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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

1.1.Introduction to the field: Emotion and Political Discourse 

 

It is undeniable that today’s political arena is marked by what has been called the 

“emotionalisation of politics.” (see e.g. Cepernich, 2016; Koschut, 2018c; Koschut et 

al., 2017). This refers to how affect and emotionally-charged narratives have become 

key to political communication and party strategies, mostly as a reaction to the public 

demand for interactions with politics to be an emotional experience (Lilleker, 2006). 

While this increased use of emotion has been mostly linked to populist parties (see e.g. 

(Demertzis, 2006; Rico et al., 2017), I argue in line with authors such as Cislaru (2012) 

that emotion is a rhetorical tool used by political parties, by the media, and even by 

citizens themselves to impact the public opinion or build it.  

 

Academic interest in emotion has increased in the past decades, as it has become 

evident that feelings and sentiments have effects on political communication and 

participation (Szabo, 2020). New research has been particularly attentive to the strategic 

and institutional ways in which emotions in politics are used and disseminated (see e.g. 

Westen, 2017; Crigler et al., 2006), but it has failed to establish emotion as an 

individual category of study within social sciences in general, and political science and 

communication in particular (Cepernich, 2016).  

 

One of the most overlooked aspects of emotion is its relationship with political 

discourse. In the context of populism, the framework developed by the political thinker 

Ernesto Laclau (2005) has often been used to analyse how collective identities emerge. 

However, it has mostly been applied to the content of discourse, thus neglecting the role 

that emotion has in the construction of it. As stated by Heaney (2019), emotions can be 

viewed as a form of power operating within the political field and, as such, they play an 

important role in language-based processes of international power and status 

differentiation (Koschut, 2018c). Therefore, from an academic point of view, it makes 

sense to further study the socio-emotional dimension of language, as well the 

instrumentalisation of emotions that is taking place at the political level. Doing so will 

not only allow us to better understand the role of emotionally charged narratives within 
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discursive strategies but also to better comprehend why audiences become more 

affectively invested in some discursive representations than in others (Solomon, 2012).   

 

1.2.Thesis Topic and Motivation 

Taking this as a departing point, my Master’s thesis is focused on the power of emotion 

within discursive strategies, aiming to discover their role in narrative construction of the 

Spanish left-wing party Podemos at the first stages of its creation. My choice of the case 

study has been motivated by mainly three factors.  

 

First, considering that Podemos has a very clear emotional narrative, I was surprised to 

see that there are barely any studies that are specifically focused on understanding how 

the party used emotion within its discourse at its early stages. The linguistic practices 

Podemos used to create their idea of “the people” have been widely studied  (see e.g. 

Barbeito & Iglesias, 2021; Casero-Ripollés et al., 2016; Kioupkiolis, 2016; Valdivielso, 

2017) but without paying attention to the affective tags and emotionally charged 

signifiers that accompanied its construction. Moreover, I have not found any studies that 

attempt to uncover how the use of emotions of  Podemos’ discourse aimed to influence 

the Spanish status quo.   

 

Second, I believe that Podemos is quite a unique case in the sense that it is one of the 

only European parties that has not shied away from its label of “populist”. Instead, its 

leaders have repeatedly argued that – basing themselves on the ideas of Ernesto Laclau 

and Chantal Mouffe – they are using populism as their main discursive strategy 

(Errejón, 2011). To me, this makes the case much more interesting as it shows how, at 

the beginning, Podemos had a very structured strategy on how to win voters over.   

 

Third, I believe that the use of emotion is completely tied to context and that, therefore, 

it cannot be understood without considering the historical, economic, political and 

social dynamics of the country at the moment in question. The fact that I am Spanish 

and that, therefore, I can understand both the context and the language in which 

Podemos was born, puts me in a unique position to conduct this analysis.  
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1.3.Research Questions 

To narrow the focus of this research, my attention will be focused on the year 2015, 

which was when Podemos participated for the first time in both Spanish general 

elections and in regional elections in several of the autonomous communities that Spain 

has.  Knowing that it was going to be an intense year electorally speaking, the founders 

of Podemos released a Manifesto called “The Programme of Change” (Podemos, 2015), 

which had the aim of inspiring the multiple campaigns that were going to take place on 

that year.  

 

The objective of this thesis is to thoroughly analyse this publication, specifically 

examining two factors that can be translated into the following research questions:  

 

RQ1: What is the role of emotions in constructing the groups “the people” and “the 

elite” within the Manifesto “The Programme of Change”, published in May 2015 by 

Podemos?  

 

RQ2: What are the feeling rules proposed by Podemos that can be identified throughout 

the Manifesto?  

 

1.4.Structure of the thesis 

The first chapter of this thesis provides a comprehensive literature review of what has 

been written until this point about the role of emotion within the political discourse of 

Podemos. To help the reader have a broader understanding of the case study, I first give 

a brief introduction to the socioeconomic context in which Podemos emerged.   

 

The second chapter of the thesis is focused on conceptualising the theoretical 

framework and it is divided into two main sections. On the one hand, I expose why I 

think that it is important to analyse emotion, basing myself on the conceptualisation of 

affect coined by Ernesto Laclau (2005), and complementing it with the definitions of 

affect and emotion exposed by the psychoanalyst and psychiatrist Jacques Lacan and the 

so-called Lacanian Left (see e.g. Ferrada, 2017; Glynos & Stavrakakis, 2008; Lacan et 

al., 2019; Zicman de Barros, 2020).  On the other hand, I expose how I think emotions 

should be studied within discourse, using social constructivism as a guiding framework 
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and describing key concepts such as “feeling rules” basing myself on the work of the 

scholar Simon Koschut.  

 

Third, the Methodology chapter explains the interpretivist nature of my thesis. It 

describes the empirical material used in my analysis, while also giving a comprehensive 

description of the two qualitative methods that are used to conduct it: Emotion 

Discourse Analysis (Koschut, 2018a, 2018d, 2020; Koschut et al., 2017) and Pragmatics 

of Emotive Communication (Caffi & Janney, 1994). 

 

The Analysis and Discussion chapter presents the main findings of the thesis and 

discusses them against the theoretical framework, the methodology, and the research 

questions.  

 

Finally, the thesis ends with the conclusion chapter, which summarises the answers to 

my research questions, acknowledges the limitations of my work, and presents some 

suggestions for further research.  
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW & INTRODUCTION TO THE CASE STUDY 
 

In the last decades, the world has witnessed an exponential increase of populist parties, 

leaders, and social movements. As explained by Barbeito (2020), the rise of populism 

has been mostly ascribed to the economic and cultural effects of neoliberal 

globalisation, as well as on the progress of post-material values that have left certain 

sectors of society with an unbearable feeling of abandonment, vulnerability, or threat of 

their wellbeing.  

 

Research on populism has mostly focused on the right side of the political spectrum (see 

e.g. Mouffe, 2005; Rodrik, 2020; Wodak et al., 2013). Left-wing populist parties have 

been studied to some extent, but research is still lacking on the emotional dimension of 

the discursive practices they use. While I do not focus on outlining the findings of 

previous research on populism in general, I think it is important to review what has been 

said until this point about Podemos for the purpose of this Master’s thesis.  

 

Podemos became an object of study as soon as it became clear that it belonged to the 

new wave of powerful left-wing populism that was sweeping through Europe 

(Kioupkiolis & Pérez, 2019). Its foundation was a direct consequence of the global 

financial crisis of 2008, which left Spain in a context of deep economic, institutional 

and legitimacy crisis that materialised in the Indignados Movement of 2014 (see e.g. 

Alonso & Rovira Karwasser, 2014; Lopez & Rodríguez, 2011). One of the factors that 

made it a very relevant case study within the field of populism was – as explained in the 

introductory chapter – that its founders, mainly Pablo Iglesias, Iñigo Errejón and Juan 

Carlos Monedero, did not shy away from the label “populists”. Instead, they defended 

the practical implementation of Laclau and Mouffe’s conceptualisation of populism and 

claimed to have found inspiration for their political strategies in the experiences of Latin 

American populist movements (Kioupkiolis, 2016; Valdivielso, 2017).  

 

In this chapter of my Master thesis, I provide a literature review of how Podemos has 

been studied up until this moment, paying special attention on the few studies that have 

focused on the role of emotion within Podemos discourse. Doing so also allows me to 

provide enough context for my study, as well as to argue for the importance of my 

thesis within the available literature in regard to Podemos. To provide some clarity, I 
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first give a brief overview of the context in which the party emerged, followed by a 

review of the main previous literature on the role of emotion within the party’s 

discursive strategy.  

 

2.1.The socio-political and economic context in which Podemos emerged 

Podemos appeared in Spain in a context of deep economic, institutional and legitimacy 

crisis. The effects of the global recession of 2008 were devastating for the country and 

revealed the weaknesses of the Spanish economic system (Lopez & Rodríguez, 2011). 

To counter the crisis, the parties of the establishment began to implement austerity 

measures that had negative effects. The welfare state was being dismantled, job 

insecurity was rising, social inequalities were growing and the equality of opportunities 

was being lost (Alonso & Rovira Karwasser, 2014). The perception among the citizens 

was that they were the ones paying for the consequences of the crisis, instead of those 

who had actually created it - being the political and financial system and the banks 

(Fernández-Albertos, 2015).  

The situation resulted in a deep crisis of legitimacy as the citizens began to distrust and 

challenge the Spanish institutions (Simón, 2012). In fact, it was not only the political 

context of the moment that was being challenged but the legitimacy of the so-called 

“Regime of 78”, which founded the basis of the transition to democracy after the end of 

the dictatorship of Francisco Franco. Since then and until the emergence of Podemos, 

Spanish politics had been dominated by only two different parties: the right-wing 

Partido Popular (PP) and the left-wing Partido Socialista Obrero Español (PSOE). They 

gathered most of the popular support and they led executives supported by 

parliamentary majorities during the two decades following the death of the dictator 

(Kioupkiolis & Pérez, 2019, p. 25).  

The crisis of 2008 and the response that these two parties gave to the crisis evidenced 

the lack of confrontational politics in Spain as it was clear that the two parties were the 

two sides of the same coin. Both PSOE and PP converged on neoliberalism, and their 

ideas and policy plans were conditioned by the European institutions and the austerity 

measures advocated by their leaders. From the point of view of Mouffe (2005), this lack 

of confrontational politics is key to understanding the irruption of Podemos in the 
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Spanish bipartisan system as it is one of the factors that gave populism a window of 

opportunity to emerge.  

The frustration of the citizens and their disappointment towards the established political 

system materialised in the Indignados Movement, also referred to as the 15M 

Movement, which led thousands of Spanish citizens to occupy the streets and squares of 

several cities to protest the effects of the economic crisis on people’s daily lives and 

advocated for a reform of the Spanish democracy (Romanos & Sádaba, 2015; Tormey 

& Feenstra, 2015). The protests started on the 15th of May of 2011 in “La Puerta del 

Sol”, Madrid, and they expanded to other cities, such as Barcelona, Sevilla and 

Valencia. The movement called for an entire range of reforms, including electoral law, 

mortgage law, a reform of the territorial model... and it was organised under the lemma 

“Real democracy NOW!” (Valdivielso, 2017).  

As a result of the Indignados movement, various social actors started looking for new 

means of political representation (Kioupkiolis & Pérez, 2019). Podemos emerged from 

this search, and it turned indignation into political capital. It brought together two major 

issues - the representative and the economic crisis - and made these the core of its 

political programme (Casero-Ripollés et al., 2016; Feenstra et al., 2021). The creation of 

the party took place in January 2014, with the presentation of the Manifesto “Making a 

move: turning indignation into political change” (Podemos, 2014). 

