. For example, the social construction of 
an ‘Aryan identity’ in Nazi Germany was deeply rooted in the collective 
establishment and experience of ritualized and institutionalized emotions 
of pride and confidence in the German Herrenvolk (e.g. evident during the 
infamous Nuremberg rallies) accompanied by the projection of collective 
feelings of contempt and disgust towards the Jewish Other. It is important 
to remember, however, that there is rarely a single Self/Other dichotomy 
but rather different degrees of Otherness in discourse. It is thus necessary 
to show ‘how the Other is situated within a web of identities rather than 
in a simple Self-Other duality’ (Hansen, 2006, p. 36).

Besides Othering, there are many more ways to study the emotional-
izing effects of discourse. These include, for example, intertextuality 
(interconnection and cross-links of emotional meanings between different 
texts), performativity (deliberate emotional construction of subjects), or 
interpellation (identification with ideological emotional states). All of this 
suggests that there exist collective standards about what to feel and how 
to express emotions in discourse. Hochschild (1979), for example, devel-
ops the idea of ‘feeling rules’ that determines what emotions are consid-
ered to be good or bad in a given social group. Reddy (2001) argues that 
emotional expressions such as emotional talk and gestures are ‘performa-
tive speech acts’ that possess a transformative character in social relation-
ships. A group’s ways of feeling are thus shaped by the group’s moral 
order located within dominant cultural frames in two ways. The first is a 
set of felt attachments that constitutes a particular political community 
with felt value. The second is a means of reward and discipline by confirm-
ing or withholding social belonging to that political community. Both are 
interrelated: Attachment generates a sense of belonging which, in turn, 
constructs a certain type of power relationship. These ways of feeling may 
impact on social performance in terms of identity construction and con-
formity to group pressure. This takes place through properly performed 
and standardized verbal and gestural emotional expressions that ultimately 
draw the community members closer together (Koschut, 2014). From 
this point of view, values, beliefs, and norms are represented through ritu-
alized symbols and images (such as flags, heroes, shrines, battlefields, or 
institutions) as well as speech acts that are capable of arousing synchro-
nized emotions in and among individual members. For example, national 
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and transnational ‘cultural totems’ like the American Stars and Stripes or 
the Black Banner of Islamic State ‘can move people’ to affectively identify 
with a collective entity and reproduce its underlying power relationships 
and social hierarchies.

EMPIRICAL ILLUSTRATION: NATO’S EMOTIONAL 
CONSTRUCTION OF RUSSIA AS THE ‘RADICAL OTHER’

The methodological framework developed above is empirically illustrated 
using the conflict between NATO and Russia over the annexation of the 
Crimean peninsula. The case is chosen to offer an empirical window into 
the emotional undergirding of inter-group discourse. Its purpose is to give 
the reader a more detailed empirical account of the emotion potential and 
emotionalization effects of a particular discourse at the international level. 
Specifically, I look at how NATO’s construction of Russia as the ‘radical 
Other’ during the Crimean crisis was significantly underpinned by emo-
tional meanings, resulting in the suspension of most of NATO’s coopera-
tion with Russia and a reconstruction of Russian identity from being a 
partner of the West to becoming a pariah state.

Text Selection

As pointed out above, a fruitful way to study emotion discourse is to ini-
tially focus on a small number of texts from dramatic and uprooting points 
in time, involving charismatic authorities that carry significance for par-
ticular audiences. Due to limited space and for illustrative purposes, I put 
the analytical focus on the study of a single, exemplary text. The text that 
I have chosen is an official press release by NATO, issued on 1 April 2014.2 
Why did I choose this particular text? The press release includes a state-
ment by the foreign ministers of NATO member states following their 
meeting in Brussels, the first such meeting after the Russian annexation of 
the Crimean peninsula. In this statement, NATO member states articulate 
their position pertaining to the Crimean crisis, which makes the text a 
formidable source to study how NATO members constructed Russian 
identity in international politics. Furthermore, the fact that this statement 
was adopted by all NATO members makes it a representative sample of 
NATO discourse as opposed to, for example, a statement by a single mem-
ber state. As I argue, NATO constructed Russia as the ‘radical Other’ dur-
ing the Crimean crisis, thus emphasizing social distance, status lowering,  
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and moral deviance vis-à-vis Moscow. This is empirically significant because 
it differs fundamentally from previous discourse in which NATO depicts 
its relationship with Russia in much more amicable terms. For example, as 
the NATO -Russia Founding Act of 1997 states:

NATO and Russia do not consider each other as adversaries. They share the 
goal of overcoming the vestiges of earlier confrontation and competition 
and of strengthening mutual trust and cooperation. (…) They intend to 
develop, on the basis of common interest, reciprocity and transparency a 
strong, stable and enduring partnership.3

In addition to an analysis of the emotions underpinning this process of 
constructing Russia as the ‘radical Other’, I consult additional sources and 
the political context surrounding the event.

Mapping Emotional Expressions

If emotions underpin the meanings and effects of the NATO discourse, 
they need to be identified and made accountable for based on empirical 
research. The study of emotion discourse in IR involves a project that 
seeks to systematically integrate emotions within discourse analysis. The 
goal is to identify a way to examine affective connotations and emotion 
categories that come to the fore in discourses. In this section, this is done 
by mapping the textual components that create emotional (inter)subjec-
tivity between NATO and Russia. For reasons of analytical clarity and 
space limitation, I confine the empirical analysis to relatively simple emo-
tion terms and connotations rather than more complex metaphors and 
comparisons/analogies as well as to the immediate implications of NATO’s 
discourse for its member state leaders rather than its reception among 
wider audiences.

Below, I highlight the emotional expressions in the text in italics and 
denote their meaning using a short commentary in cling squares, focusing 
on the parts of the statement that explicitly deals with Russia. One may 
perhaps find the insertions and interjections in the text as a subjectively 
informed reading of the text. Yet, the insertions and interjections add con-
siderable strength to the analysis rather than constituting a weakness or 
lack of rigor. The insertions written in the text have the merits of making 
the assumed emotional meanings of relevant textual components more 
explicit and transparent to the reader. Nevertheless, this represents my 
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own subjective reading of the text, and I am certainly not claiming that 
this analysis constitutes the only way of emotionally reading the text. By 
making the emotion potential of the text explicit and transparent via text 
insertion, the reader may either ascribe to my particular reading of the text 
or reach an alternative conclusion and, in the latter case, may wish to 
empirically challenge the analysis put forward here.

In early March 2014, tensions increased between NATO and Russia as 
a result of the Ukrainian crisis and Russia’s move to annex of Crimea. The 
following emergency session of the UN Security Council only served to 
underline fundamental differences over Ukraine’s territorial integrity and 
sovereignty. On 1 April 2014, NATO foreign ministers gathered for the 
first time since the Russian occupation of Crimea had touched off one of 
the worst crisis in NATO -Russian relations after the end of the Cold War. 
As a result of the meeting, NATO foreign ministers suspended all practical 
cooperation with Russia, issuing the following statement to justify its 
reaction:

We, the Foreign Ministers of NATO, are
   united [emotional reference to mutual sympathy/we-feeling]
in our
   condemnation [intensification of the prior ‘we-feeling’ by contrasting it 
with a negative emotion encoding of anger and projection of guilt/blame 
on an outsider]
of Russia’s
   illegal [emotional expression of anger for breaking a taboo]
military intervention in Ukraine and Russia’s
  violation [emotional reference to a perceived moral breach]
of Ukraine’s sovereignty and territorial integrity. We
   do not recognize [withholding respect]
Russia’s
   illegal and illegitimate [repeated and extended emotional expression of 
anger for breaking a taboo]
attempt to
  annex [intensification of the emotional expression of anger by making 
explicit the perception of unlawfully taking possession of something]
Crimea. We
   urge [emotional expression of hope/desire]
Russia to take immediate steps, as set out in the statement by the NATO- 
Ukraine Commission, to return to compliance with international law and its 
international obligations and responsibilities, and to engage immediately in a
 genuine [emotional reference to honesty and truthfulness]
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dialogue towards a political and diplomatic solution that
 respects [specific categorization of a positive emotion through an emotion 
term]
international law and Ukraine’s internationally recognized borders. We sup-
port the deployment of an OSCE monitoring mission to Ukraine.

Our goal of a Euro-Atlantic region
 whole, free, and at peace [indirect emotional reference to shared sympathy 
and pride/joy about NATO’s ‘way of life’]
has not changed, but has been
  fundamentally challenged [emotional expression of intense anger/annoy-
ance] by Russia.
(…)
Over the past twenty years, NATO has consistently worked for
  closer cooperation [reference to previous sympathy/emotional intimacy]
and
  trust [specific categorization of a positive emotion through an emotion 
term]
with Russia. However, Russia has
 violated [emotional expression of disappointment, dishonour, and disre-
spect: ‘They have taken advantage of our trust and sympathy and deceived 
us’]
international law and has acted in contradiction with the principles and 
commitments in the Euro-Atlantic Partnership Council Basic Document, 
the NATO -Russia Founding Act, and the Rome Declaration. It has
  gravely breached [intense emotional expression of serious betrayal: ‘This is 
a stab in the back!’]
the
  trust [specific categorization of a positive emotion through an emotion 
term]
upon which our cooperation must be based.
(…)
As stated by our Heads of State and Government at the Chicago Summit in 
2012, NATO is based on
 solidarity, Alliance cohesion, and the indivisibility [unity of feeling/’we- 
feeling’ and mutual support/sympathy within a group: ‘Nothing stands 
between us!’]
of our security. In the current situation, the Alliance has already taken steps 
to demonstrate
 solidarity [repeated expression of ‘we-feeling’]
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and strengthen its ability to anticipate and respond quickly to any challenges 
to Alliance security. We will continue to provide appropriate
 reinforcement and visible assurance of NATO’s cohesion [repeated unity of 
feeling and mutual caring/sympathy]
and
 commitment [expression of an emotional state of being dedicated to a com-
mon cause/activity; emotional pledge to honour a joint obligation]
to
 deterrence [outward projection of fear in order to discourage outsiders from 
doing harm]
and collective defence against any
 threat of aggression [emotional expression of fear/worry because of a pos-
sible danger of inflicting bodily harm, pain and physical suffering]
to the Alliance.

Most conventional discourse analyses would take this affective content 
for granted without making it explicit. The analytical focus on emotion 
employed in this case seeks to correct this imbalance and extends discourse 
analysis by proposing a framework for empirical research on emotion dis-
course in international politics. The goal is to identify a way to specifically 
examine emotional expressions that come to the fore in these discourses. 
The next step is to study their implications.

Interpreting and Contextualizing Emotionalization Effects

Having identified emotional expressions and meanings in the text, the 
final step is to analytically structure these meanings to gain insights per-
taining to their sociopolitical implications. This is based on the assumption 
that NATO members do not express emotions randomly or spontaneously 
but as part of a carefully crafted script or narrative that seeks to discursively 
construct intersubjectivity between NATO and Russia in a particular way. 
In other words, we need to search for a ‘structure of feeling’—a set of 
emotions that show a regular pattern—built into the text that constrains 
and compels the affective experience among NATO members on the 
inside (as the text producer) and Russia on the outside (as the primary 
audience), thereby constituting a power relationship (Williams, 1961, 
p. 47). How do emotions underpin and structure this insider/outsider 
dualism?

