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Abstract: 

Psychoanalysis has offered significant insights into the psychological foundations of political 

leadership and decision-making, particularly in uncovering the role of unconscious processes, 

defense mechanisms, and unresolved conflicts. This study examines how these factors shape 

leadership styles, policy choices, and crisis responses, while also situating them within broader 

institutional, social, and economic contexts. Drawing on historical case studies and theoretical 

perspectives, it analyzes mechanisms such as projection, denial, repression, and narcissism, as 

well as the impact of charisma and power dynamics on governance. 

While psychoanalysis illuminates the psychological dimensions of leadership, it has been 

critiqued for its emphasis on individual motivations at the expense of structural and systemic 

influences. To address these limitations, the study incorporates alternative frameworks — 

including sociology, rational choice theory, and political economy — offering a more integrative 

perspective. By combining psychological insights with broader socio-political analysis, this 

research advocates for a multidimensional approach to political leadership, one that reflects both 

the inner dynamics of leaders and the external forces that shape decision-making in contemporary 

contexts. 
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1. Introduction to Psychoanalysis and Political Leadership 

 

1.2. Basic Principles of Psychoanalysis 

Psychoanalysis, founded by Sigmund Freud in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, 

remains a pivotal framework for understanding human behavior, particularly regarding 

unconscious processes. Freud argued that repressed traumas, unresolved conflicts, and 

unconscious desires exert a profound influence on thoughts, actions, and perceptions, 

shaping not only individual behavior but also broader social and political dynamics. 

At the core of psychoanalysis is the recognition that much of human activity occurs 

outside conscious awareness. Freud introduced the notion of the unconscious mind, a 

repository of hidden desires, memories, and emotions that subtly guide decisions and 

interactions (Freud, 1963, p. 23). This concept is particularly relevant to political 

leadership, where key decisions may be influenced by psychological forces of which 

leaders are only partially aware. 

Freud’s (1927) structural model of the psyche — the Id, Ego, and Superego — further 

elucidates the internal tensions that can influence political decision-making. The Id 

embodies instinctual drives, the Ego mediates between desire and reality, and the 

Superego represents moral norms and ideals. The interplay of these components can 

produce internal conflicts that manifest in irrational choices or authoritarian tendencies 

(Freud, 1977, p. 98). In addition, defense mechanisms such as repression, projection, and 

denial function as unconscious strategies to manage distress but can distort judgment. 

When employed by political leaders, these mechanisms may lead to decisions that 

prioritize personal or partisan interests over the collective good. Such unconscious 

influences are evident in contemporary politics, where leaders’ emotional reactions to 

crises often shape policy decisions beyond purely rational calculation. 

 

1.3. The Connection Between Psychoanalysis and Political Science 

Psychoanalysis provides a valuable framework for analyzing the psychological 

dimensions of leadership. By uncovering hidden struggles, fears, and desires, it explains 
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why leaders pursue power, how they shape their political identities, and how they interact 

with both supporters and opponents (Lacan, 1977, p. 145). 

A central contribution is its ability to illuminate the emotional undercurrents of political 

action. For example, leaders who feel insecure about legitimacy may project fears onto 

external groups, employing scapegoating or similar defense mechanisms to justify 

strategies (Klein, 1946, pp. 99-110). Such projections create enemies or crises, enabling 

leaders to consolidate power by mobilizing public support against perceived threats. 

Psychoanalysis also enriches understanding of how narcissism and charisma influence 

politics. Narcissistic leaders often prioritize their personal image or legacy over national 

welfare, while charismatic leaders cultivate deep emotional bonds with the public. 

Charisma thus becomes a political instrument, channeling collective fears and desires to 

secure legitimacy (Weber, 1947, p. 78). 

Nonetheless, psychoanalysis has limitations when applied in isolation. By focusing on 

individual motivations, it risks overlooking structural factors — economic, social, and 

historical — that shape political decisions. A comprehensive analysis therefore requires 

integrating psychoanalytic perspectives with political science and related fields. 

 

1.4. Objective and Significance of the Study 

The aim of this study is to examine how unconscious psychological factors, defense 

mechanisms, and personal histories shape political leadership and decision-making. It 

also considers how these dynamics affect governance strategies, crisis management, and 

public communication. 