It has been argued that both the name of the Manifesto and the name of the party itself,  

meaning, “we can”,  already signalled a willingness to capitalise on the sense of popular 

empowerment emerging for the “plazas” (Garcia & Briziarelli, 2018, p.7). The leaders 

of Podemos promised that if public support came in, they would participate in the 

European Elections in the following May (Valdivielso, 2017, p. 300). They gathered 

50.000 signatures in three days, and in the election, they received 1.250.000 votes - 8% 

of the total - and the corresponding five seats in the European Parliament (Valdivielso, 

p.300), which was an immense surprise given that the party has basically just been 

created.   
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2.2.Podemos and the role of emotion – What has been written until this point? 

 

Podemos caught the attention of multiple researchers in fields like populism, social 

movements analysis or political campaigning. The party has been analysed from 

different perspectives, but the most common one has been a Laclauian discursive 

analytic approach. Through these studies (see e. g. Casero-Ripollés et al., 2016; 

Kioupkiolis & Pérez, 2019; Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, 2018), researchers were able 

to detect how the theory of articulation was applied by the party, as well as to 

understand how Laclau’s definition of populism was practically applied within the 

context of the Spanish society.  

 

In this section of the Master’s thesis, I review the previous literature on Podemos and 

emotion. However, considering that the articles I will review rely on Laclau for their 

theoretical framework, I believe that it is important to first clarify one of the basic ideas 

of Laclauian theory: the conception of popular identities.   

 

2.2. 1.Laclauian understanding of popular identities 

 
To understand Laclau’s take on how collective identities are created, we first ought to 

take a look at his definition of populism. Laclau (2005) understood the phenomena of 

populism as a discursive process of political reasoning where there is a clear distinction 

between two political agents that are antagonistic: “the people” and “the elite”. Laclau 

rejected claims of populism being a “thin-centred ideology” (Mudde, 2004) to 

understand it as a political communication tool involving a process of linguistic 

signification. The antagonism between the two blocks was central to Laclau’s theory 

and it will be further explored during this thesis. However, we first need to understand 

how he conceptualised the construction of the collective identity of “the people”.  

 

For Laclau, politics entails a battle of meanings to constitute a symbolic hegemony, 

which he understands as an ongoing and never-ending struggle that constitutes the 

social (Worsham & Olson, 1999, p. 3). The novelty in Laclauian conception of 

hegemony is that it went beyond the Gramscian class essentialism to reject the idea of 

collective groups having pre-given identities and, instead, suggested that identity is 

something that comes from the “political interaction of groups”(Ibid).  
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In the book On Populist Reason (2005), Laclau expanded his hegemonic theory by 

claiming that the process of constructing a collective identity is the result of a practice 

of articulation. This process starts when there are a series of unmet particular demands 

that come together in a so-called “chain of equivalence”, which is sustained by the 

existence of “empty signifiers” that represent the particularity of each demand under a 

symbolic totality.  To better understand the role of these signifiers, we can resort to the 

words of Kioupkiolis (2016) who describes them as words or symbols that are diverted 

from specific content and that facilitate the making of collective identities. These 

“empty signifiers” become “floating signifiers” through the process of the hegemonic 

struggle of different political groups, which are constantly contesting the meanings and 

articulations of this signifiers (Zicman de Barros, 2020).  

 

As explained by authors such as Zicman de Barros (2020)  and Blanco & Sánchez 

(2014), Laclau understands the political subject as being the result of articulation of 

different demands instead of the result of a pre-given identity. From this point of view 

then, collective identities are not fixed. Instead, they are the result of a battle of 

meanings that is constantly being held at the subjective level.  

 

2.2. 2.Literature Review of previous studies 

 

Even though there is relatively little research on the topic of emotion in the left-wing 

populist rhetoric, there are a few studies that have attempted to uncover how the party 

has instrumentalised emotion to strengthen its discourse. Sampietro & Valera (2015), 

for example, focused on the presence of emotion in the party’s Facebook profile. Their 

main goal was to understand which emotions dominated both in the official posts made 

by Podemos during the European electoral campaign of 2014, and in the comments that 

were left by their thousands of followers. The analysis showed an interesting pattern 

(Ibid, p.76-77): most of the posts made by the party contained positive emotions, such 

as hope and enthusiasm, emphasizing the party’s potential to enact social change.  

However, most of the comments left by the audience contained expressions of negative 

emotions, such as mistrust, cynicism and disaffection towards political elites.  

 

Barbeito & Iglesias (2021) designed a similar study to also understand the role of 

emotion within Spanish populism. They conducted a comparative study that analysed 
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both Podemos and Vox (far-right populist party) to determine how they were using 

emotions to frame political issues. In the case of Podemos, they reached a conclusion 

that is compatible with the findings of Sampietro and Valera (2015). They saw the party 

instrumentalised emotions with a soft negative valence, such as indignation, and 

proposed alternative emotional solutions with a positive valence, love and hope for 

change (Barbeito & Iglesias, 2021, p.18).  

 

Another study that is worth mentioning for the purpose of the thesis is the one 

conducted by  Ferrada (2017). He thoroughly analysed how popular identities and 

political attitudes were formed by Podemos through the use of antagonistic signifiers, as 

well as how the notion of affect was used to transmit political potential for social 

change (Ferrada, p. 544). He focused on the aesthetic of the party, as he considered – 

following Cepernich (2016) and cited in Ferrada (2017, p.551) – that to establish 

emotional bonds with the voters, the main political actors use cultural formats and 

marketing mechanics that intensify political affective involvement through the 

management of promise of joy and the threat of both “the other” and “the insecure”. To 

understand the discursive practices of Podemos, Ferrada (2017) made use of the theories 

of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe. He reached three main conclusions that are 

important to note.  

 

First, he realised that the party went beyond class essentialism, visible in how Podemos 

created two antagonistic blocks that did not follow traditional leftist dichotomies: “the 

people” versus “the caste or the elite”. These allowed the party to mobilise voters from 

different bases, as well as to gather their unique and particular demands within empty 

and floating signifiers such as “democracy”. This was also noted by other researchers 

such as Valdivielso (2017), who also analysed the party using Laclau’s theoretical 

lenses and identified empty signifiers such as “the people” or the name of the party 

itself in a more systematic manner. In practical terms, what this means was that 

Podemos managed to gather the support of voters with different needs and demands 

(such as university students and pensioners) claiming that the solution was found in one 

simple factor: more democracy. Therefore, following the Laclauian tradition, both 

Ferrada (2017) and Valdivielso (2017) uncovered how Podemos created a chain of 

equivalence out of different demands, and then sustained it using empty signifiers.  
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Second, following the Lacanian understanding of desire, Ferrada (2017) concluded that 

Podemos exploited the plebeian desire of being recognised by the political elite. In his 

words (Ferrada, p.569), Podemos employed a fantasmatic discourse claiming that 

popular demands can – potentially at least – be fulfilled once the powerful other is out 

of the institutions and replaced by “ordinary people”. In Lacanian theory, a discourse 

has a fantasmatic logic when it goes beyond a discursive logic to also integrate elements 

such as affect. To put it in the words of Behagel & Mert (2021, p.4), fantasmatic 

narratives move beyond only discursive or symbolic content: they are entwined with 

desire, have a tendency to be transgressive of social and political norms, and can subvert 

identities. Therefore, it can be claimed that Podemos entwined this fantasmatic logic 

within its discourse, by making “normal people” feel heard.  

 

Third, Ferrada (2017) also emphasised the role of the media as a dissemination and 

visualisation tool used by the party. The main conclusion reached by Ferrada (2017, p. 

558) is that Pablo Iglesias, one of the party founders and leaders, used the media logic 

of visual popular culture to express alternative - and polemic - political messages based 

on differences between the Self and the Other. Ferrada was not the only one that paid 

attention to the party’s use of mass media. Casero-Ripollés et al. (2016) also noted that 

discourse and communication assume great importance in populism as communication 

is a core element in the vision and action of the populist leader. Similarly, Garcia & 

Briziarelli (2018, p. 14) noted that Podemos’ discursive hegemony cannot be 

understood without reference to its intensive use of the media.  

 

To sum up, we can see how various studies agree on the fact that emotions played an 

important role within Podemos discursive strategies. The main emotion components 

identified by existing literature refer to the party capitalising on negative emotions, such 

as indignation or anger, and turning them into hope for social change. While this 

assumption will definitely be used as one of the departing points of my analysis, I 

believe that it is necessary to dig deeper into the role of emotion to be able to fully 

understand its role within the discursive strategy of the party.   

 

As stated in the introductory chapter, my objective is not merely to systemically identify 

emotions within Podemos discourse, but to also be able to distinguish how new feeling 

rules allowed the party to engage in the Laclauian struggle for hegemonic totality. To 
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clarify this last point, I believe that identifying new feeling rules will help understand 

how Podemos challenged the emotional narrative of the status quo, thus contesting 

meanings and articulations brought forward by the political elite. For this reason, I 

believe that my thesis will be able to add to the studies of authors such as Barbeito & 

Iglesias, Ferrada, and Sampietro & Valera.  

 

In the following chapter, I outline the theoretical framework of analysing emotion that 

guide my thesis and that allow me to dig deeper into the role of emotion in shaping the 

political discourse of Podemos. In sub-section 3.2., I also define the concept of “feeling 

rules”, which is paramount to this Master’s thesis.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

13 

3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 

3.1.Why should we study emotions within discourse? Laclau and the affective “force” 

of discourse 

 

As outlined in the previous chapter, Laclau’s political theory (2006) has been often used 

to explain how collective political identities – with specific emphasis on populist 

identities – emerge. Defined as both post-foundational and anti-essentialist, his theory 

has been the basis for the study of numerous political movements considered populist 

(see e.g. Cleen & Stavrakakis, 2019; Ferrada, 2017). Even though it was not central to 

Laclau’s studies, he examined the role of affect in discursive practices, concluding that 

collective identities cannot only be understood as the mere result of linguistic practices 

but also as the result of the emotional charge that comes with these linguistic practices 

(Laclau, 2005). For this reason, I believe that understanding his theory and take of the 

role of affect within discourse is paramount in my Master’s thesis as it offers a 

theoretical ground on why emotion should be considered a unit of analysis in discourse 

analytical methodologies.  

 

In this chapter of my thesis, I would like to argue that putting affect at the centre is key 

to understanding collective identities and political subjects, as well as to further 

understand the effectiveness of narratives that are emotionally charged. While Laclau’s 

theory of articulation might be enough to explain how a collective identity emerges, 

Laclau’s take on the role of affect needs to be studied to be able to explain why some of 

these identities stick while others do not.  

 

To make my argument, I first outline the relationship Laclau found between discourse 

and affect. Then, I also expose some of the criticism his theory has received for not 

having paid enough attention to emotion, especially by the advocates of Jacques Lacan. 

Finally, I reflect on what are the implications of Laclau’s analysis that I have taken into 

consideration when carrying out my analysis.  
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3.1. 1.The role of affect in the construction of collective identities 

 

Even though the dimension of affect is highly understudied in Laclauian theory, the 

political thinker did argue for the need to move beyond the analysis of discourse to 

investigate its affective dimension (Solomon, 2012). In fact, he went so far as to state 

that, without affect, signification would simply not take place (Critchley & Marchart, 

2004, p. 303).  