The discourse clearly (re)constructs the relationship between NATO 
and Russia as, once again, rooted in antagonistic identities of the Cold 
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War by constructing radically different categories of ‘Self ’ and ‘Other’ and 
‘us’ and ‘them’. This represents a sharp discursive shift from previous 
NATO statements, such as one from March 2012: ‘NATO and Russia are 
not adversaries or enemies. We are committed to being strategic partners 
and we are working on it together’.4 A mere two years later, NATO’s iden-
tity is constructed as the in-group, based on shared values (liberalism, 
democracy) in a peaceful transatlantic space. Russia, by contrast, is con-
structed as the out-group, challenging and violating the values of the in- 
group through its actions in the Ukraine and, as a consequence, threatening 
the peaceful order and ‘way of life’ of the transatlantic area. These antago-
nistic identities establish an insider/outsider dualism that draws a psycho-
logical line between NATO and Russia. The identity politics behind this 
construction of antagonistic intersubjectivity is reinforced by NATO’s 
Secretary General Anders Fogh Rasmussen, who sets the tone in his 
remarks to NATO’s foreign ministers, shortly before their meeting on 1 
April: ‘NATO’s open door policy (…) erase(d) many of the painful divid-
ing lines on our continent. (…) The crisis in Ukraine risks creating new 
dividing lines’.5 This is what a conventional discourse analysis might come 
up with.

However, such a conventional discourse analysis, while compelling, 
arguably draws only a partial picture of the identity politics at play here. 
The antagonistic identities linked to the insider-outsider dualism between 
NATO and Russia are not only discursively constructed through cognitive 
knowledge about ‘us’ and ‘them’ but are simultaneously underpinned by 
corresponding emotions of sympathy for ‘us’ and anger towards ‘them’.

In the case of NATO and Russia, the sympathy/anger dualism arguably 
constitutes the discursive structure of feeling that facilitates group cohe-
sion among NATO member state leaders on the inside as well as social 
distance vis-à-vis Russia on the outside through emotional Othering. This 
can be empirically traced, for example, in the statement by NATO foreign 
ministers on Russia when they stand ‘united in our condemnation of 
Russia’s illegal military intervention in Ukraine and Russia’s violation of 
Ukraine’s sovereignty and territorial integrity’. Here, an implicit emo-
tional reference to mutual sympathy between NATO members (‘united’) 
is contrasted to the divisive acts by Russia that are accompanied by emo-
tional expressions of anger (‘condemnation’, ‘illegal’, and ‘violation’). 
Another example is the juxtaposition between, on the one hand, the trans-
atlantic area that aims to be ‘whole, free, and at peace’ which again implies 
unity, belonging, and mutual sympathy among NATO members and, on 
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the other hand, emotional expressions of anger at Russia for ‘fundamen-
tally challenging’ this goal. One can find similar sympathy/anger dualisms 
in several other places in the text. Emotion words and terms that denote 
sympathy, such as ‘closer cooperation’, ‘trust’, ‘solidarity’, ‘Alliance cohe-
sion’, ‘indivisibility’, or ‘assurance’, and emotion words that imply anger, 
such as ‘condemnation’, ‘violation’, ‘illegal and illegitimate’, ‘gravely 
breached’, or ‘threat of aggression’, are placed in stark contrast to each 
other and thus underpin an emotionally attuned cognitive separation 
between the ‘in-group’ and the ‘out-group’, and ‘us’ and ‘them’. 
Importantly, this has behavioural implications and motivates collective 
action, as NATO enhanced its air policing in the Baltic States, deployed 
AWACS aircraft to improve surveillance of Poland and Romania, and 
increased its naval presence in the Black Sea following the meeting.

This, of course, is not to say that anger and sympathy are the only emo-
tions present in the NATO discourse. Anger and sympathy are viewed 
here as ‘master emotions’ in this particular discourse because they struc-
ture the social meanings and effects of the discourse and thus set the col-
lective standard of emotional expression in this particular case. Other 
emotional expressions can be measured against this standard: Further 
emotional expressions either relate to (and thus reinforce) the insider/
outsider dualism underpinned by sympathy/anger or seek to moderate it 
(and thus leave a potential back door open should Russia wish to seek 
reconciliation with NATO). Concerning the first category, member states 
express emotions that relate to anger. For example, speaking of Russian 
actions as a ‘threat of aggression’ implies fear that harm or pain may be 
inflicted upon NATO. A similar expression can be found in the remarks by 
Anders Fogh Rasmussen quoted above when he mentions the ‘painful 
dividing lines’ that may return in Europe due to Russian behaviour. How 
are pain, harm, and fear related to anger? Anger is often a response to pain. 
Anger often occurs when people do not feel well, feel threatened, or expe-
rience loss. Fear can also be a driver of anger, particularly whenever fear is 
related to the feelings of a group: The fear that my group gets treated 
badly makes me angry, and so anger is there to protect me from my fears 
(Linklater, 2011). Regarding the second category, NATO discourse 
employs alternative emotional expressions such as hope and desire that 
appear to express NATO’s plea for reconciliation. For example, when 
NATO foreign ministers ‘urge Russia to take immediate steps (…) to 
return to compliance’, ‘engage in a genuine dialogue’, and ‘respect inter-
national law’, they are effectively building an emotional bridge to smooth 
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the way for Russia for future cooperation. A similar speech act of bridge 
building through hope and desire can also be found in the inaugural 
remarks by NATO’s secretary general minutes before of the foreign min-
isters meeting: ‘We continue to urge Russia to pull back its troops; live up 
to its international obligations and engage in a constructive dialogue with 
Ukraine’.6

To sum up, the discourse constructs the relationship between NATO 
and Russia as rooted in antagonistic identities by constructing cognitive 
categories of ‘Self ’ and ‘Other’ and ‘us’ and ‘them’. These antagonistic 
cognitive identities are simultaneously underpinned by corresponding 
emotional expressions of ‘sympathy’ and ‘anger’ that motivate certain 
types of behaviour (solidarity with the in-group/hostility towards the out- 
group), thereby establishing and reproducing an insider/outsider dual-
ism. This dualism, however, is not total. There are also mixed signs that 
display an emotional desire for reconciliation.

CONCLUSION

This chapter concludes by reflecting on some of the gains and limits of 
integrating emotions within discourse analysis, specifically speaking to the 
significance, originality, and limitations of the use of EDA as a method of 
data collection. In addition to outlining the specific value of the analysis 
for our understanding of identity and power relations, I identify three sets 
of concerns that researchers need to address when employing discourse 
analysis to trace emotions and that speak to some of the methodological 
challenges outlined in the introduction to this volume. The chapter con-
cludes by tentatively exploring possible synergies and cross-links with 
other methodological approaches such as process tracing and narrative 
analysis.

The idea of using EDA to construct the emotional representation of 
social reality adds to our understanding of discourses in IR because it 
allows researchers to examine questions that are not amendable in conven-
tional discourse analysis. It underlines the need to adapt traditional meth-
ods in IR to make them more sensitive to emotions. Emotions are no 
more private than language and their expression, and effects within politi-
cal spheres add explanatory value to the construction of cognitive mean-
ings and identities. Moreover, EDA develops insights into the social nature 
of feelings that are not easily accessible by traditional interpretive methods 
and aims to trace the powerful effects of emotional expressions in dis-
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course and how this might change over time. As with any method, there 
are certain limitations attached to using EDA as a data collection tool. 
While these limitations do not negate the usefulness of EDA, they need to 
be acknowledged in order for future researchers to identify strategies that 
can potentially ameliorate these difficulties.

One difficulty concerns the wide range of phenomena that potentially 
fall into the category of emotions, such as short-term bodily reactions, 
undifferentiated moods and sensations, affects, feeling states, or relatively 
stable emotional dispositions. This relates to the problem of temporality 
flagged by the editors. How can we differentiate analytically between these 
different phenomena simply by studying texts? The short and unsatisfac-
tory answer is we cannot (at least not by looking at a small selection of 
texts). The best we can do is to search for possible indicators that may be 
able to approximate the type of affective phenomena in texts and dis-
courses and triangulate between different sources, for example, by con-
ducting interviews with relevant decision makers or by watching video 
footage (if available) to trace the tone and facial expression of speaker and 
audience over time.

A second concern relates to the difficulty of analytically separating the 
individual level from the collective level of emotional expression. For 
example, when NATO’s Secretary General speaks about ‘painful dividing 
lines’, is he referring to his own subjective feeling of bodily pain or to the 
collective feeling of pain experienced by NATO as a body politic? From a 
social constructivist perspective, the straightforward answer would be that 
culturally influenced patterns of emotions impact deep inside people as 
they are socialized into communities. Hence, the link between emotion 
and language is necessarily a social one. Neither emotion researchers nor 
observers use ‘emotional x-ray machines’ (Wilce, 2009, p.  25). EDA 
claims no access to the inner emotional world of human beings but targets 
their intersubjective expression and collective representation within social 
spheres. While this may come at the risk of homogenizing the emotions of 
groups, it nevertheless offers generalizable patterns that allow researchers 
to study intergroup dynamics in world politics.

Finally, the goal of identifying generalizable patterns of emotion dis-
course necessitates the construction of ideal-type emotional categories for 
analytical purposes. This does not negate the fact that emotions constitute 
a mixed, and oftentimes messy, object of inquiry. While emotions are 
indeed fluid and shifting, EDA argues that they also display a high degree 
of attachment and entanglement resulting in relatively stable patterns of 
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emotional meanings and webs of interconnections. Emotional meanings 
overlap with, mutually influence, and conflict with other emotional mean-
ings. Importantly, emotions can also change and vary significantly in their 
historical meaning and sociocultural expression. In my view, the crucial 
factor is to determine the dominant emotion meanings by which hierar-
chies and identities are underpinned relative to other, less prevalent emo-
tion meanings. In short, emotions have a powerful effect on the 
constitution of social reality by framing what is possible and what is not.

While EDA adds considerable strength to traditional discursive meth-
ods, it also allows for possible synergies and cross-links with other meth-
odological approaches such as process tracing and narrative analysis. Since 
narrative analysis equally emphasizes the historical, cultural, and social 
contextualization of language, the way emotions impact on, enrich, and 
enable certain narratives to ‘stick’ with audiences as well as how emotions 
become the subject of storytelling can be easily combined with EDA 
(Kleres, 2010). For example, in the case above, NATO discourse was 
arguably embedded in a larger narrative of separation and difference 
rooted in historical conceptions of Russia as the ‘semibarbarian state’ that, 
despite its material power and social adaptations, could not be fully 
ascribed ‘great power status’ by the established European great powers 
(Neumann, 2014, p.  102). Furthermore, EDA may also be combined 
with process tracing, particularly if the aim of the researcher is to trace the 
effects of emotion words on socialization and learning processes of certain 
actors over time. In the end, EDA provides an original and innovative 
methodological framework to analyse the significance and implications of 
emotions in world politics.
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NOTES

1. I owe this point to Todd Hall.
2. Statement by NATO foreign ministers on Russia, Press Release (2014) 062, 

1 April 2014, http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_108501.htm.
3. Founding Act on Mutual Relations, Cooperation and Security between 

NATO and the Russian Federation, 27 May 1997, http://www.nato.int/
cps/en/natohq/official_texts_25468.htm.
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4. Remarks by NATO Secretary General Anders Fogh Rasmussen at a press 
conference with Moscow-based journalists, 26 March 2012, http://www.
nato.int/cps/en/natohq/opinions_85625.htm?selectedLocale=en.