Interpreting the psychological foundations of leadership is particularly important in 

moments of crisis. For instance, during the COVID-19 pandemic, leaders such as New 

Zealand’s Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern demonstrated empathy and emotional 

intelligence in their communication, fostering public trust and compliance (Nour & Kisa, 

2024, p. 607). In contrast, reliance on scapegoating and projection may alienate 

populations and erode legitimacy. 
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The study also underscores the interdisciplinary nature of political leadership. Political 

decisions emerge not only from individual psychology but also from structural conditions 

— economic pressures, ideological frameworks, and social norms. By bridging 

psychoanalysis with political science, sociology, and political economy, this research 

develops a more nuanced account of leadership. 

Ultimately, by investigating the unconscious dimensions of political behavior, this study 

contributes to political psychology and broadens the analytical scope of political science. 

It offers new insights into leadership, decision-making, and the interplay between 

individual psychology and collective governance. 

 

1.5. Structure of the Study 

The study is organized into four parts. The first outlines key psychoanalytic concepts — 

the unconscious, defense mechanisms, and personality structure. The second examines 

how psychoanalysis intersects with political science, offering a framework for 

understanding leadership from a psychological perspective. The third analyzes the 

manifestation of defense mechanisms such as projection and repression in political 

strategies, particularly in times of crisis. The final section focuses on contemporary 

examples of leadership, including the role of charisma, narcissism, and the influence of 

digital media on public perception. 

To illustrate the interplay between psychoanalytic processes and political leadership, the 

study integrates both historical and contemporary examples. Historical cases, such as 

Adolf Hitler and Joseph Stalin, shed light on how unresolved psychological conflicts and 

early life experiences shaped authoritarian leadership and strategic decisions during 

critical moments in history. Contemporary leaders, including Donald Trump, Jair 

Bolsonaro, and Jacinda Ardern, demonstrate how unconscious motives, defense 

mechanisms, and charisma operate within modern political contexts, particularly under 

the pressures of digital media, social scrutiny, and global crises. 

This combination of historical and contemporary perspectives enables a comprehensive 

analysis, highlighting both the continuity of psychological mechanisms in leadership and 

their adaptation to evolving political environments. Historical leaders illustrate the 
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enduring influence of early psychological conflicts on leadership styles, whereas 

contemporary leaders exemplify how these mechanisms manifest under modern 

sociopolitical and technological pressures, providing insight into the intersection of 

personal psychology and systemic dynamics. 

1.6. Methodology 
This article adopts a qualitative, literature-based review methodology to explore the 

psychoanalytic interpretation of political leadership and decision-making. The approach 

synthesizes scholarship from psychology, political science, and history, integrating both 

historical analyses and contemporary studies to illustrate how unconscious motivations, 

defense mechanisms, and emotional needs shape leaders’ behavior and decision-making 

processes. 

The selection of sources ensured both depth and balance in capturing the intersection of 

psychoanalysis and political theory. A systematic search was conducted in academic 

databases such as JSTOR, Google Scholar, and PubMed, using keywords including 

psychoanalysis in politics, leadership psychology, unconscious motivations, and political 

decision-making. Only peer-reviewed articles, seminal works, and recognized case 

studies were included. Foundational contributions from psychoanalysts such as Sigmund 

Freud, Melanie Klein, and Michael Winter were prioritized, as their theories on 

unconscious desires, defense mechanisms, and leadership needs remain central to 

psychoanalytic political analysis. 

Alongside these classic works, contemporary studies on political communication, crisis 

management, and the growing role of social media were incorporated. This combination 

provided both historical depth and modern relevance, showing how psychoanalytic 

dynamics continue to shape leadership practices under evolving sociopolitical pressures. 

Historical examples illustrate how early life experiences and unresolved conflicts 

influenced leadership, whereas contemporary examples highlight the role of digital 

media, social scrutiny, and global crises in activating psychological mechanisms. 

To synthesize the findings, a thematic analysis was applied. Core psychoanalytic concepts 

— such as projection, denial, and repression — were identified across the literature and 

mapped to recurring patterns in political behavior, ranging from decisions on war to 
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responses during crises. Divergences in scholarly perspectives, particularly regarding the 

empirical foundations of psychoanalysis, were addressed by considering alternative 

approaches, including rational choice theory and sociological analysis, ensuring a 

balanced interpretation of insights and limitations. 