 

When diving into this topic, Laclau established a difference between what he called the 

“form”- or the process of naming – and the “force” – or the affective investment and 

emotional components of a discourse (Palestrino, 2021). He referred to discourse 

analytical methods as being able to reconstruct the discursive “form” that structures 

subjectivity, but not as being able to fully grasp the affective “force” which can explain 

subjects’ investments in these structures and their potential durability (Laclau, 2005; 

Palestrino, 2021). 

 

In his view, the way in which affect can make its way into discourse is through 

“cathectic objects of investment”, which can be found in “radical emotions such as love 

and hate” (Laclau, 2005, p. 102).  He explains that the totalisations like the one that give 

rise to “the people” cannot be understood without studying their essence, which is 

overwhelmingly affective (Palestrino, 2021).  

 

However, it is important to say that “affect” only becomes meaningful through the 

process of naming, when it is translated into discourse in the form of emotionally 

charged signifiers that act as objects of investment (Palestrino, 2021). In my view, this 

means that affect and discourse are mutually reinforcing. Discourse cannot be strong 

enough to enter the hegemonic struggle without affection. But, at the same time, the 

presence of affect depends entirely on the ability of a subject to translate it into the 

linguistic constructs that shape a discourse. This suggests that, according to Laclau, a 

good way to analyse the “force” of discourse could be identifying empty signifiers and 

analysing whether they have cathectic investments in the form of emotion.   

 

The political thinker Chantal Mouffe – co-author of many of Laclau’s articles - also 

referred to the importance of affect on several occasions (2005; 2014; 2000) claiming 
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that it has the capacity to attract subjects towards a certain political discourse. Her 

contributions are well explained by Ferrada (2017), who stated that Mouffe’s findings 

also put affect at the core of politics. According to Ferrada, we need to understand that 

the formation of collective subjectivities (or identities) cannot happen without affect.  

 

In their theories, both Mouffe and Laclau repeatedly argued for the importance of 

political antagonisms in populism – especially of that between “the people” and the 

“elite”. However, it is important to understand that this antagonism can only stick if 

emotional connotations are given to it in a way the public finds relatable.  

 

3.1. 2.Putting affect at the centre: re-reading Laclau through Lacan and the Lacanian 

Left 

The role of affect in Laclauian theory has been studied by many followers of Jacques 

Lacan – the so-called Lacanian left. Ferrada (2017), for example, noted that the latter 

had a huge influence on the former mainly due to the fact that they both understand the 

subject as being non-essentialist. However, the main conclusion of authors such as 

Palestrino (2021), Salomon (2012) and Blanco & Sánchez (2014) is that Laclau doesn’t 

theorise enough about the role of affect and that, therefore, his theory should be 

complemented and revised through the lens of Jacques Lacan.  

 

Lacan’s understanding of affect is deeply rooted in his concept of “jouissance”. As 

explained by Solomon (2012, p. 914-917), Lacan believes that language as such cannot 

fully capture the crucial aspects of being a subject as it is not able to fully explain what 

the body is feeling. Therefore, the subject’s entering to the socio-linguistic order – 

understood as the realm of discourse and culture – requires a loss that is experienced as 

affect and that Lacan theorises as jouissance. According to him, this jouissance cannot 

be put into words, but it is the moving element that binds people to their identifications 

beyond purely linguistic effects (Lacan et al., 2019).  

 

While this makes jouissance the essence of who we are, it also makes it an impossible 

unit of analysis. To solve this challenge, it is imperative to take a look at the established 

difference of affect and emotion in Lacanian theory. To do so, I borrow the words of 

Solomon (2012, p. 908) who explains that:  
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“In Lacanian theory, emotions result when extra-discursive affect is translated into 

recognisable emotional signifiers within discourse. Affect is understood as an 

amorphous potential that remains outside of discourse, which is difficult to articulate 

but has effects within discourse. Emotion, on the other hand, can be viewed as the 

feeling that signifiers represent once names are attached to affect, thereby conferring 

on them a discursive reality.” 

 

From my point of view, what this implies is that, while jouissance cannot be studied as 

such, we can indeed study the emotional signifiers of affect to be able to establish its 

role within discourse. Lacan called this process of putting a name to affect 

“sublimation”(Glynos & Stavrakakis, 2008). What is important is that sublimation 

allows jouissance to have a certain totality as it turns what was described as a “feeling” 

into an actual linguistic construction in the form of emotion. Therefore, emotions 

become a valid unit of analysis to fully comprehend the power of a given discourse.  

 

The study of Zicman de Barros (2020) is also quite useful to understand how Lacan can 

contribute to complementing Laclau’s theory of articulation. According to Zicman de 

Barros (2020), Laclau is trapped in what he calls “demand essentialism” in the sense 

that he is putting too much emphasis on demand as the basic unit of the creation of the 

chain of equivalence. Instead, Zicman de Barros (2020) believes that attention should be 

focused on the Lacanian concepts of “desire” and “anguish”. In a simplification of a 

very complex theory, we could understand desire as the need for others’ recognition of 

our needs and demands; and anguish, as the revelation that others’ desire cannot be 

controlled (Lacan et al., 2019). 

 

3.1. 3.Implications for political analysis: why does emotion have a key role within 

discursive practices? 

 

In constructing my theoretical framework, I draw on the theorisation of affect and 

emotion in political discourse by Laclau and Lacan and complement in with the 

constructivist framework offered by Koschut (discussed in the next section). Before 

ending this chapter, I think it is necessary to make a few points as to why I believe this 

theoretical framework makes sense within this Master’s thesis.  

 



 
 

17 

First, I completely agree with Palestrino’s take on how Laclau’s theory should be used 

and complemented by Lacan to make sure emotion is treated as relevant within 

discourse. As he states (2021, p. 8) when analysing political discourse through Laclau’s 

theoretical lens, we should be able to identify: a) an equivalential chain of social 

demands b) an antagonistic internal frontier c) an empty signifier representing the 

equivalential moment, and d) affectively loaden signifiers orienting the investment 

towards the relevant empty signifiers that crystallise the chain.  

 

Second, I believe that, as a departing point of my analysis, it is important to fully 

understand that identities are not rigid or fixed and that, instead, they are socially 

constructed and fully influenced by the context of the moment. For this reason, during 

the analysis section of this Master’s thesis, I relate my findings to the socio-political 

context of Spain when Podemos emerged. From my point of view, this is important as 

we cannot understand the birth of the political party without taking into account factors 

such as the financial and representative crisis of 2008.   

 

Third, it is quite clear to me that analysing the linguistic aspects of discourse is not 

enough if we are to fully comprehend the scope of discourse. Laclau’s theory of 

articulation might be useful to understand how identities emerge, but it doesn’t clearly 

conceptualise what is the role of emotion in making sure they remain relevant. For this 

reason, the next sub-section of my thesis draws on Koschut (2017, 2018a, 2018b, 2020), 

who repeatedly argues that including emotion as a basic component of our analysis of 

political discourse is necessary to understand why some identities “stick”, while others 

do not. The sub-section also focuses on explaining how emotions can be included in 

discursive methodologies of analysis by resorting to social constructivism.  

 

3.2.How should we study emotion within discourse? Providing a constructivist 

perspective through Koschut (2020) 

 

This thesis is written from a social constructivist perspective as it constantly emphasises 

the intersubjective and sociocultural character of emotion. While the previous chapter 

aimed to provide a theoretical background on “why” emotions should be studied in 

discourse, this sub-section is focused on “how” emotions can be understood and 

interpreted.  
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With this goal in mind, I divide the sub-section into the following parts. First, I provide 

background on how emotions and affect have been studied from a constructivist 

perspective. I aim to provide some conceptual clarity by outlining the definitions of 

both concepts that I am using in this Master’s thesis. Second, I outline how emotions 

forms a constitutive part of discourse, thus shaping it and helping us understand 

different aspects of world politics. I describe the concept of “feeling rules”, which is a 

key part of the analysis of this thesis. My main theoretical background stems from 

Koschut’s theorisation of emotions (2020, see also Koschut 2017, 2018a) while also 

drawing on Lacan’s views.  

 

3.2. 1.The social nature of emotions – Emotions and Affect through constructivism 

 

Lacan (cited in Solomon, 2012) understood affect as a bodily experience that remains 

outside of the discursive realm while he viewed emotions as the linguistic constructs 

that we use to define affect. These definitions are highly compatible with the 

constructivist view adopted by Koschut (2020, p. 5) that highlights the spontaneous 

nature of affect by claiming it can be defined as an  “immediate experience that is 

largely apolitical” and that “results in a social or collective discursive manifestation in 

the form of emotion”. What both of these definitions suggest is that, if we are to analyse 

the nature of affect within discourse, we need to do so by using emotional expressions 

and emotionally charged signifiers as a basic unit of analysis.  

 

The constructivist view sees emotion as being socially and culturally constructed. In the 

words of Fattah & Fierke (2009, p. 70), “emotions are socially meaningful expressions 

that depend on shared customs, uses and institutions”. As highlighted by Koschut 

(2020), this conception of emotion suggests that the origin of emotion cannot be found 

in the individual but that, instead, it has to be found in the social and cultural structures 

in which he/she is located. Cislaru (2012, p. 3) also touches upon this point by claiming 

emotions cannot be confined to the private domain, but they need to be considered a 

manifestation of the social paradigm and the evaluative frames that are socially defined.  

 

Secondly, emotions are aligned with the norms and expectations of society. Among 

other factors, the values, norms, power relations and social dynamics of each society tell 

us what to feel, when to feel it, and even how strong our emotions can be (Szabo, 2020, 
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p. 5). Therefore, they cannot be understood as innate to human beings but, instead, they 

need to be understood as something that is socially learned (Koschut, 2020; Szabó, 

2020; see also Hochschild, 1979). The main practical implication this has for the study 

of emotion within political discourse is that a researcher must familiarise him/herself 

with the wider societal and cultural context in which this discourse takes place. 

 

Another important aspect of social constructivism is that emotions are socially 

prescriptive and that they have a purpose within the social structure of power. As 

explained by Koschut (2020, p.8) emotions serve constitutive functions for sustaining 

the political order, such as producing solidarity, disciplining non-compliance or 

affirming the moral order. In Koschut’s earlier studies (2017; 2018a), he also 

emphasised that resistance to established emotional conventions has the opposite effect 

and, therefore, challenges the status quo or the established balance of power of a 

society. In short, the conclusion here is that emotions play an important role in the 

construction of social identities and power relations (Koschut, 2018).  

 

Finally, I want to emphasise that emotions can be used as rhetorical tools. This is highly 

linked with the previous point as it is exactly due to the power that emotions have in 

either sustaining or challenging the status quo that they become part of the discursive 

strategies of social and political actors (Cislaru, 2012). There are multiple examples of 

how emotions have been used in contemporary political campaigning. To give a couple 

of instances, Solomon (2012) focuses on the use of fear in post 9/11 political narratives 

and Wolf (2018) on the instrumentalisation of anger and pride by the Greek left-wing 

populist party Syriza in early 2015.  

 

The conclusion that I draw from this point is that to fully understand the Laclauian 

“force” behind political discourse, we need to pay attention to how this discourse 

instrumentalises emotion. Here, we employ the constructivist views from Koschut to 

complement Laclau and Lacan’s theories, thus giving a primary role to emotion in the 

analysis of Podemos discourse.  
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3.2. 2.The effects of emotion – How can we interpret its persuasive and conceptual 

power? 

 

One of the points that Koschut (2020) makes in his book is that it is not enough that we 

understand emotion as a concept, but that we also need to be able to determine what can 

we learn about world politics and international relations if we study them from an 

emotional perspective. According to him, by analysing emotion we can uncover patterns 

both at a micro and macro level, which he labelled as “feeling rules” and “feeling 

structures” respectively (Ibid, p. 12-13).  