5. Remarks by NATO Secretary General Anders Fogh Rasmussen at the cere-
mony to mark the NATO enlargement anniversaries, 1 April 2014, http://
www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/opinions_108509.htm.

6. Doorstep statement by NATO Secretary General Anders Fogh Rasmussen 
at the start of the NATO foreign ministers meeting, 1 April 2014, http://
www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/opinions_108502.htm.
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CHAPTER 13

Grasping the Role of Emotions in IR via 
Qualitative Content Analysis and Visual 

Analysis

Sybille Reinke de Buitrago

INTRODUCTION

The chapter inquires into the role of emotions in discursive constructions 
of self and other in International Relations (IR). It analyses how Iran is 
constructed in US security policy discourse vis-à-vis the US self, by con-
ducting a qualitative content analysis of US policy and strategy documents, 
complemented by a visual analysis of cartoons in US media that picture 
Iran, the Iranian leadership and US-Iranian relations. A particular focus 
lies on the developments leading up to and following right after the 2015 
nuclear agreement with Iran.1 Doing so, the chapter considers the role of 
US national identity in constructions of Iran and the link between national 
identity and emotions, that is, in which instances there is an emotional 
footprint in or emotional framing of articulations—be it text or visuals—
regarding the self ’s national identity and regarding the self versus the 
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other. National identity may be seen as describing a given political com-
munity with institutions, rights and duties in a historic and defined terri-
tory, with shared myths and memories, and a given way to comprehend 
and define the self (Smith, 1991, p. 9 ff.). A national identity is differenti-
ated from something other in order to exist. It requires the production of 
difference, which may also include the creation of otherness (Holland, 
2014, p. 203). National identity, and the understanding of how the self 
differs to and relates with others—how self and other are constructed, is 
also formed in narratives on and experiences with the other (see also 
Neumann, 1999). Likewise, political behaviour towards the other is 
shaped by self-other constructions and the particular emotional content. 
Paying attention to the emotional factor and to specific emotions can tell 
us much about how US discourse constructs Iran, the underlying motiva-
tions and the plausible effects on relations. The chapter thus hopes to 
contribute specific insights to the debate on the role of emotions in IR, in 
particular on the identity-emotion nexus, how to methodologically grasp 
emotions in discourse, and how methods can be fruitfully combined.

The combination of the two selected methods gives the researcher not 
only multiple tools and perspectives with which to inquire into the topic. 
Together, the qualitative content analysis and the visual analysis filter out 
from policy and strategy documents specific articulations on how US dis-
course constructs self and other and which emotional framing is present. 
As cartoons are more pointed in what they represent and how, the emo-
tional appeal can be grasped. With cartoons illustrating societal thinking 
and decision-makers being part of society, there exists a link between 
decision- maker representations and cartoons’ meaning. The triangulation 
can also strengthen the validity of results. The chapter proceeds as follows: 
it elaborates the theoretical and methodological approach; illustrates the 
results of the empirical application; and offers implications regarding the 
changes in US discourse, the continuing mistrust, and efforts to re-build 
relations, as well as regarding methodology and further research needs.

THEORETICAL AND METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH

The Issue of Subjectivity in Designing Research on Emotions

Underlying the applied theoretical and methodological approach are par-
ticular epistemological and methodological considerations, such as that 
knowledge about social phenomena, and about emotions, cannot be 
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directly accessed. The premise is that we see and understand the social 
world with our particular views of self and other, which are formed in 
experiences with the other(s) and through our culturally shaped filters 
(see, e.g. Harré & Sammut, 2013, pp. 26–28; May, 2013, pp. 72–73). 
These views include biases and subjectivities. Also researchers are subjec-
tive, as pointed out (see, e.g. Ulbert, 2005, pp. 24, 27), in terms of fol-
lowing a particular research interest, making certain interpretations, and 
applying their cultural lens. The approach to gaining knowledge should 
then also include the reflection by the researcher about approaching a 
given topic. This, we may argue, also encompasses a critical angle where 
gained insights can serve as partial basis for critiquing existing knowledge, 
power structures and resulting policy. To deal with researcher subjectivity, 
methodological tools are useful. When working with a qualitative content 
analysis, the researcher has at the disposal a systematic, theory-led method, 
and can further document the research process, and triangulate (see also 
Mayring, 2003, pp. 42–44; Ulbert, 2005, p. 27). A visual analysis is likely 
more subjective, that is, the researcher may easily also react emotionally to 
images viewed. In fact, scholars (Holland, 2007, pp. 196, 201, 207–208) 
see researchers as not detached and thus emotionally affected in their 
work, but argue that emotions actually add to the understanding of what 
is researched. This author agrees that subjectivity cannot be completely 
avoided and proposes to reduce it by approaching the research interest of 
emotional framings with the help of a systematically built and theory-led 
category construct (for more on studying emotions via textual and visual 
analysis, see further below).

Emotions

Emotions are seen here ontologically as integral part of human thinking, 
perception/interpretation and behaviour, meaning that emotions are 
closely linked with identity formation and expression, social processes, 
(political) decision-making and the shaping of self-other relations. Since 
the emotional turn in IR, scholars (e.g. Bleiker & Hutchison, 2008; 
Crawford, 2000; Wolf, 2011, 2012) have highlighted emotions as consid-
erable factor impacting political behaviour and international interaction. 
Holland (2007) sees emotions as essential in knowledge production, too. 
How to soundly grasp emotions conceptually and methodologically is still 
evolving though. For example, as Hutchison and Bleiker (2014, p. 491 
ff.) state, how emotions gain political relevance and impact should be a 

 GRASPING THE ROLE OF EMOTIONS IN IR VIA QUALITATIVE CONTENT… 



306 

focus in research. They recommend to apply a macro-micro angle, focus-
ing both on the impact of emotions vis-à-vis identity, understanding and 
behaviour, and on the process of particular emotions becoming socially 
and politically relevant.

Through emotions we define ourselves in light of collective identities, 
make decisions based on norms and morals, and even act as states towards 
other states (Fierke, 2012, p. 93; Haidt, 2013). The sharing of emotions 
within a group shapes the views of self and other, a dynamic that allows the 
in-group to differentiate itself from out-groups (Sasley, 2011, p. 457) and, 
thus, to construct the self vis-à-vis others with a particular national iden-
tity. Also, interstate relations are shaped by emotions. Scholars have shown 
that a given state tends to be seen as the source of the felt emotions 
towards that state (Ahmed, 2004, p.  11; Leep, 2010, pp.  332–335). 
Furthermore, at the state level there can be an amplification of emotions, 
making emotional reactions towards another state more intense (Wolf, 
2011, p. 118). This seems to apply particularly to (views of) enmity, as is 
illustrated in the case study. Thus, the focus on self-other constructions 
provides a unique perspective for examining how interstate relations are 
defined and shaped in light of the understanding of the self, (particular) 
others, certain issues and developments, and seen-as-appropriate policy 
needs. Constructing self and other can also involve processes of othering, 
where another state becomes the key or even radical other, which shapes 
self-other relations in a typically negative manner (Neumann, 1999).

Another important aspect that deserves mention is emotionalisation. 
When the understanding of a particular context or situation is emotion-
alised, its emotional content and intensity are increased; we may see emo-
tionalisation as both adding an emotional framing or strengthening an 
existing one and as intensifying present emotions. Especially conflicts 
allow for emotionalisation, in that they provide fertile ground and give 
room for emotionalising the contested issue(s) as well as self and other. 
Simplifications or simplified portrayals of the situation by those involved 
or having interests in it are often found. Political actors may also have 
stakes in such simplifications and apply these to benefit their political 
agendas. Emotionalising the situation and the involved issues and actors 
adds weight to the claims made. For example, the highlighting of threats 
and dangers regarding another state or a change in relations with that state 
may evoke certain reactions, including those that are desired by the claim-
ant. At the same time, emotionalisation has its costs. In the articulation of 
threats and dangers, scholars (Agnew & Muscarà, 2012; Holland, 2014; 
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Neumann, 1999) highlight the discursively created boundaries between 
self and other in processes of othering and their long-lasting effects on 
perception and interpretation, as well as on behaviour and relations. While 
there is little research on the particular link between emotions and other-
ing (see for example Hansen, 2006; Holland, 2014; Neumann, 1999), 
considering emotions in IR adds a perspective to understand how self and 
other relate, and how political developments and applied policy impact 
relations.

Uncovering Meaning and Emotions

To assess meaning regarding self and other, and the emotional content, we 
may consider the meaning expressed in text and images. Useful textual 
sources are policy and strategy documents. These offer insights on the 
strategic orientations and objectives of a country, thereby expressing views 
on the own role in global affairs vis-à-vis another state, and visions to 
shape interstate relations and the international system. Views of various 
other states include different ascriptions to and constructions of these oth-
ers. National security policy documents, for example published by IPU/
DCAF (2005, p. 33), illustrate the particular approach of a government to 
provide security, the specific understanding of security, perceived threats 
and dangers to the self, as well as security interests and preferred and pur-
sued policy means. Such documents thereby express relations of the self to 
various others as well as the varying intensities of threat to the self, making 
them fruitful for uncovering meaning and emotions in discursive self- 
other constructions.

Also, images express meaning. The visual turn in IR and the research 
on visuality (see, e.g. Bleiker, 2009; Hansen, 2015) focus on visuals’ 
impact on people and their actions via motivating certain emotions in 
certain portrayals and representations. Images are a useful source for the 
researcher on emotion due to their illustration of the condensed essence 
of a particular view of a topic and its emotional frame; studying images 
complements this easy-to-grasp essence to results of lengthy text analy-
sis. Images tend to be remembered better or quicker than pure text. 
Cartoons, as one type of visual and typically composed of one image or 
a series of images, are also a focus in IR scholarship (see, e.g. Dodds, 
2010; Manzo, 2012). Images/visuals can inform about existing repre-
sentations of self and other in IR, and about a particular geopolitical 
outlook (MacDonald, Dodds, & Hughes, 2010).2 Regarding political 
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issues represented in visuals, Baudrilliard sees the border between reality 
and illusion blurring in today’s media age and argues that representation 
in media is required to make political events real (2002, p. 30). This 
becomes visible in political struggles and contestation being couched in 
and referring to cultural myths and narratives that give statements shared 
meaning (Bronfen, 2006, p. 23).

Cartoons, and other popular culture media, express widely shared 
geopolitical representations, and political leaders utilise such references 
to connect with an audience. The creators of cartoons also highlight or 
build relations between viewers and situations. Effective cartoons pro-
voke the viewer, but since they are culture-specific they can suggest dif-
ferent interpretations (Dodds, 2010, pp.  114–119; Hughes, 2007, 
p. 987). Cartoons resonate with the viewers’ feelings regarding a par-
ticular issue and/or actor entity; the contextual knowledge required to 
understand a cartoon is typically provided by mainstream sources such 
as public media. That cartoons are taken serious by those who are being 
portrayed and/or criticised is illustrated by events following the publi-
cation of  Mohammad cartoons in the Danish Jyllands-Posten, or by 
images shown by the French Charlie Hebdo. Cartoons, therefore, have 
an implicit, at times explicit, political dimension. Even though it is not 
decision-makers of a country that issue cartoons, but journalists and 
caricaturists, they all come from the same society and thus at least partly 
share a cultural, social and political outlook regarding self and other. 
Cartoons can express critical views of self and other, and of their rela-
tion. Cartoons allow one to pinpoint issues in an ironical or mocking 
manner, they may contest certain other portrayals and their inherent 
understandings, and they evoke emotions. Dodds (2010, p. 114), for 
example, argues that visuals can illustrate conceptions of regions such as 
the Middle East as dangerous, in turn suggesting apparent dangers or 
threats to the US or Americans. Hansen (2011, p. 53 f.) thus calls for 
considering such images and any linked text, along with policy discourse 
the image might refer to.

