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Extended Abstract
Introduction

The psychological approach to studying political phenomena
gained prominence after World War 11, with scholars such as
Charles Merriam and Harold Lasswell among its early
pioneers. As a result of the catastrophic experiences of the war
and the Holocaust, theorists were prompted to examine the
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human psyche more closely. The present article seeks to
examine the phenomenon of populism through this particular
theoretical perspective. It does so on the premise that
mainstream theories in political sociology, such as those
advanced by Hannah Arendt and William Kornhauser, have not
provided a fully convincing explanation of populist
movements.

Literature Review

Although Kornhauser argued that mass movements never
happened in pluralistic societies due to the presence of civil
society and democratic institutions, the USA as the most
pluralistic society has experienced the populist movement in
the Trump period. Kornhauser’s analysis relied primarily on
quantitative methods, which was based on objectiveness and
thus he did not consider the latent emotions in mass
movements. Similarly, Hanna Arendt did not provide a fully
convincing explanation of populist phenomenon since she
concentrated on consensus and overlooked the desire for
domination in human societies. By contrast, the pivotal point
of Mouffe and Laclau’s theory is the antagonistic division
between the people and corrupt elites. Historical examples
illustrate this logic, for instance the hostility of many Germans
toward politicians who signed the Treaty of Versailles reflected
antagonism. In a similar manner, Donald Trump frequently
portrayed figures such as Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton as
corrupt elites.



251 | Mehrabi & Nazari

Mouffe argues that Arendt overlooked the political, which is
the constitutive antagonism inherent in social relations,
particularly the opposition between people and corrupt elites.
In Mouffe’s view, this oversight represents a central limitation
of liberal political thought. However, the present study seeks
to critically examine these two mentioned theories in political
sociology due to their analytical impasses.

The Purpose of Research

The purpose of this study is to achieve a deeper understanding
of new social movements through a socio-political
psychological approach. This perspective offers a significant
advantage as it allows for the examination of the psychological
drives and desires in mass movements, which had a profound
role in populist movements. By contrast, conventional socio-
political approaches have frequently overlooked these
psychological motivations. The significance of this research
lies in its attempt to illuminate the largely unexplored
psychological roots of populist movements in order to prevent
another movement similar to Nazism and to safeguard societies
from their catastrophic outcomes.

Methodology

The present research employs a qualitative methodology and
discourse analysis based on Chantal Mouffe and Laclau’s
theory. Their approach highlights the crucial role of human
emotions in political life. In particular, they emphasize
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“passion” and “identity” as key concepts, which earlier
approaches to political analysis had often neglected. In this
sense, they considered the political arena based on emotions
instead of rationality. Therefore, they have offered a broader
perspective on the dynamics of social and political movements.
Whereas Carl Schmitt located antagonism primarily in the
international arena, especially in the relations between
Germany and other states, Mouffe and Laclau situate
antagonism within society itself. The question of this study is
what psychological stimuli lead individuals to support the
populist movements and how can populism be examined
through a psychological approach? The study advances the
hypothesis that several psychological stimuli, such as feelings
of inferiority, envy, the need for dignity and recognition,
experiences of marginalization and neglect, and xenophobic
sentiments, constitute significant motivational factors in the
emergence and mobilization of populist movements.

Discussion

The article has analyzed the content of speeches delivered by
Hitler and Trump through discourse analysis, including
floating signifiers which have articulated around the central
signifier based on power. Furthermore, otherness, antagonistic
relationships and empty signifiers have been examined. The
analysis indicated that several psychological stimuli function
as floating signifiers organized around people as the central
signifier. For example, when Hitler spoke about constructing a
new society, the discourse signified the restoration of lost
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national dignity. References to humiliation, economic crisis,
limited international opportunities, and the absence of colonial
territories signified a broader sense of collective inferiority and
grievance. Within Nazi discourse, xenophobia was articulated
through the construction of “otherness,” particularly through
the portrayal of Jews and Marxists as enemies of the national
community. Similarly, in Trump’s discourse, otherness was
constructed through references to Mexico, immigrants, and
emerging economic powers such as Japan and China. In
addition, the analysis identifies the use of empty signifiers. For
instance, When Trump said “We need a leader who makes
America great again”, this sentence functions as an empty
signifier, referring to an idealized political and economic
condition perceived as absent from the existing status quo. In
summary, the analytical matrix developed in this study
illustrates the main components of populist discourse,
involving signifiers, signified and otherness in detail.

Conclusion

German society experienced a sense of inferiority when
comparing itself with other European countries that appeared
more economically developed and possessed colonial
territories. They also envied Jewish communities in terms of
their perceived economic status. Xenophobia also functioned
as a significant motivational force within mass movements. In
the American context, for example, fears of unemployment
were frequently linked to anxieties about immigrants and
economic competition. Both Trump and Hitler responded to
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these social emotions psychologically and thus gained power.
This study tried to unravel these discourses.

Keywords: Emotions, Hitler, Laclau, Mouffe, populism,
Social-political psychology, Trump
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