 

On the one hand, the concept of “feeling rules” can be used to explain how some actors 

can exercise power and dominance over others through discourse. It was first defined by 

Arlie Hochschild (1979) who claimed that feeling rules should be seen as the side of 

ideology that deals with emotion and feeling. She described them as the social 

guidelines or a set of socially shared rules that direct how we want to try to feel and that 

set out the proprieties as to the extent, the direction and the duration of a feeling (p.563-

564). The concept is intimately tied to social hierarchies and inequalities, as actors that 

rank higher can define particular feeling rules and force them on actors that rank lower 

(Koschut, 2020, p.12-13). In my opinion, the main implication that this has for society 

is that it ties different groups in asymmetrical power relations that use the emotions that 

are embedded in the status quo in the shape of feeling rules, to create “us VS them” 

narratives.   

 

Both the views of Koschut and Hochschild understand emotions as being deeply social 

and, therefore, conditioned by the norms and rules of a given society. Hochschild 

(1979) elaborated more on that point by explaining that feeling rules reflect patterns of 

social membership. Drawing on thinkers such as Durkheim, Geertz or Goffman, 

Hochschild stated that all ideologies can be described in terms of feeling rules. What 

she meant by that is that, when adhering to any ideological stance, one accepts and acts 

according to the feeling rules that are imposed in said environment. This point was also 

explored by Norbert Elias (cited in Koschut, 2018) who coined the theory of “process 

sociology”. He explained that collective identities cannot be understood without their 

emotional components, stating that established groups tend to develop a positive image 

of themselves vis-a-vis the marginalised groups in society (cited in Koschut, 2018).  
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Something that is specifically interesting about feeling rules for this Master’s thesis is 

that, if followed, they might maintain the status quo but, if challenged, they can make it 

crumble. Therefore, emotions do not only exercise power from the top down, but they 

also can act as the basis of resistance and empowerment. To put it in the words of 

Hochschild (1979, p.567), one can defy an ideological stance not only by maintaining 

an alternative frame on a situation, but by maintaining an alternative set of feeling rights 

and obligations.  

 

Randal Collins (cited in Hochschild, 1979, p. 568) also touched upon that point when 

claiming that ideologies can function as weapons between contending elites and social 

strata and that, accordingly, feeling rules governing emotion might become an arena of 

political struggle. This allows for marginalised communities to take pride in their status 

or turn humiliation into anger and vengefulness that can be used to challenge the 

dominant structure of power (Koschut, 2018; Cislaru, 2012; Danchev, 2006).  

 

On the other hand, Koschut (2020) also further developed Raymond Williams (1954) 

concept of  “feeling structures” which emphasises the power of structures of 

signification and meaning, rather than the power of actors as such. Koschut sees these 

structures as being embedded in social culture and institutions, and emotions as being 

central features to them. Rather than laying down linguistic rules and regulations, these 

feeling structures use discursive codes and scripts that perpetuate cultural ideologies and 

hierarchical institutions while also producing emotional subjects (ibid., 2020, p 14). 

 

As in the case of feeling rules, Koschut (2020, p.15) argues that feeling structures can 

be contested and resisted by certain groups of society. From my point of view, this 

relates very much to the Laclauian (2005; 1985) understanding of politics as a constant 

battle of meanings and articulations to constitute a symbolic hegemony. Popular 

collective subjects can emerge and contest the feeling rules and structures embedded in 

the status quo by the most powerful groups of society and, this way, fight to create a 

new hegemonic totality.   
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While this master thesis will attempt to uncover which were the main new feeling rules 

proposed and defended by Podemos, its extent does not allow for a full examination of 

the feeling structure of the Spanish society of the time.  
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4. METHODOLOGY 
 

4.1.Overall Approach and Rationale 

 

As advanced in my research question, this thesis has the objective of understanding how 

emotions were used by the Spanish left-populist party “Podemos” at the early stages of 

its creation. To narrow down my research and make it more relevant, I have decided to 

focus my attention on 2015, which was a remarkable year electorally as there were both 

general elections and multiple regional elections.  

 

I use a qualitative approach based on the Emotion Discourse Analysis Model (Koschut 

et al., 2017; Koschut, 2018a, 2018b, 2020) – also known as EDA – and combine it with 

the model of Pragmatics of Emotive Communication developed by Caffi & Janney 

(1994). I have decided to combine both models since I believe that EDA lacks a defined 

and systematic method to identify emotions. Both approaches are highly compatible as 

they are both based on social constructivism and uniting them allows us to obtain a 

more detailed picture of how emotions were used in the communication strategy of the 

party.  

 

The methods are also compatible with my theoretical framework – based on Laclau, 

Lacan and Koschut – due to the fact that their constructivist tradition guides them into 

seeing emotion as both socially constituted and socially constitutive.  

 

4.2.Description of the Empirical Material 

 

Spain is organised in different autonomous communities and each of them has an 

autonomous parliament that is elected through elections. In 2015, Podemos had to face 

multiple electoral battles. The general Spanish elections took place in December 2015 

but, in the months before, there were autonomous elections in fifteen of the seventeen 

autonomous communities.  

 

Andalucía was the first to go, celebrating elections in the month of March. A couple of 

months later, in May, there were elections in the regions of Aragón, Astúrias, Islas 

Baleares, Canarias, Cantabria, Castilla y León, Castilla-La Mancha, Comunidad de 
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Madrid, Comunidad Valenciana, Extremadura, La Rioja, Navarra and Múrica. Finally, 

in the month of September, the region of Cataluña also elected its parliament (El 

Mundo, 2015).  

 

Anticipating what would be an incredibly intense year politically speaking, the founders 

of Podemos released a Manifesto that was supposed to inspire all the electoral 

campaigns that were going to take place. The document was titled “The Programme of 

Change” (Podemos, 2015) and it included 215 measures and ideas that explained how 

they thought Spain should be governed. The measures were organised in four main 

blocs of governance: “Citizen Rescue Plan”, “Employment, Innovation and New 

Productive Model”,” Governing for the People”, and “Institutions for Democracy”.  

 

There are several reasons why I have chosen to use this Manifesto as my empirical data 

both in terms of content and in terms of research limitations.  

 

In terms of content, I believe that the Manifesto is the most complete available 

document that defines the ideology of Podemos without getting into too much detail 

about specific policy agendas. In the Manifesto, Podemos lays out their biggest ideas 

and their ambitions for what the renovated Spain that they imagined would be like. 

Moreover, Podemos did not take the particularities of any of the autonomous 

communities into account when writing the Manifesto. This is an advantage to me, as it 

allows me to understand the bigger picture of the goals Podemos had at the time, as well 

as the emotive components they used to encourage the public to feel attracted by it.  

 

As for the timeframe, I believe the timing of the release is also quite interesting. In 

2014, the party obtained historical results in the European Elections of May and, for the 

first time, they were going to participate in multiple elections both in the regional 

parliaments and in the national one.  Therefore, one could argue that it was a moment of 

intensity for the party and, probably, one of the moments in which Podemos’ rhetoric 

was purer and more faithful to the original motives and ideas that prompted the creation 

of the party.   
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In more practical terms, the programme has 84 pages in total, which appears to be a 

reasonable number, and which will offer me more than enough content to conduct a 

thorough analysis.  

 

4.3.Data Collection Method 

 

“The Programme of Change” Manifesto was published by Podemos on its website in 

2015 and it is widely available to anyone that has an interest in it. I accessed Podemos’ 

publications of the year 2015 and downloaded the Manifesto to my computer. After 

that, I started the process of analysis following the method outlined in the section 

below. 

 

4.4.Data Analysis Method: Emotion Discourse Analysis and Pragmatics of Emotive 

Communication 

 
4.4. 1.Simon Koschut and the creation of new method: Emotion Discourse Analysis 

 

My main method of analysis is Emotion Discourse Analysis, which was coined by 

Simon Koschut to include emotion as a valid category of analysis within discourse 

analytical methodologies. I complete this model with Caffi and Janney’s Pragmatics of 

Emotive Communication Model (1994), as explained in sub-section 4.1.2.  

 

The departing point for Koschut in the creation of his methodology was the realisation 

that emotions are not only present in discourse, but that they are the factor that might 

explain why some discourses stick with the public while others do not. As stated in 

Koschut et al., (2017, p.2) “language and emotions blend together to do the political 

work of social production […]; therefore, affect and emotion are deeply implicated in 

the social construction process”. In other words – and faithful to the constructivist views 

on emotion – Koschut argued that emotions participate in the construction of realities 

and that, as such, they should be considered a central unit of analysis in discourse 

analysis methodologies. It is important to clarify that EDA does not argue that emotions 

should completely replace the concept of discourse, but, instead, complement and enrich 

it (Koschut, 2020, p. 5). However, EDA does argue that the main unit of analysis should 
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not be found in words or symbols but in the emotional expressions that are attached to 

these words and symbols (Ibid).  

 

Moreover, according to Koschut, (2018b, p. 499), emotions are not only constitutive of 

reality, but they are also what allow international political actors to participate in world 

politics using specific meaning structures. Therefore, emotive discourse is one of the 

most powerful tools that politicians or other actors in the political arena have in order to 

relate to their audience. A similar idea was already introduced by Berland (cited in 

Koschut et al, 2017, p.4) who referred to the national political sphere as a scene for the 

orchestration of public feelings and, therefore, as a scene of emotional contestation.  

 

Taking this as a departing point, Koschut coined Emotion Discourse Analysis as a new 

and unique method to analyse the role of emotion within discourse, and as a way to 

further our understanding of world politics. The method – widely outlined in (Koschut, 

2018a) - is based on three steps that are quite accessible and easy to follow.  First, the 

researcher must be able to identify and select appropriate texts and, therefore, choose 

carefully his or her set of empirical data. Second, the researcher must be able to map the 

verbal expressions of emotions, identify emotionally loaded signifiers and question their 

role within the discourse. Third, the researcher must interpret the political implications 

of these emotions by taking into account the social, political and economic context in 

which they were expressed.  

 

Within the previous sections of the thesis, I have already completed the first phase, as I 

have selected the Manifesto “The Programme of Change” (Podemos, 2015) as my 

empirical material and given reasons to justify my choice. The other two phases are 

conducted in the “Analysis and Discussion” section of this master thesis. However, in 

the following sub-sections, I get into more detail as to how each of the steps is carried 

out.  

 

4.4. 2.Mapping verbal expressions of emotions: EDA meets Caffi and Janney’s Model of 

Pragmatics of Emotive Communication (1994) 

 

As explained by Koschut (2018a), the objective of the second phase of his methodology 

is to be able to identify written words that may have emotional connotations to separate 
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them from their emotional meanings. Apart from giving us a general sense of how 

certain international actors project their ideas, it can also help us understand how 

narratives of “us VS them” can be constructed by attaching certain emotional tags to 

each of the groups.  

 

The methodology of Emotion Discourse Analysis aims to combine two different 

approaches that have proven to be quite useful when analysing emotions within 

discourse: interpretivism and contextualisation. According to Koschut (2020), these two 

approaches create two different strategies that allow us to accurately analyse the 

emotional potential of texts.  

 

The first strategy consists in systematically identifying emotionally loaded signifiers 

within a text. Among other examples, Koschut (2020) refers to the identification of 

emotional terms (in the forms of nouns, verbs, adjectives, or adverbs), emotional 

connotations (words that carry a significant value judgement), and emotional figures of 

speech such metaphors, comparisons and analogies that are emotionally charged.  