The chapter conducts a qualitative content analysis of key US policy 
and strategy documents and of statements by US decision-makers 
regarding Iran and the Iranian leadership, especially those relating to 
the Iranian nuclear program. Additionally, the visual analysis considers 
cartoons in US media picturing Iran, the Iranian leadership and 
US-Iranian relations. Cartoons were selected based on the media’s cir-
culation being significant, such as national circulation for newspapers, 
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and of thematic relevance; an Internet search was conducted to identify 
newspapers with national circulation and other media sources with rel-
evant cartoons (using the keywords: cartoons, images, US, Iran, Iranian 
regime, Iranian nuclear agreement/deal). We may assume that car-
toons in media with national circulation have a large reception. 
Cartoons provide insights on the popular sharing of representations in 
official documents.

The benefits of mixing qualitative content analysis with a visual analy-
sis reside in the combination of perspectives on different content type 
and depth, and different emotional appeal. The visual analysis is consid-
ered complementary due to a smaller sample of cartoons and the stated 
greater subjectivity involved in interpreting them. The more detailed 
statements in policy and strategy documents can be fruitfully compared 
with and complemented by cartoons’ content and expressed meaning. 
Since cartoons tend to offer more pointed representations and are not 
smoothed out, they appeal more directly to emotions. They are meant to 
evoke emotions, and they can be highly charged with emotions. The 
additional consideration of cartoons thus adds value when aiming to 
understand and research the role of emotions in IR. As cartoons arguably 
express a part of societal thinking, of which national decision-makers are 
a part, we may assume some link between representations by decision-
makers and what is expressed in cartoons. The limits and caveats of mix-
ing these methods come from their different nature regarding source, 
author, scope, and context of creation. Their difference as to depth and 
explanatory potential, including with regards to cartoons needing more 
interpretation influenced by the viewer’s subjectivity, can be a limit. 
There may also be distinct underlying assumptions. The analysis will 
show if this actually presents a problem that cannot be overcome. It 
seems that the benefits of such an approach outweigh the potential weak-
nesses. Mixing different methods brings value due to triangulation being 
generally beneficial for adding validity and depth to understanding. Flick 
(2003, p. 311 ff.), for example, argues for triangulation increasing valid-
ity, objectivity and knowledge.

Qualitative Content Analysis

By using qualitative content analysis, this contribution analyses communi-
cation content, the given social and political context and the particular 
perspectives of actors as speakers, in a replicable manner (see also Bortz & 
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Döring, 2005, p. 329). Qualitative content analysis is an empirical, sys-
tematic and theory-led method that examines recorded and fixed symbolic 
material to study a particular society’s communication. As a method of 
inference, it allows conclusions about aspects such as the speakers’ under-
standing and motivations regarding a topic (Behnke, Baur, & Behnke, 
2006, p. 339; Mayring, 2003, p. 12). It thereby enables the researcher to 
grasp the emotional content and framing in representations of a particular 
other, namely Iran and the Iranian leadership.

Following a specific research interest and drawing on Mayring’s sum-
marising technique of qualitative content analysis (2003), the author 
reduced text in policy and strategy documents via abstraction to a manage-
able amount that mirrored the original. In order to abstract text passages 
in a systematic manner, deductive categories were developed based on the 
research interest of how Iran is represented in US discourse, and on sur-
veyed literature. The research interest in how Iran is in security matters 
portrayed as friend, rival or threat; the relevance to the self-understanding; 
made arguments; and the emotional framing were used to formulate the 
following deductive categories:

• US constructions of the self, and national identity
• US constructions of Iran
• US articulations regarding self and other in relation
• articulated threats and challenges to US national security
• articulated threats and challenges to US national security interests 

abroad
• articulated security needs
• articulated emotions and emotional representations of Iran, the 

Iranian leadership and US -Iranian relations

The author coded the text material qualitatively; coding units were 
parts of sentence, so that content could be sufficiently grasped. Since 
the deductive categories proved fairly comprehensive, no additional 
(inductive) categories were formulated.3 Filtering and categorising text 
via categories enabled the author to abstract text, reduce text material, 
crystallise relevant information, and make structural connections and 
systematic comparisons as basis for interpretation. Documents analysed 
include  policy and strategy documents, presidential remarks and 
speeches, speeches by other administration officials, senator and repre-
sentative statements, as well as think tank papers. The author selected 

 S.R. DE BUITRAGO



 311

documents based on a systematic search on administration, ministerial, 
congressional and think tank websites (with the keywords: Iran, Iranian 
regime, Iranian nuclear agreement/deal, US -Iranian relations). 
Documents had to be longer than a few sentences and thus exclude 
short press statements; researchers are called upon to decide at what 
length and substance a document is included in an analysis. Results of 
the qualitative content analysis were grouped after all material was 
coded.

As a general pattern in discourse, the author observed a debate on how 
threatening Iran actually was; this debate cut across the political spectrum 
in the US, although the threat was ‘painted’ as more severe on the 
Republican side. Another pattern relates to views before and after the 
nuclear agreement on July 14, 2015: documents from before clearly con-
struct Iran as threatening, documents afterwards express a somewhat 
weakened threat. In addition, documents of the executive under Obama 
showed a general softening in language towards Iran. Almost all docu-
ments express US fears of a nuclear-armed and irrational Iran. Other top-
ics in documents were the usefulness of sanctions, Iranian sponsorship of 
terrorism and the issue of trust/mistrust.

Visual Analysis

As stated farther above, the author conducted an Internet search for rele-
vant cartoons with the following keywords: cartoons, images, US, USA, 
Iran, Iranian regime, Iranian nuclear agreement/deal. In total, 12 car-
toons were pre-selected based on clarity of what is presented and ease of 
understanding (it is admitted that another researcher may have selected 
some other cartoons, depending on knowledge of and own ideas regard-
ing the topic, but it is also supposed that the content portrayed would be 
similar). Five particularly telling cartoons are discussed in detail further 
below. Cartoons were analytically approached for their degree and ele-
ments of condensation (reducing complexity), repetition (increasing 
effectiveness), dramatisation (provoking), exaggeration (changing under-
standing of something) and caricature of leading personalities, as well as 
for the policy needs expressed (see also Dodds, 2010, p. 118; 2007). The 
expressions about self and other, intentions and motivations for action, 
character ascriptions and the emotional amplification were considered, 
such as in cartoons depicting national decision-makers (see also Hughes, 
2007, pp. 976–978, 989).
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As cartoons often are coloured, considering the colouring gives us 
another tool to assess cartoons and their emotional content; colours may 
be seen as additional, important dimension of visual meaning. As Andersen, 
Vuori and Guillaume (2015, pp. 441–442) state, colours have a performa-
tive function via the significations and associations we give them, acting as 
shorthand when we (want to) communicate. Emotional content is further 
expressed in discourse regarding the behaviour of the other and (assumed/
interpreted) motivations for specific behaviour, as well as in character 
ascriptions made to the other. Attending to self-descriptions also adds 
insights on the particular aspects involved in US self-other constructions 
vis-à-vis Iran.

Based on the above stated elements and functions of cartoons, espe-
cially by Dodds (2010, 2007) and Hughes (2007), and the research inter-
est here, the visual analysis proceeded with defining categories to grasp 
visual content, its meaning and the emotional framing regarding the US 
self and Iranian other. The approach combines deductive and induc-
tive categories to grasp both the more explicit portrayals and the implicit 
framing, for example via colour use (researchers will need to adjust their 
design according to their research interest). The categories are:

• description of what is shown, theme
• portrayals of political leaders of the US and Iran
• portrayals of US -Iranian relations, and of similarities and contrasts
• portrayals of threats/dangers
• portrayals of needed policy by the US
• repetitions (among cartoons)
• aspects of dramatisation/exaggeration
• emotions expressed
• emotions evoked by researcher (affect felt)
• stylistic means, including colour use

Attention was also paid to expressions of similarities/equations and 
oppositions/dichotomies regarding self and other. In particular, those 
cartoons that were created right around the Iranian nuclear agreement 
were analyzed in depth; those published in the 2000s were considered for 
context. Cartoons were then viewed/coded using the defined categories; 
for each cartoon, ideas/interpretations were retrieved per category, as 
well as additional thoughts. During the analysis, a number of themes fit-
ting with the above-mentioned aspects and categories came to the fore, in 
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particular the reduced complexity, repetition of certain meanings (such as 
deception by Iran, or naivety of the US), dramatisation/exaggeration of 
some items by oversizing certain elements (such as Iranian nuclear means 
of power), and the caricature of leaders (such as Obama). Results of the 
visual analysis support the pattern of US mistrust of Iran, and added the 
view of a naive, weaker US and Iran posing as powerful, challenging state; 
regarding the latter, cartoonists apparently aimed to ridicule the US seem-
ingly budging to Iran’s tough stance and trusting Iranian regime on its 
words, despite its breaking of committments in the  the past. Cartoons 
thus illustrate a perception of US-Iranian dichotomy in aims and power. 
The use of red colour helped to dramatise certain elements in cartoons, 
and to paint a picture of danger. In particular, colour use, expressed humour 
and some of the oversized elements evoked emotions in the author despite 
her researcher position; attempting to analyse cartoons as objectively as 
possible though, it was helpful to look at cartoons several times, note own 
feelings and then proceed with the analysis. The author concludes that a 
visual analysis (in particular of cartoons) is both interesting and amusing 
and can add essential additional insights to a text analysis.

THE US SELF AND THE IRANIAN OTHER IN US DISCOURSE: 
EMPIRICAL DISCUSSION

Overall, the analysis illustrates the construction of a dangerous Iranian 
other. Before the nuclear agreement, Iran and the Iranian leadership were 
portrayed as the evil other that threatens the US and the world with its 
nuclear program, along side sponsoring terrorism and regional destabilisa-
tion; afterwards, discourse showed more diversity in constructions and 
includes views of Iran as possible partner for the US and the world.

The qualitative content analysis has brought to light a pattern of 
expressed US fears regarding a potentially nuclear-armed Iran, present in 
nearly all analysed documents. To understand why a nuclear-armed Iran 
would present such a grave threat, the discursive context must be consid-
ered. Before the agreement, Iran was portrayed as hostile, aggressive, radi-
cal, misleading, insincere, terror-sponsoring, as regional destabiliser, 
international outcast, and declared enemy of the US and Israel—clearly, 
Iran was the dangerous and threatening other. Iran was said to have 
ignored and rejected respective UN resolutions and non-proliferation 
treaties. Fears of a nuclear-armed Iran have even led to calls for US surgical 
strikes against suspected Iranian nuclear facilities; debated were somewhat 
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unspecific warnings of needing to prevent an Iranian nuclear bomb versus 
the potentially enormous effects of a military strike for regional and global 
stability (Fisher, 2013; Kroenig, 2012; USIP, 2011; Weighing, 2012).