A critical component of this methodology was addressing the limitations of 

psychoanalysis when applied to political contexts. Critics highlight its lack of empirical 

verification and its tendency to emphasize individual psychology at the expense of 

broader social forces. To address this, the review integrates perspectives from sociology, 

political economy, and historical analysis, situating unconscious processes within 

systemic and structural contexts. 

In sum, this literature-based review provides a multidimensional exploration of the 

psychological foundations of political decision-making while identifying opportunities 

for future research. Future directions include examining how globalization, digital media, 

and contemporary crises reshape leadership psychology, including the amplification of 

narcissistic tendencies via social media and the impact of global crises such as the 

COVID-19 pandemic and economic recessions on decision-making processes (Messick 

& Kramer, 2004, pp. 286–306). 

2. The Psychological Dimension of Leadership: Psychoanalytic Theories and Political 

Dynamics 

 

2.1. Core Psychoanalytic Theories Related to Leadership 

Psychoanalysis provides a critical framework for understanding the psychological 

mechanisms underlying political leadership. By examining unconscious dynamics, 

personal motivations, and emotional needs, it offers insights that extend beyond the scope 

of traditional political theories. Freud’s Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego 

(1922) highlighted the psychological foundations of leadership, framing the relationship 

between leaders and followers as a dynamic interplay of unconscious forces. 

According to Freud, leaders function as symbolic figures who fulfill the psychological 

needs of their followers. Followers unconsciously attribute to them qualities such as 
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strength, stability, and protection. Leadership thus emerges not merely as an 

administrative function but as a process rooted in the unconscious desires and emotional 

needs of both the leader and the masses (Freud, 1922, pp. 19–22). Leaders become objects 

of projection, embodying the anxieties and aspirations of their followers, and providing 

emotional reassurance and a sense of order (Freud, 1922, pp. 42–45). Historical cases, 

such as Adolf Hitler and Joseph Stalin, exemplify how followers’ projections reinforced 

authoritarian control, while contemporary leaders like Donald Trump and Jacinda Ardern 

illustrate how similar dynamics operate under modern political and digital media 

pressures. 

The unconscious conflicts experienced by leaders themselves also shape their strategies 

and decisions. Desires for power or control may stem from unresolved traumas or early 

experiences of vulnerability, influencing policy choices. Erikson (1950, pp. 88–90) 

emphasized how childhood experiences leave psychological imprints that later drive 

leaders to seek validation or assert authority. These unconscious dynamics highlight that 

leadership decisions are often motivated by emotional needs rather than purely rational 

calculations. Integrating these insights with sociopolitical and structural analyses allows 

for a more comprehensive understanding of leadership behavior across historical and 

contemporary contexts. 

 

2.2. The Role of the Unconscious in Political Decision-Making 

The psychoanalytic approach extends to the collective dimension, where unconscious 

forces shape mass political behavior. Politics is influenced not only by leaders’ individual 

psychology but also by the unconscious projections of the masses. As Freud (1963, pp. 

116–150) observed, individuals often transfer hidden desires or fears onto political 

figures, resulting in loyalty, obedience, or fervent devotion. 

Leaders actively harness these dynamics by tailoring their public personas and rhetoric 

to align with societal anxieties. In the modern era, media has amplified this process, 

enabling leaders to manipulate collective fears and desires to secure mass support (Lacan, 

1977, pp. 102–105). For instance, U.S. President Donald Trump used social media to 

appeal to collective insecurities about immigration, national security, and the economy, 
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demonstrating how digital platforms function as vehicles for projection and 

identification. 

Historical leaders, such as Adolf Hitler and Joseph Stalin, illustrate the enduring influence 

of unconscious psychological mechanisms on mass mobilization, while contemporary 

figures show how these dynamics adapt in the context of digital and media-driven 

politics. This comparison highlights both the continuity of psychoanalytic processes 

across time and the evolving strategies leaders employ to engage and manipulate 

collective psychology. Integrating these insights with sociopolitical and structural 

analyses allows for a more nuanced understanding of political decision-making across 

historical and contemporary contexts. 

 

2.3. The Notion of Charisma and Power Through the Psychoanalytic Lens 

From a psychoanalytic perspective, charisma emerges as an unconscious process rooted 

in projection and idealization. Max Weber described charisma as a form of emotional 

appeal stemming from the personal qualities of leaders (Weber, 1947, pp. 58–61). 