 

The second strategy is related to Hansen’s (2006) concept of “lenses of meaning and 

interpretation” and it is based on understanding the meaning of emotion by paying 

attention to how it is directed to the audience. To provide some guidance, Koschut 

(2020) identifies some ways in which this can be done such as through the use of 

emotional othering, stigmatisation, naming and shaming, and emotional narratives.  

 

While this approach seems very useful to have general guidance on how research on 

emotions should be conducted, I find it lacks an actual systematic way to identify 

explicit and implicit emotions. For this reason, I have decided to complement it by 

using the Pragmatics Model of Emotive Communication developed by Caffi and Janney 

(1994).   

 

Caffi and Janney (1994) developed the model once they realise that, within the field of 

emotion ,there was no conceptual framework, no consensual object of investigation nor 

a consensual analytical methodology (Caffi & Janney, 1994, p. 325). To develop their 

model, they thoroughly reviewed the available literature on emotion in both the fields of 

psychology and linguistics to better understand how they locate and analyse emotion.   
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When analysing the psychological dimension, they realised that Western psychologists 

such as Alston (1967), Black (1948), Richards (1948) and Stevenson (1948) tended to 

agree on three broad dimensions of the affective experience (Caffi & Janney, 1994, 

p.338). First, they saw that emotions tend to have a positive/negative evaluation, as 

people react to events or situations either feeling positively or negatively about them. 

Second, they realised there is a power/control/potency dimension in the sense that 

people feel either in control or not of the emotion that they are feeling. Third, these 

emotions vary in strength, as they can be felt in different degrees of intensity.  

 

In a very similar way, they saw studies focusing on linguistics (see for e.g. Hymes, 

1972; Volek, 1987) also pay a lot of attention to the psycholinguistic dimensions of 

“evaluation” and “activity”, which refer to how we categorise emotion related to 

positive/negative orientations, and how these categories relate to more/less intense 

orientations (Caffi & Janney, 1994, p.342-343).  

 

Caffi and Janney developed their model by considering both the phycological and the 

linguistic dimension of emotion and understanding them from a constructivist 

perspective. In practical terms, what this means is that, as explained by Sampietro and 

Valera (2015, p.68), their pragmatic model studies emotions in the context of a specific 

discourse. Caffi and Janney (1994, p.354) explained it in different words, stating that 

analysing emotion using a pragmatic model helps to shift the focus of analysis away 

from propositional content, and redirect it towards what we can call the “emotive 

identification” or “global affective tonality of the units analysed”. To do so, they created 

a framework to identify emotions within texts through six different devices: 1) 

Evaluation Devices, 2) Proximity Devices, 3) Specificity Devices, 4) Evidentiality 

Devices, 5) Volitionality Devices, and 6) Quantity Devices. 

 

For the purpose of this Master’s thesis, I mostly focus on evaluation and proximity 

devices, as examining them offers me enough insight in order to answer my research 

question. Moreover, the scope of this Master’s thesis does not allow for a complete 

analysis of all devices coined by Caffi and Janney (1994).   

 

On the one hand, evaluation devices refer to the distinction that we can do between 

positive and negative evaluations, and they can be found in expressions that indicate 
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agreement or disagreement, pleasure or displeasure, etc. Caffi and Janney (1994, p. 355) 

define them as types of verbal and nonverbal choices that suggest an inferable positive 

or negative evaluative stance on the part of the speaker with respect to a topic, part of a 

topic, or partner in discourse. A practical example can be found in the study of Podemos 

conducted by Sampietro and Valera (2015). There, they realised that the word “la 

casta”, used by Podemos to refer to all the Spanish mainstream political parties, is an 

emotionally loaded word that has a negative connotation. 

 

On the other hand, proximity devices are those that allow for creating proximity or 

distance between the speaker and the audience. According to Caffi & Janney (1994, p. 

356), they include all types of verbal and nonverbal choices that very metaphorical 

distances between speakers and topics, topics and partners, and/or speakers and partners 

in discourse space or time. From my point of view, these devices have specific 

relevance in the creation of the “us VS them” narrative, as the speaker can use them to 

both create a sense of collective identity or to “other” those that do not share his or her 

principles.  

 

To sum up, using Caffi and Janney (1994) model helps me to conduct the second step of 

Koschut’s Emotion Discourse Analysis, which consists in identifying and mapping the 

verbal expressions of emotion within a given text. It is important to note that using Caffi 

and Janney’s model does not only allow me to have a practical and more systematic 

way of identifying emotionally loaded words, but it also allows me to dig deeper into 

how emotion is codified within a text. As expressed by Sampietro and Valera (2015, 

p.9), using a pragmatic approach is very useful in the sense that it allows us to move 

beyond the identification of purely emotive words (such as happy or sad) to also analyse 

emotional content masked under the metaphors commonly used in political discourse.  

 

1.1. 1.Interpreting and Contextualising Political Implications: Defining feeling rules 

 

The third step of EDA consists in interpreting the emotions that we have identified in 

second step within the context where their expression takes place. This is important 

because, from a constructivist perspective, emotions cannot be understood as individual 

but, instead, they need to be understood as socially constructed. Therefore, whenever a 

political or social actor reacts to something, the particular emotion he or she is feeling 
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will depend on the context in which this emotion has originated (Edkins, 2003; 

Linklater, 2011).  

 

Koschut (2020) insists on the fact that a researcher must not only be able to identify 

emotion, but also to understand what it can help us understand in world politics. For this 

reason, in the third step of EDA, the researcher must move the analytics focus away 

from tracing the meaning of single and multiple emotionally loaded words and put in in 

interpreting and contextualising their meaning and effects by looking at how they are 

directed at particular audiences (Koschut, 2017). From my point of view, this means 

that it is not only important to be able to distinguish what emotion a political actor 

chooses to use, but why it makes sense to use this emotion in a particular context. 

 

This third step allows us to uncover patterns and understand the purpose of emotions 

within a text. According to Koschut (2017), contextualising emotion can help us to 

understand the speakers’ motives, the relations of power between the speakers and the 

audience and help us understand what the role of each particular emotion within the 

feeling structure of a society is. 

 

Koschut (2017) pays specific attention into the importance of context when political 

actors are constructing collective identities, stating that the analysis needs to explicitly 

state how emotional expressions affect social behaviour and social relations. In fact, 

Koschut links this point to the creation of collective identities, as he explains that 

emotions are discursively mobilised by social actors to include or exclude subjects from 

entering the boundaries of their respective communities (2020). Furthermore, 

contextualising emotion does not only help us to understand identity, but it also helps to 

identify which are the feeling rules that a political actor is proposing vis a vis the ones 

that are present in the feeling structure of the status quo.  

 

To sum up, this step has the objective of contextualising the emotions that we have 

mapped in the second step in order to learn more about the sense of identities and the 

feeling rules proposed by a certain political actor. In my opinion, contextualising 

emotion within this Master’s thesis is essential to answer my research questions, as it is 

what will allow to make sense of the emotions I identify in the second step of the 

methodology. Therefore, I believe that it make sense to unite the analysis and the 



 
 

31 

discussion within one single chapter, as this will enable me to provide context for the 

patterns that I have discovered.  
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5. ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 
 
In this chapter, I discuss the results of the analysis of the Manifesto “The Program of 

Change” (Podemos, 2015) , and I relate them to my theoretical framework, which draws 

from the constructivist and post-structuralist ideas of Laclau, Lacan and Koschut.  

 

To make sure that the analysis answers my research questions, I have divided it into two 

sections that respectively respond to each of them. Firstly, I discuss how emotionally 

loaded words have been used by Podemos within the Manifesto to construct the groups 

of “the people” and “the elite”. To do so, I examine the affective tags that have been 

attacked to both sub-groups, paying special attention to the proximity and evaluation 

devices used to describe them. I also make a more general analysis as to how 

antagonism is constructed using these very same emotions.  

 

Second, I expose the feeling rules that I have identified throughout the Manifesto, 

paying special attention to the socio-political and economic context in which they were 

proposed.  Identifying this feeling rules is essential to understand the purposive power 

of emotion, which will be further discussed in my concluding remarks.  

 

5.1.How are emotions employed within the Manifesto to construct the sub-groups of 

“the people” and “the elite”?  

 

5.1. 1.An Emotional Analysis of the Elite: The use of evaluation devices 

 

As already proven by researchers such as Berbeito & Iglesias (2021) or Ferrada (2017), 

Podemos labelled the status quo and every entity within it as “the elite” or, in their 

words, “la casta”. Throughout the Manifesto, Podemos signals the mainstream political 

parties – directly mentioning Partido Popular (Podemos, 2015, p.23) -, banking 

institutions, big corporations and high-income families as being part of the sub-group.  

 

Since the very beginning of the Manifesto, the elite is presented as a corrupted group 

that was benefitting from the state of crisis in which the country found itself in 2015, the 

year in which the Manifesto was published. To do so, the concept of the elite is 

constructed by constantly using evaluation devices that have a negative valence or, what 
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would be the same, described by using words that have a negative emotional component 

attached to them. From my point of view, the objective of using these adjectives could 

be to create a sense of distrust of “the elite”, while also creating a feeling of unfairness 

towards the way it has been governing Spain until that point. However, before jumping 

to conclusions, it is important to closely examine the devices that are used to create this 

image.  

 

One of the first ways in which “the elite” is presented is extravagant and out of touch 

with reality. To do so, adjectives that convey a sense of “too much” are constantly used. 

A very clear example of that can be found in the introduction, when Podemos refers to 

“the elite “as a group that is constantly allowing “pharaonic investments and huge 

expenses” (Podemos, 2015, p. 11). The use of these adjectives is not a coincidence, as 

they clearly have a negative valence and generate a feeling of unfairness.  

 

In an even more direct way, Podemos discusses the institutions claiming they have 

“fallen in the hands of clumsy, short-sighted and wasteful governments” (Podemos, 

2015, p. 11). In doing so, Podemos reinforces the idea of extravagance while also 

directly declaring that the mainstream parties are not fit to govern.  

 

Concerning this idea of “short-sightedness”, Podemos accuses “the elite” of being 

selfish and self-serving, of not being able to understand what needs to be done in the 

name of the common good. There are several examples of this point throughout the 

Manifesto, but I believe that there are two sentences that can be used to perfectly 

illustrate this point.  

 

On the one hand, on page 11, Podemos (2015) is discussing how to fix the economic 

and political situation of the Spain at the moment. In one of the paragraphs, the 

Manifesto claims that “The solution requires intelligence and new perspectives: those 

that have now been ignored because they did not interest the web of powerful 

politicians and financers, a web blind to the common good”. The sentence is used not 

only to position “the elite” as a powerful and influential group – thus creating a vertical 

hierarchy between it and “the people” – but also to plant the idea that its actions and 

interests go against the common good, directly affecting “the people” in a negative way. 
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In this sense, the word “blind” is also used as a metaphor with a negative valence, as it 

directly refers to how “the elite” is ignoring the problems of “the people”.  

 

On the other hand, the Manifesto contains various paragraphs that accuse “the elite” 

and, especially, the political class, of colluding with private entities for their own good. 

This idea will be further explained when detailing the new feeling rules proposed by 

Podemos, but it is important to already name it here to have a full picture of how “the 

elite” is portrayed. To give an example of the case, we can observe that when discussing 

eviction policies, Podemos directly asks the government to “limit its relations with 

financial institutions to only those that reliably comply with international human rights 

standards”(Podemos, 2015, p.55). By using the word “limit”, Podemos establishes that 

relations with ethically deplorable banking institutions and the government are already 

in place, while also introducing the idea of international human rights standards to 

maximise the sense of corruption.  