Sanctions were another hard policy tool to respond to the perceived 
Iranian threat. Implemented sanctions against Iran, and the value of 
increasing sanctions or threatening to do so, were continually discussed. 
Some argued that the sanctions’ great political and financial costs would 
bring Iran to the negotiation table (Cordesman, 2014; Obama, 2013), 
others doubted sanction effectiveness (Beinart, 2015; Gladstone, 2013). 
With sanctions having increased the cost of Iranian actions, they were 
counted among the factors that contributed to a changed Iranian position. 
Another considered factors was the change in Iranian leadership.

A further issue is the US construction of Iran as a sponsor of terrorism, 
radicalism and extremism. Iran is accused of intentionally destabilising the 
region to benefit own power interests (Fisher, 2013; US Department of 
State, 2014, 2012). Regarding the region, Iran’s declared hostility against 
Israel is considered highly destabilising and of great concern; the US also 
sees Iran as acting against US regional interests (Cordesman, 2014) and 
misleading the world. Opposite we find the construction of the good, 
responsible and internationally supported US, acting to promote a stable 
and secure Middle East. For example, US officials are portrayed to have 
increased pressure upon the Iranian leadership only slowly in order to 
promote positive change in Iran (USIP, 2011).

When Obama entered the White House in 2009, US discourse towards 
Iran showed fewer dichotomies in the constructions of self and other. He 
emphasised the need for diplomacy to motivate positive change in Iran 
and for activating Iran’s nascent  reform movement. Yet, also under 
Obama’s two administrations, the construction of Iran as threatening and 
destabilising actor that must be globally integrated remained (Obama, 
2013; White House, 2013, pp. 4, 8); the US did still engage in othering 
Iran. But when Iran’s president, Rouhani, offered dialogue  in 2013, 
Obama took the opportunity, recognised Iranian goodwill (Obama, 2013) 
and thus added a positive element to the US construction of Iran. Yet, Iran 
was still called upon to prove its goodwill regarding its nuclear program 
(ibid). US discourse expressed continuous  mistrust of the Iranian 
 leadership—another pattern in US discourse—with many reminders of 
Iran having broken past commitments.

After the beginning of dialogue at the end of 2013, US discourse was 
split on the issue of trusting Iran. A large part, including Obama and his 
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administration officials, highlighted the dialogue as positive development 
(Kerry, 2014), which even led to the re-opening of the US embassy in 
Tehran after 36 years. Supporters of dialogue saw in it a strengthening of 
US security, and great value for regional stability and global peace (White 
House, 2015a, 2015b). No alternatives were seen when viewing Iran’s 
activities and potential realistically (Beinart, 2015). Critics of a dialogue 
with Iran mistrusted the Iranian leadership’s sincerity. Criticism of the 
agreement centred on allowing Iran to keep thousands of centrifuges and 
continue some enrichment, on  imposing  only time limited  restrictions, 
on inspections being pre-announced and on lacking guarantees for Iranian 
compliance (Mascaro, 2015). Especially US Republicans were adamantly 
opposed to any deal with Iran, speaking of a cheating and untrustworthy 
Iran (Hatch, 2015a, 2015b; Lane, 2015). Critics among Democrats 
warned of an Iranian leadership  unwilling to moderate behaviour, and 
criticized the agreement’s complexity and loopholes, legitimising Iran to 
pursue its nuclear arms program and lacking safeguards (Alexander, 2015; 
Burr, 2015; Schumer, 2015). Altogether, the qualitative content analysis 
has shown a significant shift in US discourse: Iran and its leadership are 
articulated as threat, but as lesser one. Instead of the extremist and dan-
gerous US other only, Iran is now also linked with some positive elements; 
yet strong mistrust continues.

The visual analysis has even more clearly illustrated a strong US mis-
trust of the Iranian leadership and intentions for the peaceful settlement 
on the nuclear issue. The US was pictured as naive versus a strong- 
positioned and uncompromising Iran, alluding to imbalanced relations. 
An example is a 2015 cartoon picturing US Secretary of State Kerry and 
Iranian president, Rouhani, in a frame entitled ‘US-Iran Framework’; out-
side that frame we see Rouhani sitting on a nuclear bomb (Varvel, 2015). 
Kerry is happily smiling, Rouhani not. The cartoon implies hidden inten-
tions of the Iranian leadership, and Iran not wanting to give up its nuclear 
weapons plans. The image expresses a naive US, and thus imbalanced 
US-Iranian relations; Kerry’s and Rouhani’s different facial expressions 
strengthen this. The nuclear bomb, outside the framework, presents a 
clear danger that is controlled by Iran; dramatisation is used to make the 
point. Viewers are led to believe that Iran is more powerful and 
thus threatening.

Similarly, another cartoon criticizes the US for trusting Rouhani on his 
word. It shows Abraham Lincoln, representing the US, looking satisfacto-
rily at the mobile phone with a photograph sent by Rouhani who took a 
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selfie of his face but not the nuclear bomb he is sitting on. The message 
reads ‘See? No Nukes! [Smiley]’ (Koterba, 2015). Iranian leaders are por-
trayed as deceiving, and the US as overly trusting, weak and/or naive.

The claimed power imbalance between the US and Iran, and the Iranian 
threat, are portrayed pointedly in cartoon that shows a threatening Iranian 
leader screaming ‘Death to America’ before the agreement, and afterwards 
still screaming the same, only with a nuclear bomb and a large bag of 
US  Dollars  (McKee, 2015). The money and the bomb imply an Iran 
unhindered in building nuclear weapons but now equipped  with more 
resources to do so. The strong facial expressions, the screaming and the 
reddish background exaggerate the threat and evoke alarming feelings. The 
colour of red is associated with danger and serves to increase the threat’s 
intensity. Iran is shown as able to threaten the US and the US as giving in.

Another cartoon consists of two images (Vaidyanathan, 2015, cartoon 
by Gary Varvel). The first shows Kerry holding an olive branch at Rouhani, 
saying ‘We are extending an olive branch to you, if you disarm’. Rouhani 
looks hesitantly. The second shows Kerry looking surprised at his cut-off 
arm with the olive branch on the floor; Rouhani is walking away with an 
oversized saber. Kerry’s olive branch and Rouhani’s saber, and the act of 
cutting off an arm, express imbalanced US-Iranian relations. Kerry’s sur-
prise illustrates US naivety. Rouhani rejecting the olive branch and walk-
ing away from Kerry express Iranian unwillingness to cooperate with the 
US. The oversized saber, almost as large as Rouhani, may present an exag-
gerated Iranian hard-power approach.

Another two-image cartoon ridicules Obama’s red line (Foden, 2015). 
The first image shows Obama drawing with an oversized red marker a 
solid and clearly visible red line, entitled ‘Hard red line’; Rouhani, stand-
ing behind, says ‘No’. The second image shows Obama drawing with a 
light pink marker a hardly visible light pink line, entitled ‘Fuzzy pink line’; 
Rouhani says ‘I can live with that’. We see a bent-down Obama capitulat-
ing before Rouhani. Implied, here, are a strong Iran that can dictate its 
terms to the US, and an unprincipled Obama. The use of red colour 
again has the performative function of distinguishing and communicating 
what to do and what not. The change from red to light pink suggests 
diminishing clarity and distinction, and implies a line that may be crossed 
much easier.

Cartoons thus repeatedly express the theme of the US mistrusting 
Iran/the Iranian leadership, as well as Iran misleading the US by still keep-
ing the nuclear bomb and rejecting US offers. The US is shown as giving 
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in and being naive towards Iran. Iran is shown as not earnestly interested 
in cooperation. The aspect of imbalanced relations is thereby re-stated.

IMPLICATIONS

Future US-Iranian Relations

The noticeable shift in US security policy discourse, as demonstrated by 
the results of the qualitative content analysis, constructs Iran as a lesser threat 
starting in 2015/2016. Iran and the Iranian leadership have moved from the 
aggressive, extremist, dangerous and threatening other to a still threatening 
other that is, however, also a possible partner. Iran is now also linked to some 
positive elements. Yet, despite the new US-Iranian dialogue and the first 
steps of cooperation, there is still significant mistrust of the Iranian leadership 
expressed in US discourse, and othering of Iran still takes place. The analysis 
of cartoons has added a pointed and emotional picture regarding a deceiv-
ing, powerful and armed Iran versus a naive US. Iranian intentions are viewed 
critically, and there are hints at perceived hidden intentions to still build 
nuclear arms. The comparison of available cartoons published around the 
time of negotiations showed that most cartoons expressed these views. In 
light of the discursive shift shown by the qualitative content analysis above, 
there is therefore a debate shaped by remarkably diverging views, including 
a nascent split between the official discourse and the general public.

While constructions of Iran have become more nuanced, continued views 
of a threatening and cheating Iranian other and further existing mistrust 
hamper balanced US-Iranian relations. Negative character ascriptions to and 
negative emotions towards the other are interlinked and mutually confirm-
ing. In addition, we may consider the US self’s need for emotional stability. 
When views of Iran as key threatening other, after having informed decision-
makers for over three decades, are challenged by new developments, there is 
likely an incentive to maintain views. A completely new picture of Iran and 
the Iranian leadership may challenge the US self identity, and alternative 
views may have difficulty to become accepted. There is still a large opposition 
to the agreement, likely motivated by continuing mistrust. Those that favour 
a hard line against Iran may also actively emotionalise discourse and link 
negative emotions to Iran, the agreement and improved relations. Resulting 
constructions and the linked emotions develop their own force, inform inter-
action, and become part of multi-layered institutional structures. This is why 
heavily emotionalised discourse and policy are difficult to overcome.
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Building positive US-Iranian relations may be facilitated by what White 
(1998, p. 122; 1984, p. 160) calls realistic empathy that serves as corrective 
to harmful misperceptions. Together with an understanding of emotions as 
something shared, hostility may be reduced and relations improved. Since 
emotions are something that we experience physically and bodily, the emo-
tional component in relations seems important. Working to enable trust via 
positive interactions may reassure the self and help to overcome mistrust. 
Placing relations on a larger basis by extending them to the societies may 
stabilise positive change. Also, the healing of relations is significant. Recent 
work on emotions in US security policy towards Iran discusses the aspect 
and function of healing relations (Reinke de Buitrago, 2016). In light of the 
new US administration under President Donald Trump, however, 
US-Iranian relations may worsen again, and the nuclear agreement is at risk.

Methodological Implications: The Value of Combining Analyses 
of Different Scope, Focus and Depth

Implications relate to the combination of the two analytical methods. 
In order to better understand the impact of (distinct) emotions on 
perception, discourse and international relations, it seems highly use-
ful to further strengthen methodological tools and refine existing 
methods for precise application. During the conduct of this analysis, 
it has become clear that the combination of the two methods is a 
fruitful endeavour by adding perspectives to approach emotions in IR 
for a deeper understanding. Although the applied methods differ in 
scope, focus and depth, they complement each other. Qualitative con-
tent analysis generates rich details and uncovers discursive claims, 
which in turn can inform policymaking; visual analysis identifies addi-
tional ‘sticky’  aspects  of an interstate relationship by putting the 
emphasis on public views on specific issues that are reproduced using 
means of exaggeration and dramatisation.