 

Therefore, using multiple evaluation devices with a negative valence, Podemos creates 

an idea of an “elite” that can be considered corrupt, extravagant, out of touch with 

reality and unfit to govern. This image is extremely important to both build an 

antagonist narrative and to propose new feeling rules that achieve the creation of a sense 

of humiliation and unfairness that, in turn, help create the cohesion of the group “the 

people”. From Laclau’s point of view (2005), the creation of this antagonism is essential 

to build the collective identity of “the people” and it is precisely in the use of the 

aforementioned evaluation and proximity devices – or what he would consider cathectic 

objects of investment – where the “force” of the discourse lies.  Both these points will 

be discussed in the following paragraphs but, first, it is important to understand the 

emotionally loaded signifiers attached to the sub-group “the people”.  

 

 

5.1. 2.An Emotional Analysis of the People and the role of Podemos within it: The use 

of evaluation devices 

 

On the other side of the populist spectrum, Podemos constructed the group “the people”, 

formed by all of those who were damaged by the elite and left more vulnerable by the 

economic and legitimacy crisis that Spain was going through. The group is presented 
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throughout the Manifesto as honest and trustworthy, but also as having been taken 

advantage of. Before getting into detail, however, it will be useful to understand who 

were the sub-groups that Podemos considered “the people”.  

 

As already discovered by authors such as  Casero-Ripollés et al., (2016); Kioupkiolis & 

Pérez, (2019); Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, (2018), Podemos builds a concept of “the 

people” that clearly goes beyond Marxist essentialism, as it does not consider “class” 

the main feature of belonging. Instead, it refers to all the “underdogs” of society, those 

that are considered as not being benefitted by the system, including women, migrants, 

low-income families, pensioners, public workers, etc. In fact, throughout the Manifesto, 

Podemos proposes policies that address the demands that the different components of 

the group have, thus presenting itself as the only party that is considering their needs.  

 

Podemos presents “the people” as being honest and morally grounded in opposition to 

the elite. An example can be found in the following sentence: “When citizens enter the 

institutions, they do not do it to enjoy privileges” (Podemos, 2015, p.13). In this case, 

the word privilege comes with negative valence and is tied to the self-serving elite 

described in the previous section. Therefore, Podemos clearly establishes a difference 

between the interests of “the people” and “the elite”, signalling that the ones of the first 

groups are more honest.  

 

When constructing the sub-group of “the people”, the leaders of Podemos do an 

excellent job of positioning themselves within it. One of the first instances they do that 

is when stating “we are the people, we are not politicians” (2015, p.12-13). With that, 

they do not only establish that they belong to the group, but they also manage to 

differentiate themselves from the political classes that they have labelled as being part 

of “the elite”. Therefore, in this case, the word “politician” is emotionally loaded with a 

negative valence, as it is tied with negative tags such as corruption, extravagance, or 

selfishness. They continue building this idea in other sentences such as when they refer 

to their Manifesto as being written “by the people and for the people” (Podemos, 2015, 

p.13) or when they claim that “we know who we are and to whom we are committed” 

(Podemos, 2015, p.12). Again, this allows them to position themselves within the group, 

while also establishing they understand the needs and wants of the people and, 

therefore, are prepared to deal with them.  
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The use of evaluation devices is combined with the use of other linguistic tools and 

rhetorical figures that allow Podemos to portray itself as caring. An excellent example 

can be found in the following sentence: “our goal is big but has small names: we care 

about families, we care about children, we care about caregivers and those who need to 

be cared for, we care about housing, we care about women, we care about culture, we 

care about differences and social complexity, we care about health, we care about 

migrants, and we care about education” (Podemos, 2015, p.13). Throughout the 

sentence, Podemos recognises its audience and its needs, while also constructing its idea 

of the people. Going back to the Lacanian idea of desire, we could say that this sentence 

is a pretty good example of how Podemos made their audience feel recognised, 

providing a sense of belonging to a greater cause and generating group cohesion.  

 

To reinforce this idea that they belong to the popular classes, Podemos is presented as 

self-aware, honest, and trustworthy. A good example of that is the sentence “We have 

the advantage of not having to use our programme to disguise what we really are 

because it is clear who we are, where we come from and where we are going” 

(Podemos, 2015, p.15). Through this sentence, Podemos reinforce its sense of self-

confidence and suggest that the paths of the party and the ones of the people are the 

same. Moreover, the sentence is contracted in an ironical way that allows Podemos to, 

again, put itself in juxtaposition with the elite, as its subtly suggests that this last group 

might not be as transparent or honest to their audience.  

 

Presenting themselves as the people also allows Podemos leadership to claim their right 

of being part of the institutions and, therefore, of getting themselves into the system. In 

their words “There is still a lot to do, but now we can do it from within the institutions” 

(Podemos, 2015, p.13). This allows Podemos to create a sense of belonging and 

inclusion, while also directly appealing to what Ferrada (2017) – paraphrasing Lacan – 

referred to as the “plebeian desire of being recognised”. To put it simply, Podemos does 

not only manage to build a sense of cohesion by establishing itself as part of the most 

vulnerable group, but it also manages to strongly appeal for the right of this group to be 

given power through the democratic institutions of the country.  

 

Throughout the programme, they also present themselves as capable of governing. Not 

only do they know what the people need, but they also know how to get it. For this 
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reason, they tend to use adjectives with a strong positive valence whenever they discuss 

the measures they are proposing. To give some examples, they talk about “coherent 

management and sufficient resources” (Podemos, 2015, p.51) or about an “ambitious 

set of measures that form a coherent structure” (Idem, p. 24). However, the tool that 

Podemos presents as its most interesting resource is the Manifesto as such, which is 

why I have decided to pay some attention to the way it is described.  

 

The first direct reference to the Manifesto comes already in the first sentence when they 

describe it as a “pragmatic framework for a project for a country worthy of its people” 

(Podemos, 2015, p.11). To me, there are several interesting factors worth analysing 

within the sentence. First, the choice of the word “pragmatic” is not coincidental. It 

aims to transmit both simplicity and a sense of possibility, of something realist. 

Therefore, it wants to make clear that the measures established in the program can be 

implemented. The adjective “worthy” is also emotionally loaded. It is used as an 

adjective with a positive valence in the sense that it helps to reinforce this feeling that 

Podemos knows what it is doing, but is it also used to subtly suggest that there is 

something wrong with how the country was being managed at the moment the 

Manifesto was written.  

 

Throughout the text, multiple adjectives are used to describe the Manifesto, all of them 

with a positive valence. Some examples include “realist, concrete and adjusted to the 

needs of the present”, “a programme that addresses problems and solutions in a 

comprehensive manner” or a “realist, intelligent, new and comprehensive programme” 

(Podemos, 2015, p.11-14). Again, all these adjectives are used to create a sense of 

control, to position Podemos as an honest and capable actor, and to create the feeling 

that change is possible.   

 

To sum up, by using emotionally loaded words to describe the Manifesto, Podemos 

manages to create two streams of emotions. On the one hand, I believe that they manage 

to create hope, illusion, and optimism for change. They portray themselves as being 

able to bring a better future and the Manifesto as being the tool that will help the people 

to get there. On the other hand, they manage to project calm and trustworthiness 

through the constant repetitions of adjectives such as “solid, realistic or intelligent”. 
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With this, they create reassurance that they are actually committed to making change 

happen, which helps to establish Podemos as an honest broker of change.  

 

5.1. 3.Proximity Devices: How are distances used and attached to both subgroups? 

 

Proximity devices are constantly used in the Manifesto and are a key part of the 

construction of the images of “the people” and “the elite”, as well as of their 

antagonistic nature.  

 

If we look at how proximity devices are used within the sub-group “the people”, we will 

quickly realise that they are what allows Podemos to position itself as part of the group. 

Most of the Manifesto is written in first person plural – in the case of verbs and personal 

pronouns such as “our” -. This allows Podemos to put its needs and wants in alignment 

with those of the people, thus creating a sense of unity with the audience, and 

generating a sense of belonging to a greater cause. A good example can be found in the 

name of the party as such: “Podemos”, meaning “We can”, is a proximity device used 

as a signifier to create group unity and generate a sense of possibility (also noted by 

authors such as Garcia & Briziarelli, 2018, p. 7; Valdivielso, 2017). Another example 

can be found on page 13 when Podemos (2015) claims that “ours is a citizen’s 

programme. Of the citizenry and for the citizenry”. Again, this allows them to position 

the party within “the people”, generating closeness with the audience and creating 

resonance and identification.  

 

Proximity devices are also used throughout the programme to convey the distance 

between the audience and the status quo. When discussing “the elite”, Podemos uses 

demonstrative adjectives or pronouns such as “those”, which help to situate “the elite” 

further away from the audience. This also allows Podemos to refer to “the elite” without 

directly having to mention it. By using demonstrative pronouns and linguistic tools such 

as metaphors or even irony as such to refer to “the elite”, they manage to dehumanize 

and other it, as well as to put it in antagonism with the people in an easier way. Let’s 

look at what I consider to be one of the best practical examples of this within the 

Manifesto:   
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“We present a realistic programme in contrast to the illusion of those who want to 

correct the mistakes of the past by going deeper into them; in contrast to those who 

offer medicine for a wrong diagnosis, to those who offer placebos for a deep wound, to 

those who pass off their personal interests as technical measures and to those who want 

to lay the foundations on the unpredictable carrousel of the financial casino” (Podemos, 

2015, p. 11). 

 

As mentioned, the use of the word “those” helps to create a metaphorical distance 

between the audience and “the elite”, as well as to differentiate Podemos from this 

“elite” and bring it closer to the “the people”. However, this example is not only 

illustrative of how proximity devices are used throughout the text, but also of how the 

narrative of antagonism is constructed within it. Several observations can be made.  

 

First, Podemos makes use of the juxtaposition of evaluation devices with a negative and 

a positive valence to clearly mark the differences between “the people” – which 

includes Podemos – and “the elite”. By doing so, they maximize the image of “the 

people” as being honest, transparent, and realistic, while they present “the elite” as 

shady, self-serving, selfish, and dishonest. Second, Podemos resorts to the use of 

metaphors carrying significant value judgements to disqualify “the elite”. The use of 

medical jargon, for example, allows them to present “the elite” as incompetent in a very 

graphic, clear, and simple way. At the same time, and as it will further be commented 

on in the following section, the use of this kind of language also makes it easier for 

Podemos to present themselves as “saviours”, as the “doctors” that have the cure for the 

illnesses they have diagnosed.  

 

Another example of how proximity and evaluation devices are combined to create 

distance between the people and the elite can be found in the sentence “govern for the 

people without the people” (Podemos, 2015, p.11), which describes the elite in a 

negative light and helps to create feelings of abandonment and humiliation within “the 

people”.  
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5.2.What are the feeling rules proposed by Podemos identifiable within the 

Manifesto? 

 

As explained in the theoretical chapter of the thesis, the constructivist view believes that 

emotions are socially and culturally constructed and that they have a purpose within the 

social structure of power. In line with authors such as Koschut (2020), I argue that 

emotional discourses play an important role in defining and sustaining power and that, 

for this reason, they need to be studied and understood.  

 

After having analysed how emotions have been used throughout the text to create both 

the groups of “the people” and “the elite”, it is important to study what feeling rules 

Podemos proposed to challenge the power of the status quo while also creating a sense 

of belonging and cohesion. As claimed by authors such as Hochschild (1979) one can 

defy an ideological stance by maintaining an alternative frame of feeling rights and 

obligations. Therefore, discovering this new feeling rules is important in order to 

understand how power is challenged.  

 

From my point of view, this can also be understood through the lenses of Laclau and his 

idea that the struggle for hegemony consisted in a constant battle of signification. I 

sustain that through the creation of new feeling rules, Podemos managed to enter this 

struggle as the force of its discourse lied precisely in the feelings that were evoked by it.  

 

5.2. 1.A Feeling of Unfairness: generating anger towards the elite 

 

The Manifesto is used by Podemos to magnify the antagonism between “the people” 

and “the elite” by generating the feeling that the former has been humiliated and harmed 

by the latter. To do so, Podemos blames the economic crisis and the consequences of 

the recession on the elite, which is portrayed as both being incapable and unwilling to 

take the necessary measures to counter the situation.  

 

Before getting into detail as to how this is done within the Manifesto, it is important to 

provide some context of the economic and political scenario of the moment. To briefly 

sum it up, the economic collapse of 2008 had soaked Spain in a deep financial crisis 

that, according to Royo (2020, p. 129-130) hit one of its worst moments in 2009, when 
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GDP fell 3.7%, unemployment reached over four million people and the public deficit 

reached a record 11.4% of GDP. The economic crisis triggered consequences at the 

political level, igniting a pattern of political polarisation, instability, and fragmentation 

of the party system (Royo, 2020, p.132).  In the years following the economic collapse, 

Spain had governments that were both headed by Partido Popular and Partido Socialista 

Obrero Español, that started a series of economic reforms based on austerity measures 

to counter the situation (Alonso and Rovira Kaltwasser, 2015; Fernández-Albertos, 

2015) that directly affected the general population. This austerity measures and the 

political instability of the moment reached its highest point during the Indignados crisis 

of 2011, which was a demonstration of discontent against the political elites.  

 

Through the Manifesto, Podemos manages to grasp the political, economic, and social 

uncertainty of the country and to turn it into anger towards the political elites, which are 

directly blamed. A clear example of that can be found on page 23, when Podemos 

(2015) states that “The economic crisis, directly aggravated by the effects of the 

measures adopted by the Popular Party government – such as fiscal austerity, wage 

devaluation and social cuts – has meant that the Spanish economy is facing major 

problems that cannot be solved without a profound change in economic policy”. The 

sentence directly blames the political elite as, due to the context of the moment, words 

like “austerity”, “devaluation” or “cuts” have a very strong emotional connotation that 

translates into feelings of uncertainty and insecurity.  

 

A similar example can be found in the sentence “the implemented policies have led to a 

very significant increase in poverty and inequality and a substantial erosion of the 

welfare state” in which Podemos continues to blame the elite by using emotionally 

loaded words such as “poverty” and “inequality” and maximising the sense of gravity 

by using words that intensify their meaning such as “very significant” or “substantial 

erosion”. In both cases “blaming” is used as a resource to turn the aforementioned 

feelings of uncertainty and insecurity into anger towards the elite. Podemos uses the 

measures proposed in its Manifesto to remind the people that the socio-politic and 

economic reality in which they were living was completely detrimental to them. Again, 

they do it by using adjectives with strong negative valence whenever they describe this 

situation. For instance, on page 18, Podemos (2015) describes the people’s inability to 
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pay their mortgages as a “traumatic” situation, thus maximising this sense of unfairness 

and injustice.  

 

Apart of labelling the elite as the cause of the problem, Podemos also accuses the status 

quo of being completely unable – or unwilling - to deal with it. They do so through the 

use of sentences such as the following: “despite the rhetoric of economic reforms, these 

problems have not been tackled” (Podemos, 2015, p.23). Using the word “rhetoric” 

allows Podemos to create a sense of deceptiveness, portraying the elite as being unable 

to keep its promises to “the people”. 

 

According to Podemos, the problem is not only that the elite is corrupted but that, 

because of this fact, corruption is now widespread within the whole system. To illustrate 

this point, it is very useful to pay specific attention to the last bloc of the Manifesto, 

which is entitled “Institutions for Democracy” (Podemos, 2015, p.63-72). In the whole 

bloc, Podemos portrays corruption as something normal and it proposes several 

measures to reverse the situation. In Podemos’ view, it is important to find a way to 

“avoid opacity, corruption, clientelism or less-than-virtuous practices” (Podemos, 

2015, p. 63). In fact, Podemos directly presents its leaders as the only ones that can 

reverse the situation, equalling the political elite with corruption cases through 

sentences like the following: “we must work for the professionalisation of public 

management as opposed to the political caste as a guarantee of efficiency and as a 

vaccine and a deterrent to corruption” (Podemos, 2015, p.67). Again, Podemos uses 

medical terms to graphically illustrate the situation, thus simplifying a complex 

economic situation of multiple causes and reducing it to blaming the elite.  

 

To sum up, Podemos manages to use the program to turn feelings of anger into a sense 

of humiliation, unfairness, and disregard towards the elite. As explored by authors such 

as Koschut (2018) or Hochschild (1979), it is precisely through the creation of feeling 

rules creating emotions that marginalised communities can take pride in their status and 

turn negative feelings into energy to challenge the dominant structure of power. From 

my point of view, doing so was completely necessary for Podemos to then propose the 

second feeling rule I have identified within the Manifesto: a feeling of anxiety triggered 

by the urgency of change.  
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5.2. 2.A Feeling of Anxiety: The urgency of change 

 

After having established that the situation was one of injustice, Podemos also proposed 

a feeling rule establishing the imperative need for change. The feeling rule is embedded 

in the words that are used throughout the whole Manifesto, which describe the 

economic and legitimacy crisis of the moment as a ticking bomb that needs to be 

deactivated with a structural change both in the system and the institutions.  

 

The first example of a sentence that clearly conveys this urgency of change is found on 

page 15, when Podemos (2015), claims that “this Manifesto is guided by the people’s 

urgent needs that cannot be postponed”. With this sentence, they clearly declare that 

the timing for change has arrived, while also framing the Manifesto as the tool to 

structure this change. Another clear example is the sentence “this unworthy, painful, 

and shameful social emergency in our country must be addressed. the moment is now” 

(Podemos, 2015, p.12), which clearly uses words with a negative valence to generate 

anxiety by drawing a picture of a deeply concerning situation that cannot be considered 

sustainable anymore.  

 

However, this feeling of anxiety is most present within the Manifesto in the choice of 

emotionally loaded words such as “rescue”, “social emergency”, “heal” or “wound”, 

which are used on multiple occasions, and which can be understood as evaluation 

devices with negative valences. Let’s look at a few examples that can make this feeling 

rule more understandable.  

 

In my opinion, the use of the word “rescue” is one of the best ways in which Podemos 

manages to embed the feeling of anxiety to quickly demand change within the system. 

The word is emotionally loaded, and, from my point of view, it has two especially 

interesting aspects.  

 

On the one hand, the word “rescue” can easily be understood by the audience from a 

warlike or belligerent point of view. It literally refers to saving someone from a 

dangerous situation, which is why it very easily creates this anxiety or feeling of 

needing to be saved. A good example of this can be found on page 15, when Podemos 

(2015) lists the objectives of the first bloc of the Manifesto by declaring that “The first 



 
 

44 

axis of this programme aims to face a moment of crisis with a government proposal 

that, given the conjuncture, has to be articulated in the form of a rescue”.  

 

 On the other hand, as it has been already introduced in the previous sections, it allows 

Podemos to subtly position its leaders as these “saviours”, thus widening even more the 

gap between “the elite” and “the people” and generating antagonism between them. The 

previous example is also quite useful to understand the feeling rule in this sense as 

Podemos manages to portray the programme and, therefore, themselves, as the only tool 

that is capable of saving “the people” from the troubling and upsetting world where “the 

elite” has directed them. Therefore, the word “rescue” perfectly conveys a sense of 

emergency and helps to advocate for the need for change.  

 

The word “rescue” is used on many more occasions throughout the Manifesto, 

especially within the first bloc, whose title is already “Rescue Plan for the Citizenry” 

(Podemos, 2015, p.15). Within the same bloc, it is often used as the title in many of the 

reforms or policy plans that Podemos proposes, such as “fiscal rescue” or “energetic 

rescue” (Podemos, 2015, p.16).  

 

Going back to the idea of belligerent language, it is important to note that Podemos uses 

it multiple times to continue to embed the idea of themselves as “saviours”. Examples 

can be found in the use of linguistic tools such as rhetoric figures when, for example, 

they talk about “areas hit by the crisis” or “combat plans” (Podemos, 2015, p. 57). In 

the same line, they use medical jargon with the same objective, which is why the use of 

words such as “heal” or “wound” is also common. To give an example, on page 12, 

Podemos (2015) discusses the need to “heal the wound of private and public debt”.  

 

To sum up, throughout the Manifesto, we can find several emotionally loaded words 

that generate a feeling of anxiety within the audience that is used to advocate for the 

urgency of change.  

 

5.2. 3.A Feeling of Frustration: generating strength to conquer democracy 

 

The third feeling rule that I have identified is very much related to both anger and 

anxiety, and it allowed Podemos to maximise them both. It consisted in taking the 
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frustration that was generated by precisely that anger and turning it into strength capable 

of generating the fast change they were aiming for. Let’s analyse how this was done.  

 

Most of the researchers that have studied the discourse of Podemos from a Laclauian 

point of view (see e.g. Fernández-Albertos, 2015; Kioupkiolis & Pérez, 2019; 

Valdivielso, 2017) have agreed on the fact that the word “democracy” has been often 

used by the party as an empty signifier to unite the demands of different groups. While 

completely agreeing with them, I want to go a step further, suggesting that the word 

“democracy” was also used to turn the sense of humiliation and indignation of the 

people into a sense of strength to fight to have a role within the institutions.  

 

Throughout the Manifesto, Podemos makes clear that “democracy” – or at least their 

understanding of it – has been stolen by a corrupted elite and that it needs to be taken 

back. Using both proximity and evaluation devices, they utter sentences such as “we 

must take back the institutions” or “The programme is a pragmatic axis designed to 

take the first steps in institutions that must be returned to the citizenry” (Podemos, 

2015, p.13). Both sentences aim to empower the people to fight for the change they 

advocate for and they do so by appealing to one of the most basic human emotions: the 

feeling of entitlement of taking what is yours.  

 

Something worth paying attention to is that Podemos carefully chooses linguistic tools 

to turn humiliation into strength in a simple way. The clearest example is, again, the use 

of belligerent language that creates an image of a “battlefield”, where the people must 

fight for what is morally correct. A very clear example is also found on page 13 when 

Podemos (2015) states that “We are going to win this game to recover democracy, 

sovereignty and the ultimate meaning of democracy, which is to obey the people and 

meet their needs”. The use of the word “recover” is very much intentional, as it helps to 

create the idea that something has been taken away wrongfully. Moreover, they also use 

words that have a huge emotional component such as “democracy” and “sovereignty” to 

appeal to the senses of morality, justice and honesty and convince the people they are on 

the right side of the argument.  

 

In line with their idea of a corrupted and self-serving elite, Podemos manages to 

establish the idea that the current status quo has dismantled both democracy and the 
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welfare state. They do so throughout the whole Manifesto using words with a negative 

valence such as “recover” or “revert” whenever they are discussing basic services 

universally considered essential to fulfilling basic human needs. Some examples are the 

following:  “water will recover its character as a public service and its supply to all 

households will be guaranteed” (Podemos, 2015, p.16), and "Gas and electricity 

supplies will recover their public service character” (Podemos, 2015, p.17) or  "We will 

proceed to review the privatisation processes of the public health system undertaken at 

the regional level to reverse these processes as far as possible” (Podemos, 2015, p.19). 