A challenging matter is the linking of the two analyses. They differ in 
nature with regards to the context that is available to study the perceptions 
of a particular issue. Thus, when looking at a document as part of qualita-
tive content analysis, the researcher typically has much more surrounding 
context; cartoons stand as they are, with little context or none that is imme-
diatly available for analysis. To bring the results of each method in contact 
and compare them, the researcher needs to zig-zag between the particular 
insights of each and shift back and forth between different scopes, foci and 
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depths, ideally thus producing a completed mosaic that provides a richer 
understanding. Interlinking insights from policy and strategy documents 
and from cartoons requires considering wider policy discourse and context, 
as well as particular issues and viewpoints together. To deal with potential 
hurdles of combining both methods, possibly arising from their different 
scope, focus and depth, it has proven useful for the researcher to maintain 
solid awareness of the different nature of sources. For other researchers 
interested in this combination of method, it would be important to have 
sufficient sources of text and cartoons; not all subject matters in IR are 
frequently covered by cartoons. Both methods are also highly interpretive, 
and with researchers being subjective, care must be taken to minimise co-
constructions influenced by  own biases  resulting from socialization in a 
specific educational environment or a specific national culture. Another 
challenge, or limit, is the interpretation of cartoons from countries of 
which  the researcher lacks cultural knowledge. This also applies to text 
sources; having lived in the country whose material is analysed seems help-
ful. In further developing this combined methodological approach, it 
seems significant to concentrate on building robust and differentiated cat-
egories that can be applied to all results to enable easier comparison.

It is concluded that used  in combination, visual analysis is comple-
mentary and insightful. The combination has allowed the researcher to 
illustrate a popular reproduction of enmity and threat perceptions; repre-
sentations by security policy decision-makers resonate in wider society via 
popular media and journalists’ representations. The construction of 
enmity towards Iran thus exceeds what is stated in policy documents, 
implying that US-Iranian relations are not only shaped by conflicting 
interests but also by emotions that are re-produced and activated by 
journalists. This implies for media a quite active role in the shaping of 
perceptions of another state and relations with that state. Combining the 
two methods  therefore offers potential for other studies of interstate 
relations and cases of threat/enemy construction.

From the analysis, a number of avenues for further research have 
become clear. One of them relates to the above-stated active role of media. 
How active a role media can play in influencing national politics regarding 
international/transnational issues has been illustrated (see Reinke de 
Buitrago, 2014). But finding out about national media concretely contrib-
ute to the shaping of interstate relations is of further interest. Research on 
the role of emotions in IR needs to further specify the dynamics of how the 
self’s emotions towards and (cognitive) perceptions of the other influence 
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each other. An interesting question to answer would be how a perception 
of another state as more positive/less threatening, resulting from changing 
political circumstances, can stimulate more positive emotions, and which 
other factors are needed for such a development. Of further interest would 
be what may be called emotional interdependencies, that is, how self and 
other are emotionally dependent on each other and how a change in the 
external environment may affect this interdependence. More research also 
seems to be  needed on particular emotions and their possibly distinct 
impact. Thus, we should inquire into the difference between various emo-
tions and how this difference plays out in perceptions of self and other.

NOTES

1. The Iranian nuclear agreement, the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action 
(JCPOA), was signed by Iran, the five permanent UN Security Council 
members (China, France, Russia, UK and US), Germany, and the EU on 
July 14, 2015 in Vienna.

2. For a review of the nexus between geopolitics and visual culture, see Hughes 
(2007).

3. Inductive categories may be formed when deductive categories prove too 
large or when the analysis yields new content beyond the already existing 
categories.
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CHAPTER 14

Methods and Methodologies for the Study 
of Emotions in World Politics

Roland Bleiker and Emma Hutchison

INTRODUCTION

Emotions are central to world politics. They lie at the core of key political 
phenomena, from war to humanitarian emergencies and from diplomatic 
negotiations to financial crisis. Take the example of terrorism: the reason 
why people engage in terrorist attacks is often deeply emotional, as are the 
public and political reactions to them. It is impossible to understand the 
design and impact of the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001 without the 
deeply emotional nature of the event. As Erik Ringmar (Chap. 2) puts it: 
“take away the emotions and there will be little international politics left.”

While central to world politics, emotions have paradoxically been 
largely absent from scholarly approaches to international relations. Or so 
at least argue several contributors to this volume. Reinhard Wolf (Chap. 10) 
points out that “for decades emotions have hardly figured in mainstream 
political science.” Clara Eroukhmanoff and Bernardo Teles Fazendeiro 
(Chap. 11) highlight that “IR theories have turned a blind eye to the role 
of emotions in world politics.” Ringmar (Chap. 2) writes of how “interna-
tional politics is next to always analysed in rationalistic terms,” stressing 
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the need to look at the “psychological processes” that shape the outlook 
of politicians. In a similar vein, we read that “friendship as an emotional 
bond between individual political actors … receives little to no attention” 
(van Hoef, Chap. 3) or that “most specialists are reluctant to study the 
role of emotions in contemporary Western wars” (Delori, Chap. 6; also 
Wasinski, Chap. 7).

International relations scholarship has, indeed, come fairly late to the 
study of emotions. But it is important not to underestimate the work that 
has been done already. There exists a lot more scholarship on emotions 
and world politics than commonly assumed, so much so that one can say 
that an “emotional turn … is now well underway in IR” (Eroukhmanoff 
and Teles Fazendeiro, Chap. 11). Over the past two decades, a vibrant 
body of literature has engaged the politics of emotions in countless differ-
ent realms, from war to diplomacy and from alliance politics to humanitar-
ian crises.1 Take just one example: the emotional predispositions and 
bonds that develop between political leaders. Studies in political psychol-
ogy and foreign policy were among the first international relations 
approaches to take emotions seriously. Emerging in the 1970s, the respec-
tive contributions explored the relationship between emotion and reason 
in the process of decision-making. They opposed the assumption that 
decisions are taken on the basis of “classical rationality,” stressing, instead, 
that leaders have often no choice but to draw upon ideas and insights that 
may involve “the emotional rather than the calculating part of the brain” 
(Hill, 2003, p. 116; see also Marcus, 2002, pp. 221–250; Jervis, Lebow, 
& Stein, 1985). More recent work draws on neuroscience and other litera-
tures to explore how emotions shape face-to-face diplomacy (for instance, 
Holmes, 2013). Add to this that historians have for long examined how 
heads of state and other decision-makers are influenced by the emotional 
context in which they grew up, think and operate (for recent examples see 
Costigliola, 2012; Keys, 2011).

While there is a rich and vibrant body of knowledge on emotions and 
world politics, and while we need more serious and sustained  engagements 
with this literature, there is one gap that stands out in particular: the rela-
tive absence of methodological debates. Maéva Clément and Eric Sangar 
(Chap. 1) rightly highlight this problem and the need to address it. The 
dilemma is particularly well captured by Audrey Reeves (Chap. 5), who 
compellingly shows how traditional methodological approaches offered 
not much help to understand the kind of affective political experiences she 
was trying to investigate.
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The challenge is considerable and has been identified by two influen-
tial pioneers of the research on emotions and world politics: Neta 
Crawford and Jonathan Mercer. Crawford (2000, p.  118) recognizes 
that the inherently “ephemeral” nature of emotions poses major “meth-
odological concerns.” Because emotions are “deeply internal,” it is dif-
ficult isolate them or distinguish what a “genuine” emotion may indeed 
be. Mercer (1996, p. 1) too worries that “emotion is hard to define, hard 
to operationalize, hard to measure, and hard to isolate from other fac-
tors.” For most scholars emotions simply seem, as Paul Saurette (2006, 
p.  504) puts it, “impossibly fuzzy.” Quantifying emotions is difficult. 
Labelling and measuring them, even in qualitative terms, is also a delicate 
process. We can try to verbalize our emotions yet often words fail to 
convey the full extent of what we feel inside. Or so it seems at first sight. 
Emotions appear to exist unconsciously, even unknowingly, deep in the 
recesses of an individual’s mind and body. For an international relations 
scholar working with prevailing methodological frameworks, investiga-
tions into emotions therefore seem to result in research that is speculative 
or tenuous at best.

At the same time, the methodological challenges associated with study-
ing emotions are not as unusual as it seems at first sight. Janice Bially- 
Mattern (2014, pp. 589–594) convincingly points out that emotions are 
in fact no more and no less “fuzzy” than many other well-established and 
much studied phenomena in international relations, such as interests, 
identity, ideology or even anarchy. None of these and many other concepts 
can be easily quantified and yet they have been central to theoretical and 
empirical inquiries. Renee Jeffery (2014b, pp. 584–589), as a result, pro-
poses a shift away the traditional preference of methodological observa-
tion and search instead for experimental ways of appreciating the political 
roles of emotions. Perhaps the issue, then, has less to do with the allegedly 
elusive nature of emotions and more to do with to the traditionally limited 
methodological scope of disciplinary international relations.

The purpose of our concluding remarks is to address some of these 
challenges. We engage the chapters in this book and we offer suggestions 
in parallel—or, rather, in reinforcement of—the six key points that Clément 
and Sangar (Chap. 1) flagged at the outset. In doing so, we draw on and 
expand some of our previous work (most notably Bleiker 2014, 2015; 
Bleiker & Butler, 2016; Bleiker & Hutchison, 2007, 2008; Hutchison, 
2014, 2016; Hutchison & Bleiker, 2008, 2014, 2015). We proceed in 
three steps.
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We first engage an issue that was outlined in the introduction (Clément 
and Sangar, Chap. 1) and comes up regularly through the book: the chal-
lenge of defining feelings, emotions and affect. We do so not to arrive at a 
definitive statement, but to highlight that definitional issues, and in par-
ticular the relationship between emotions and affect, are intimately linked 
with some of the key methodological questions that Clément and Sangar 
flagged: that we need to understand how emotions work across different 
levels of analysis, from individual to collective ones; that emotions are 
inherently social, cultural and political; and that emotions shift and change 
with time and across space.

Second, we recognize the need to take into account methodological 
contributions from existing social scientific work in international relations. 
But, at the same time, and more importantly, we highlight the need to go 
beyond social scientific analyses and, in particular, beyond methods that 
rely on more traditional cause-effect models. Here, we highlight the use-
fulness of Jacques Rancière’s concept of the distribution of the sensible: of 
understanding how collective emotions frame what is and is not logical, 
rational, sensible and thus politically relevant, possible and desirable 
(Rancière, 2004).

Third, we stress that such an approach to analysing political emotions 
requires creativity and methodological pluralism. Emotions work in excep-
tionally complex ways. No single method could possibly account for their 
political significance and influence. The chapters in this volume emphasize 
the need to draw on a range of different methods, from semi-structured 
interviews to discourse analysis, autoethnography, content analysis and 
semiotics, among others. To validate such a broad and diverse range of 
methods, we need an epistemological framework that eschews the need to 
arrive at overarching models and, instead, appreciates the pluralism and 
creativity and perhaps even elusiveness that resides in each particular 
approach. Such a framework requires reflections on both method and 
methodological issues: that is, we need to discuss not only the tools needed 
to investigate the political roles of emotions but also the epistemological 
status attributed to these tools.

DEFINING FEELINGS, EMOTIONS AND AFFECT: POLITICAL 
AND METHODOLOGICAL IMPLICATIONS

Several chapters in this volume highlight the difficulties involved with 
defining emotions. Clément and Sangar (Chap. 1) mention how efforts to 
pinpoint the nature of emotions are “highly contested and at times par-
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ticularly fuzzy.” Ringmar laments that the “vocabulary of affect is hope-
lessly confused” and there is little agreement on how related terms are 
used or, indeed, how they should be employed.

We engage these discussions here by highlighting how scholars differ-
entiate phenomenologically between feelings, emotions and affect. We do 
so not to settle definitional disputes but to highlight how the struggle to 
understand what emotions are goes to their very political core: it high-
lights that emotions in all their guises, as distinguishable emotions as well 
as more non-conscious feelings and affects, work at different levels—from 
the individual to the collective—and that they are always more than just 
personal reactions or expressions.

Most international relations scholars use the term “emotion” loosely, as 
a broad umbrella term to denote a range of different phenomena. We do 
so too in this chapter. But some scholars also draw a clear distinction 
between emotions and feelings. Mercer (2014) refers to feelings as “a 
conscious awareness that one is experiencing an emotion.” Crawford 
(2000, p. 125) sees emotions as “inner states that individuals describe to 
others as feeling.” But both Mercer and Crawford go further and stress 
the need to capture the social dimensions at stake. This is why Crawford 
(2014) highlights how emotions—individual and subjective as they might 
be—are also always intertwined with pre-existing social, cultural and polit-
ical contexts. Mercer’s very notion of “social emotion” underlines this 
point too, for it captures how emotions become intersubjective when they 
relate to something social that people care about, whether it is power, 
status or justice.

Reflecting on the distinction between emotions and feelings might 
therefore help us appreciate the connections between bodily based phe-
nomena and the processes through which emotions are communicated to 
others. While feelings may emerge from within the body, they are at the 
same time central to the politics of emotions. Feelings are internal in that 
they are felt within bodies, yet they are in a sense external as well. Mercer 
(2014) put it this way: bodies cause emotions but emotions cannot be 
ontologically reduced to the body. Even though we experience emotion 
emerging from our bodies, feelings are formed and structured within par-
ticular social and cultural environments (Lutz, 1988). They are consti-
tuted in relation to culturally specific traditions, such as language, habits 
and memories. This is why Sangar, Clément and Lindemann (Chap. 8) 
stress the need to “conceive emotions as social phenomena” that can shape 
political attitude to a range of phenomena, including war. Likewise, this is 
why Wolf (Chap. 10) believes that “emotions are intrinsically public and 
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therefore can be well established by analysing social discourse.” Karin 
Fierke (2014) goes one step further, stressing that individual expressions 
of emotions “should not ultimately be the focus of social and political 
analysis at the international level.” This is the case, she argues, because 
individual emotions are less significant for understanding global politics 
than the emotions that surround political phenomena.

The distinction between emotions and affect brings out socio-politi-
cal issues in an even more pertinent way. In some disciplines, such as 
geography, this distinction is so intensely debated that scholars differen-
tiate between “emotional geography” and “affective geography” (see 
Thien, 2005; Thrift, 2004). Emotions are seen as personal and often 
conscious feelings that have social meaning and political consequences. 
Related phenomena can in this way be identified and assessed. Affective 
dynamics, by contrast, are viewed as much broader phenomena that exist 
both before and beyond consciousness: they are a wide range of non-
reflective and subconscious bodily sensations, such as mood, intuition, 
temperament, attachment, disposition and even memory. In an investi-
gation of the politics and potentials of museums to illuminate the human 
costs of war, Audrey Reeves (Chap. 5) insightfully outlines the conse-
quences of these emotions-affect distinctions for international relations 
scholarship (see also Eznack, 2011, 2013; Holmes, 2013; Ross, 2006, 
p. 199; Sasley, 2010).

The difference between emotion and affect pivots around the issue of 
representation (see Pile, 2010, pp. 6–10; Reeves, Chap. 5; Eroukhmanoff 
and Teles Fazendeiro, Chap. 11). Those who theorize affect consider the 
phenomena as inexpressible: it cannot be analysed through representa-
tions. The study of affect thus opposes attempts to understand specific, 
seemingly individualized emotions and moves towards an approach that 
studies how particular feelings, sentiments and emotions together act as 
a type of collective social force (Thrift, 2004, p. 60; see also Protevi, 
2009). Affect in this sense is “performative”: it enables understandings 
of how emotional flows both act upon individuals and in doing so enact 
particular socio-political norms and behaviours. Emotional geographers 
disagree with many of the charges made against them. They argue that 
since emotions can only be understood through representations, it is 
crucial to understand the respective practices (see also Bondi, 2005; 
Eroukhmanoff and Teles Fazendeiro, Chap. 11; Reeves, Chap. 5; Thien, 
2005; for a useful critical discussion of the affect/emotion discussion, 
see Leys, 2011).
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To use the term “affect” is thus to make a shift from isolating specific 
emotions to the more general recognition that emotion, feeling and sensa-
tions combined generate often unconscious and unreflective affective dis-
positions that connect and transcend individuals (Massumi, 2002, 
pp.  27–28, 217; Thrift, 2004, p.  60). As Ringmar (Chap. 2) puts it: 
“everything is couched in terms of affect.” In this sense, affect is always 
social and always “intertwined across time” (Eroukhmanoff and Teles 
Fazendeiro, Chap. 11). This position also resonates with international 
relations research. For Janice Bially-Mattern (2014), the task of singling 
out certain emotions, such as anger (see Heller, Chap. 4) becomes prob-
lematic as soon as one recognizes, as most scholars meanwhile do, that 
emotions and cognition are intrinsically interwoven and thus, by exten-
sion, hard to keep conceptually separate. For Ross (2014, pp. 2, 17–19) 
too, anger, fear or other emotions are socially constructed and somewhat 
arbitrary categories that are not really able to capture the rich complexities 
of how affective energies work and circulate between political actors and 
communities.

Affect can then provide the conceptual tools to understand how a broad 
range of psycho-social predispositions produce or mediate political emo-
tions. Recent research by Lucile Eznack (2013) illustrates the issues at 
stake. She shows how historically cultivated affective dispositions—both 
positive and negative—can temper or exacerbate hostilities between 
nation-states and in doing so influence the nature of ensuing state behav-
iour. Juxtaposing US anger towards Britain in the 1956 Suez Crisis with 
that focused towards the Soviet Union during the 1979–1980 Afghanistan 
intervention, Eznack shows how anger at an ally/friend and an adversary/
enemy alters according to the pre-existing affective dimensions of their 
relations.

Definitional disputes can never be settled. Nor can concepts ever cap-
ture the far more elusive realities they seek to define. This is why we con-
sciously use the broad term “emotion.” But conceptual disputes provide a 
way into understanding the substantive issues at stake, particularly the 
processes through which feelings, emotions and affect are both individual 
and collective. There is fairly widespread agreement that emotions are not 
only shaped by historical and socio-cultural factors but also, and in turn, 
play a key role in constituting collective identities and the type of political 
values and practices associated with them. But figuring out suitable meth-
odological approaches for studying these collective emotions is, of course, 
a far more difficult and contestable task.
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UNDERSTANDING THE POLITICS OF EMOTIONS 
BEYOND SOCIAL SCIENTIFIC MODELS

Most methodological approaches to the study of emotions in international 
relations are social science driven and, while useful, not enough to under-
stand the collective dimension of emotions. Some of most systematic 
methodological debates so far have been carried out in political psychol-
ogy and focus on quantitative approaches. They deal, for instance, with 
the emotional predispositions of leaders and samples of the population 
(Marcus, 2002, pp.  235–236; Small, Learner & Fischhoff, 2006). 
Neuroscientific inquiries have also generated important methodological 
advances, particularly with regard to the use of experiments, be they labo-
ratory, survey or field based. These studies can make more reliable state-
ments on issues of cause and effect that qualitative emotions methods may 
be hard-pressed to do (see Jeffery, 2014b; McDermott, 2011).

While experiments and other quantitatively measurable methods can 
yield important insights, there are nonetheless limits to how much they 
can assess. Two such methodological limits stand out.

First, scholars can only measure how people physiologically or behav-
iourally react or what they say they feel. In addition, the respective meth-
ods often focus on individuals and small groups, which do not operate at 
the same level and in the same way as larger collectives. Indeed, if the 
methodological challenges are significant when investigating individual or 
interpersonal emotional dynamics they are far greater when it comes to 
analysing emotions at the level of large collectives, such as in national and 
transnational spheres. States, for instance, have no biological mechanisms 
and thus cannot experience emotions directly. How, then, can the behav-
iour of states be shaped by emotions?

Second, traditional social scientific notions of causality are limited in 
their ability to capture the political impact of collective emotions. Take an 
example from the topic that Sybille Reinke de Buitrago (Chap. 13) and 
Gabi Schlag (Chap. 9) engage: the links between images, emotions and 
politics. The emotional dimensions of images rarely cause political events, 
at least not in a linear way. This is the case even in instances where impact 
is obvious. Consider the debates on the use of torture in the war against 
terror. As early as the summer of 2003, it was publicly known—in part 
through reports from Amnesty International—that US troops were using 
torture techniques when interrogating prisoners in Iraq. There was, how-
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ever, little public interest or discussion about the issue. Domestic and 
international outrage only emerged in the spring of 2004, in direct 
response to graphic photographs of US torture at the Abu Ghraib prison 
facilities. The intensely emotional images of torture managed to trigger 
major public discussions in a way that “mere” words could not. But to 
attribute causality here is far from straightforward. This is even more the 
case with instances where impact is more diffuse, though equally clear. No 
method can, for instance, retrace the causal or even the constitutive links 
between the highly emotional visual representations of 9/11, the emer-
gence of a discourse of evil and the ensuing war on terror. And yet, hardly 
anybody would question that images and emotions were key parts of the 
nature and impact of 9/11. Indeed, the very attack was designed for maxi-
mum visual and emotional impact. It was meant to do much more than 
kill physical bodies: the idea was to create a spectacle that can circulate 
visually and instil fear.

Rather than speaking of linear causality here, one might use terms like 
“discursive causality” (Hansen, 2006, p.  26) or “discursive agency” 
(Bleiker, 2000, p. 208). Doing so illuminates how emotions often work 
inaudibly but powerfully; over time and across space, by slowly entrench-
ing—or gradually challenging—how we feel, view, think of the socio- 
political worked around us. Ringmar (Chap. 2) speaks of the “felt sense,” 
of how feelings influence both cognitive thoughts and broader political 
phenomena.