All these examples are interesting, as they show how Podemos exploits the people’s 

frustration with the elite while also creating reinforcing the idea that change is feasible. 

Moreover, they are also a very good example of how, throughout the Manifesto, 

Podemos juxtaposes “the people” and “the elite” to create antagonism between them.  

 

Another observation that is worth being made is that, while creating the expectation that 

democracy must be “recovered”, Podemos also appeals to the nostalgia of what once 

was. Words such as “recover”, and “reverse” are used to reminiscent a certain idea of 

the past when the elite was not in power. This allows Podemos to continue to blame the 

elite for the crisis of the moment, while also continuing to reinforce their role as 

“saviours”, which is quite recurring throughout the Manifesto.  

 

5.2. 4.A Feeling of Optimism: Creating Hope for the future 

 

Apart from being urgent, Podemos also manages to embed another feeling rule related 

to the idea of change: the fact that it will be positive and that it needs to be received 

with hope. Both Podemos and the Manifesto as such are portrayed in a positive light, 

presented as agents of change that will lead the people towards a renewed, fresh, and 

essentially better future.  

 

In the first paragraph of the programme, for example, Podemos refers to the Manifesto 

as being the key to a “project for a decent, modern, intelligent country, aware of our 

strengths and our needs, conscious of the complexity of the present and confident of the 

strength of the future" (Podemos, 2015, p.11). Through the use of adjectives with a 

positive valence, the party portrays an image of how the Spain it imagined and 

advocated for would be like while also directly mentioning the “strength” and therefore, 
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the potential of the future. This can also be clearly seen in on page 12 when Podemos 

(2015) states that the Manifesto is “a programme to ensure that tomorrow comes with 

strength, confidence and enthusiasm”.  

 

 In the same way, the leaders of Podemos advocate for a new and fresh perspective by 

claiming that “the programme embraces the pride of what we have with the freshness of 

the new to come” (Podemos, 2015, p.13). They do so, while also insisting on the fact 

they are the only ones that can bring this newness that Spain needs too much, as “when 

something does not work, it is not a good idea to continue to insist on what has led you 

there” (Podemos, 2015, p.11). Considering that, in the years following the dictatorship, 

the only parties that had been in power were PP and PSOE, it is easy to see that they 

were advocating for an overthrowing of the political status quo. Looking at the broader 

context, we also need to consider that Podemos was being critical of the attitude that 

both parties had in front of the crisis. This point is very well explained by Royo (2020), 

who described both the actions taken by PSOE and PP. When discussing the former, he 

explains the frustration of the Spanish society in front of the denial that the leaders of 

PSOE adopted in front of the crisis. As elections were approaching, they decided to not 

mention the crisis as such and, therefore, to not enact policies to counter it during its 

earlier stages. When discussing the latter, Royo (2020) explained the austerity measures 

passed by PP, which were received by Podemos as a direct attack against the ordinary 

people that were suffering the consequences of a crisis provoked by the financial 

institutions of the country.  

 

Going back to the feeling rule, Podemos continues to paint the picture of an optimistic 

future by using other expressions such as claiming that “our country can continue to 

grow and it can do it in a much better way” (Podemos, 2015, p.13), which continues to 

generate this idea of a hopeful future while also subtly suggesting that the elite has an 

idea of growth that might not be sustainable. In this sense, most of the policy proposals 

that are discussed project the idea of a modern, vibrant, and cohesive Spain, that is kind 

to everyone that has been mistreated until the moment of its publication, including 

migrants, young people, women, etc. The sense of optimism is especially embedded in 

the discussion of policy proposals that have to do with new energetic or cultural 

initiatives, or even when they discuss the role of innovation within university studies 

and investigation. 
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5.2. 5.A Feeling of Self-Awareness: Creating a new hierarchy between the people and 

the institutions 

 

The last feeling rule that I have identified within the Manifesto is very much related to 

Lacan’s idea of desire, as it directly appeals to the self-awareness of the people to create 

a new hierarchy between them and the elite. It is also a feeling rule that comes in a very 

natural way, following the other four that have been proposed.  

 

Throughout the programme, Podemos redefines the role of the institutions. As it has 

been shown through multiple examples in this chapter, they are first portrayed as 

corrupted by the elite, as not having a defined purpose and as not being useful to the 

people. However, with the idea of taking the power back and the excitement and hope 

for the future, Podemos manages to switch the narrative and create the image that the 

institutions are exactly what the people need to feel recognised. The last block of the 

Manifesto is full of examples in this sense, as it discusses direct democracy and new 

ways in which the citizenry can participate throughout the institutions. On page 69, for 

example, Podemos (2015) directly claims that “citizens must be able to defend their 

demands in person before the Chamber”, referring to their proposal of leaving an empty 

seat at the Spanish Congress for the people to directly express their concern.  

 

The main idea that Podemos is trying to embed is that the purpose of the institutions 

must be aligned with the needs of the people, and this is something that can be done as 

long as the people use their feeling of self-awareness, their desire to take what they 

deserve, to conquer power.  

 

In this sense, Podemos also presents the institutions as being the tool through which the 

elite can be held accountable, and their corruption kept in check. Again, this is mostly 

discussed in the last block of the Manifesto with the proposal, among others, of the 

creation of an “accountability protocol” (Podemos, 2015, p.65) to control the elite. The 

choice of words clearly establishes a new hierarchy where the institutions must work for 

the people and be accountable to them, and not the other way around. In this sense and 

going back to the original meaning of the word “democracy” where the power belongs 

exclusively to the people, Podemos (2015, p. 65) also claims that “citizens must always 

be able to gather information and take action vis-à-vis the institutions”.  



 
 

49 

Therefore, we can conclude that Podemos aims to appeal to the sense of self-awareness 

to empower the people to take action, while also making clear that a new hierarchy must 

be established by which the people will always be at the core of power.  
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6. CONCLUSION 

6.1.Main Findings 

This Master’s thesis aims to add to the existing literature on the role of emotion within 

discourse by examining the Manifesto “The Programme of Change” published by the 

Spanish left-wing populist party Podemos in 2015. Throughout the thesis, I explain how 

the party instrumentalised emotion within the Manifesto to construct the totalities of 

“the people” and “the elite”, while also exposing the new feeling rules proposed by 

Podemos to challenge the dominant structure of power. Several concluding remarks can 

be made.  

 

I argue in line with authors such as Laclau (2005), Koschut (2020) or Palestrino (2021) 

that collective identities cannot be understood without considering the role of affect. In 

my analysis, I explain how the constructions of “the people” and “the elite” are 

overwhelmingly affective, as they are sustained by evaluation and proximity devices 

that have strong emotional connotations. On the one hand, the Manifesto presents “the 

elite” as a corrupted, extravagant, selfish and incompetent group, thus generating 

feelings of distrust and anger. On the other hand, “the people” is portrayed as an honest, 

trustworthy, and capable group that has been harmed by “the elite” and that must now 

regain its power. As claimed by Koschut (2020), the emotional connotations of each 

sub-group clearly draw the line between them, as they create a sense of belonging by 

excluding the other group from entering the boundaries of the community. Moreover, 

the construction of “the people”, allows Podemos to evoke a feeling of humiliation that, 

in turn, sustains the antagonism and the juxtaposition between “the people” and “the 

elite”. 

 

It is precisely by developing the antagonism between both totalities that Podemos 

managed to create the sense of belonging and group cohesion that are necessary to 

combat the status quo. As sustained by authors such as Mouffe (2002), resistance 

doesn’t always need to take place in the ideological field, but it can also take place at 

the emotional level. Considering that the constructivist view that has guided this thesis 

sees emotions as being purposive, I argue that Podemos proposed a series of new 

feeling rules to challenge the status quo, thus entering into the Laclauian struggle for 

hegemony. These new feeling rules were sustained by five emotions: anger, anxiety, 

frustration, optimism, and self-awareness.  
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Taking into account the context in which the Manifesto was published, it can be 

concluded that Podemos exploited the economic and legitimacy crisis of Spain to turn 

the indignation and sense of the unfairness of the people into anger towards the elite. 

They created a narrative that also appealed to the frustration of the loss of power, which 

was then turned into strength and willingness to reconquer the institutions. After 

drawing the picture of an unsustainable situation, Podemos managed to generate a 

feeling of anxiety for a quick change that was also reinforced by the idea of a hopeful 

future where the people will finally feel recognised and regain their place within the 

political sphere.  

 

To sum up, I believe that my thesis has managed to provide an answer to both my 

research questions, while also adding value to existing literature. Throughout the text, I 

have shown the value of considering emotion when conducting discourse analysis, thus 

supporting authors such as Koschut (2018c), Heaney (2019) and Solomon (2021), who 

claimed that the role of emotion is essential to sustain and challenge power relations 

within the political field. Therefore, I want to finish this section by arguing that emotion 

should be given more credibility as a unique unit of analysis, as it can be the key to 

discovering why some political narratives stick while others do not.  

 

6.2.Limitations of the Research 

The main limitation of this research is directly related to my choice of methodology, 

which has an interpretivist nature. My analysis has been conducted by following two 

different – but compatible – methods: Emotion Discourse Analysis (Koschut, 2018a, 

2018b, 2020; Koschut et al., 2017) and Pragmatics of Emotive Communication (Caffi & 

Janney, 1994). It can be stated that both methods have a constructionist approach in the 

sense that, when using them, the researcher is always a constructor of knowledge. 

Throughout the thesis, I have tried to stay impartial and analyse the facts by following 

my theoretical framework. However, I believe that it is important to acknowledge that 

both my positionality and my ideological beliefs might have affected to some extent the 

results of my analysis. Therefore, as a researcher of social sciences, I must acknowledge 

the possibility of alternative interpretations of my empirical material.  

 

In the same line, I also must acknowledge that emotions are a highly subjective unit of 

analysis and that, throughout the thesis, I have actively taken part in the construction of 
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their meaning. Moreover, according to the constructivist perspective that has guided my 

thesis, the signification of emotions has a lot to do with the cultural lenses from which 

they are interpreted. Therefore, it is not only that I have interpreted emotions according 

to my own biases, but also according to the emotional codes of the Western society of 

the time where I have been born.  

 

An additional limitation of the thesis is associated with its scope. My research has been 

solely focused on the Manifesto “The programme of Change” (Podemos, 2015), which 

is why my findings cannot be generalised and cannot be understood as offering a whole 

picture of how Podemos has used emotion throughout its existence. 

 

6.3.Suggestions for further Research 

I believe that my research has added to existing literature examining the role of emotion 

in politics through the case of Podemos (see e.g. Ferrada, 2017; Sampietro & Valera, 

2015; Berbeito & Iglesias, 2021). However, due to the scope of the thesis, my analysis 

has not offered a full picture of the instrumentalisation of emotion made by the party. 

For this reason, I believe that there should be further investigation into the topic, which 

could be done by both conducting a comparative study of all existing literature, and by 

expanding the data sample size including other publications made by the party.  

 

Moreover, my research has pointed out the new feeling rules proposed by Podemos, but 

it has not analysed how they were received by the audience nor how they conflicted 

with the feeling structure of the moment. New research might be focused on that point, 

thus adding value to existing literature and helping to establish emotion as a valid 

category of analysis within discourse analysis methodologies.  

 

Finally, I would like to suggest that a study of emotions is conducted beyond the scope 

of the text. Emotional expressions cannot only be found in words, but also non-verbal 

language, hidden in facial expressions or body postures. For this reason, I believe that it 

would be extremely interesting and valuable to continue analysing emotions through 

empirical material that is visual.   
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