Understanding how emotions work in such indirect ways poses inevi-
table methodological challenges. But they can be addressed and over-
come. One of the most useful ways of doing so has been advanced by 
Jacques Rancière. He speaks of the “distribution of the sensible,” that is, 
of how in any given society and at any given time, there are boundaries 
between what can be felt and not, thought and not and, as a result, 
between what is politically possible and not. These boundaries are arbi-
trarily but often accepted self-evidently as common sense (Rancière, 2004, 
p. 13; see also Rockhill, 2009, pp. 199–200). Collective emotions are, in 
this sense, highly political insofar as they can either entrench existing con-
figurations of sensing, seeing and thinking, or indeed, they can challenge 
them. The boundaries between what is sensible and not sometimes shift 
rapidly, as in the case of torture debates, but mostly they evolve gradually 
as the visual world—and other representational stimuli—around us 
evolves.
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MULTIDISCIPLINARY METHODS FOR THE STUDY 
OF POLITICAL EMOTIONS

Broadening our understanding of how emotions work politically inevita-
bly also entails broadening the methodological framework we use to study 
emotions. Rather than relying on social science methods alone, we should 
complement them with modes of inquiry stemming from the sciences and 
the humanities. The latter, for instance, consist of methods applied in, say, 
ethnography, architecture, art history, musicology and media studies.

Only a multitude of methods can attempt to stitch together the intri-
cate and non-linear processes through which emotions shape the political. 
Different methods illuminate different dimensions of the links between 
emotion and politics. An adequate appreciation of the political issues at 
stake is thus likely to emerge only from combining a broad range of meth-
ods. The chapters in this volume offer an impressive illustration of such an 
approach. The tools employed here include phenomenology and psycho-
analysis (Ringmar), content analysis (Heller; de Buitrago), semi-struc-
tured interviews (Delori), autoethnography (Reeves), discourse analysis 
(Wolf; Koschut), narrative analysis (Sangar, Clément and Lindemann), 
audience observation (Schlag); hermeneutics (Eroukhmanoff and Teles 
Fazendeiro).

Relying on such a broad set of methods for the study of political emo-
tions seems commonsensical. In fact, many method scholars acknowledge 
the need for pluralism and recognize that, by extension, their own 
approach is a “necessary but not sufficient methodology” (Van Leeuwen 
& Jewitt, 2004, p. 5). A content analysis, for instance, can identify impor-
tant patterns but say nothing about the political impact of emotions, just 
as a survey experiment can gauge relative impact but offer no knowledge 
of the origin or nature of links between emotions and politics. This is why 
critical methods scholars argue against analytically separating sensory 
domains (Mason & Davies, 2009, pp. 600–601). While commonsensical 
in principle, the actual application of a multidisciplinary approach to the 
study of emotions in world politics is far more complex and difficult.

Only very few researchers possess the methodological skills to navigate 
across the wide range of methods necessary to assess the complexity of the 
links between emotions and politics. Scholars who employ, say, discourse 
analysis rarely have the skills to conduct large-scale quantitative surveys. 
Likewise, researchers who do lab experiments are not usually equipped to 
conduct a semiology.
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These practical challenges to multidisciplinary research are significant 
but can be overcome. Extra training can provide scholars with the skills 
needed to employ a wider range of methods. Some of the chapters in this 
volume offer fantastic examples of how this can be done successfully. Take 
the two chapters that deal with the links between emotions, images and 
politics. Schlag (Chap. 9) flags how a multitude of methods, from dis-
course analysis to iconology, can be applied across multiple visual sites and 
modalities: from the construction of an image to its content to its political 
receptions (see Rose, 2008). Buitrago (Chap. 13), likewise, employs con-
tent and visual analysis to great effect, arguing that zigzagging between 
them better captures “the complex nature of emotions and their various 
expressions and channels.”

A further challenge to interdisciplinary work on emotions is linked to a 
deeply entrenched antagonistic dualism that continues to separate those 
advocating qualitative and quantitative methods. The divide between 
these traditions is enforced not only by different methodological trainings, 
but also by a range of epistemological assumptions that seem to make 
genuine cross-method inquiries difficult. Quantitative methods tend to be 
associated with positivist epistemologies while qualitative approaches are 
meant to be post-positivist in nature. This is neither accurate nor useful 
but, instead, and as Clément and Sangar (Chap. 1) point out, leads to a 
“path dependency” that boxes them into “specific ways of collecting and 
analysing.” There is no reason why, for instance, discourse analysis could 
not be combined with quantitative survey experiments. Only through 
such unusual methodological combinations can we hope to understand 
the politics of emotions across their origin, history, meaning and 
causality.

TOWARDS A PLURALIST EPISTEMOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK

The biggest challenge to a truly pluralist approach to the study emotions 
and politics is not of a practical but of an epistemological nature. To use 
methods as diverse as discourse analysis and quantitative surveys can only 
be done if each of these methods is given the chance to work according to 
its own logic. A genuinely interdisciplinary and pluralistic approach needs 
to abandon the idea that all methods have to operate according to the 
same rules and standards of evidence.

To advance such a proposition is to go against the grain of much of the 
philosophy of knowledge that drives the social sciences. Manuel De Landa 
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(2006, pp. 10–11) refers here to totalizing forms of knowledge. In such 
systems, each component has to behave according to an overall logic that 
structures the movement of parts. To make sense and fit in, each method-
ological component of this system has to operate according to the same 
principles: those of testable hypotheses. Methods that do not fit these 
criteria are seen as unscientific and illegitimate. This is the logic of aiming 
for “generalizable” findings that test “causal relationships” (Heller, Chap. 
4). The aim here is to avoid “arbitrary and unsystematic” methods, such 
as discourse analysis, and, instead, aim for studies of emotions that can 
deliver a “more systematic comparative picture of time and space, with 
systematic comparative elements and a more longitudinal perspective that 
can show what ‘constitute’ really entails” (Heller, Chap. 4).

Our suggestions fundamentally depart from such propositions. We 
argue for a heterogeneous combination of seemingly incompatible meth-
ods. Expressed in other words, multiple methods should be used even if, 
or precisely because, they are not compatible with each other. We draw on 
assemblage theory and the concept of rhizomes (Deleuze & Guattari, 
1996) to defend an approach that we believe is both necessary and contro-
versial: necessary because it is the most convincing way to understand the 
complex links between emotions and politics; controversial because doing 
so breaks with deeply entrenched social scientific conventions that require 
each methodological component to behave according to the same coher-
ent overall logic (De Landa, 2006, pp. 10–11).

Assemblages are an alternative to totalities. They offer a conceptual 
base for multidisciplinary and methodologically reflective research. This is 
the case because assemblages, according to De Landa (2006, pp. 10–11), 
are structured by relations of exteriority: the properties and behaviour of 
its components neither have to explain the whole nor fit into its overall 
logic. Heterogeneity is a key feature here, for each component is both 
linked and autonomous. De Buitrago (Chap. 13) appropriately speaks of 
completing a “mosaic” of knowledge. Even Heller (Chap. 4), who pushes 
for more generalizable proportions, recognizes that “the influence of 
emotions is filled with spontaneous expressions of strong emotional 
subjectivity.”

When we pursue such inquiries into the politics of emotions we could 
speak of “messy methods” (Aradau & Huysmans, 2014, p. 607; Law & 
Urry, 2004, p. 390). But messy here does not mean that individual inquiries 
cannot be, at the same time, meticulous, thorough and systematic. Discourse 
analysis, for instance, does not necessarily need to be “arbitrary and unsys-
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tematic” (Heller, Chap. 4), but can be carried out in as precise a manner as 
any other method (see Koschut, Chap. 12; Dunne & Neumann, 2016; 
Hansen, 2006). The key is to recognize that the criteria by which method-
ologies operate are not seen as being independent of their specific purpose.

Once we recognize these issues, methods cannot be employed or 
understood without a proper engagement with methodologies. This 
point has already been underlined by scholars working on critical 
approaches to methods in politics and international relations. John Law 
and John Urry (2004, p. 397), Lene Hansen (2006, p. ixi), Linda Tuhiwai 
Smith (2012, p. ix), Patrick Jackson (2011, p.  25), Michael Shapiro 
(2003, 2013) as well as Claudia Aradau and Jef Huysmans (2014, p. 598) 
all stress that methods—that is, the tools we use to embark on research—
are inevitably intertwined with the strategies that these methods employ 
and the context within which they are carried out. The task of method-
ologies is to challenge the idea of methods as neutral techniques and to 
reflect upon the choices and implications that they embody (see Clément 
and Sangar, Chap. 1). Implied—and at time explicitly articulated—in 
these positions is the idea that one can embark on systematic and rigorous 
research even while one accepts that there are several and at times even 
incompatible models of doing so. Although still fairly controversial in 
international relations, such critical positions on methodology are not 
new. They have long been debated in the philosophy of science or in 
quantum and complexity theory. Consider, just as an example, how Paul 
Feyerabend (2002, pp. 1, 18, 160) argued decades ago that the numer-
ous procedures that make up the sciences have no common structure and 
that, as a result, “successful research does not obey general standards; it 
relies now on one trick, now on another.” He presents the violation of 
existing basic rules as the very process through which science progresses—
not towards a new and better paradigm, but towards recognition that 
science, and the methods it applies, is always incomplete and bound by its 
social context.

CONCLUSION

Drawing on the chapters in this volume, we have tried to outline a multi-
disciplinary and pluralist framework for the study of emotions in world 
politics. To do so requires combining work on methods (techniques, prac-
tices) with reflections on methodologies (epistemological reflections on 
the potentials and limits of these techniques and practices).
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We argued that what is needed is not a systematic theory of emotions, 
an attempt to fix the parameters of knowledge once and for all, but a more 
open-ended search for the type of scholarly and political sensibility that 
could conceptualize the influence of emotions even where and when it is 
not immediately apparent. Numerous intangible but nevertheless impor-
tant political dimensions of emotions can be appreciated only if scholars 
accept that insight cannot necessarily produce certainty, or at least not the 
type of knowledge that is objective, measurable and falsifiable. Accepting 
that knowledge about emotions is inevitably partial and contingent does 
not mean we cannot evaluate interdisciplinary and pluralist research. The 
key is to recognize that insights into the politics of emotions should not 
be evaluated by some a priori standard of reference, but by their ability to 
generate new and valuable perspectives on political puzzles. This process 
is neither radical nor unique to the task of assessing ephemeral phenom-
ena, such as emotions. It applies just as much to the domain of reason. 
Quentin Skinner is one of numerous scholars who stress how our judge-
ment of what is reasonable depends not on some prior set of objective 
criteria, but on the concepts we employ to describe what we see or experi-
ence as rational (Skinner, 2002, pp. 4, 44). For instance, if examinations 
of fear can provide us with explanations of political behaviour that would 
not have been possible through other forms of inquiry, then they have 
made a contribution to knowledge, even though the so-generated insight 
may remain contestable and, ultimately, un-provable.

Once the logic of totality is forgone, the possibilities for investigating 
the significance of emotions in world politics open up. It becomes possible 
to combine seemingly incompatible methods, from ethnographies to 
semiologies, surveys and interviews to discourse and content analyses. The 
logics according to which they operate do not necessarily have to be the 
same, nor do they have to add up to one coherent whole, for it is precisely 
through such creative openness that we can hope to capture the complex 
ways emotions are intertwined with world politics.

NOTES

1. See, for instance, Åhäll and Gregory, 2015; Bially Mattern, 2011; Booth 
and Wheeler, 2007; Callahan, 2004; Edkins, 2003; Eznack, 2011 and 2013; 
Fierke, 2013; Hall, 2011; Holmes, 2015; Jeffery, 2014a; Koschut, 2014; 
Mercer, 2005, 2010; Petersen, 2002; Ross, 2014; Sasley, 2011; Saurette, 
2006; Solomon, 2012; Tuathail, 2003.
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