Psychoanalysis expands on this by showing how followers project their own unmet needs 

and idealized traits onto the leader, transforming them into symbolic figures who fill 

psychological voids (Lacan, 1991, pp. 45–48). These emotional dependencies become 

particularly salient in moments of crisis, as explored in Chapter 4. 

Historical leaders such as Adolf Hitler and Joseph Stalin exemplify how charisma, 

combined with projection, can consolidate authority and mobilize mass support. In 

contemporary politics, figures like Donald Trump and Jacinda Ardern demonstrate how 

charisma interacts with media visibility and digital communication to shape followers’ 

perceptions and emotional attachments. 

Political power, therefore, is not solely a matter of institutional authority but also of 

sustaining the unconscious belief in a leader’s superiority. Erikson (1950, pp. 120–123) 

emphasized how leaders maintain authority by projecting an image of competence and 

security, fostering dependence among followers. This dependence blurs the line between 

rational political calculation and psychological influence, as emotional bonds reinforce 

power in ways that transcend formal structures. Recognizing the role of projection, 
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idealization, and narcissistic dynamics in charisma is thus essential to understanding both 

historical and contemporary leadership. 

2.4. Crisis Management and Leadership in the Psychoanalytic Framework 

Crisis situations amplify the psychological dimension of leadership. In times of 

uncertainty, leaders draw on unconscious emotional resources to provide stability and 

reassurance. For example, during the COVID-19 pandemic, New Zealand’s Prime 

Minister Jacinda Ardern emphasized empathy, unity, and transparent communication, 

appealing to collective needs for care and certainty. This strengthened public trust and 

consolidated her leadership (Nour & Kisa, 2024, p. 607). 

By contrast, other leaders relied on defense mechanisms such as denial or scapegoating 

to deflect responsibility, exploiting fear and division to maintain political survival. 

Historical leaders, including Adolf Hitler during the early stages of Nazi consolidation, 

similarly projected societal anxieties onto external groups to mobilize support and 

suppress opposition. In contexts of social unrest, authoritarian figures often manipulate 

collective fears as a tool of governance, reinforcing their control and consolidating power. 

These strategies reveal how crises serve as opportunities for leaders to manipulate 

unconscious dynamics, either fostering solidarity or deepening division. The contrast 

between empathetic and authoritarian responses illustrates the spectrum of 

psychoanalytically-informed leadership strategies, highlighting the ongoing relevance of 

projection, idealization, and narcissistic tendencies in both historical and contemporary 

contexts. 

 

2.5. Concluding Thoughts 

The psychoanalytic perspective enriches our understanding of political leadership by 

illuminating the unconscious processes that influence both leaders and followers. 

Projection, repression, and collective desires shape dynamics of power and influence that 

cannot be fully explained by rationalist or institutional theories (Freud, 1922, pp. 112–

115). 
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At the same time, psychoanalysis underscores the importance of multidimensional 

analysis. To grasp the complexity of leadership, psychological insights must be integrated 

with political, social, and economic frameworks. By doing so, we obtain a more holistic 

account of how unconscious dynamics intersect with structural forces, offering deeper 

explanations of leadership and decision-making in contemporary politics. 

3. Psychoanalytic Approach to Political Leadership 

 

3.1. Personality and Psychopathology of Leaders 

The personality and psychopathology of political leaders play a decisive role in shaping 

their behavior and decision-making processes. Psychoanalysis emphasizes that 

unconscious desires, internal conflicts, and unresolved traumas often drive political 

actions, influencing how leaders respond to the needs of their constituents. Emotional 

struggles and unmet psychological needs can significantly affect strategies of governance 

and the dynamics of relationships with followers. 

Psychodynamic theory holds that each leader develops a distinct psychological 

background that profoundly influences their leadership style. Freud (1930) argued that 

political leadership often represents an external manifestation of inner conflicts rooted in 

insecurities and unmet desires. He noted that the pursuit of power may originate in early 

traumatic experiences such as inadequacy, rejection, or the need for validation (Freud, 

1930, pp. 81–83). Leaders thus function not only as political figures but also as carriers 

of their own psychological contradictions. 

A key psychoanalytic concept in this context is narcissism. Narcissistic leaders seek 

excessive admiration and validation, prioritizing their self-image over the collective 

good. Such dynamics can foster authoritarian decision-making, as opposition is 

experienced as a threat to a fragile self-image. Narcissistic traits may also drive leaders 

to adopt grandiose policies aimed at affirming their sense of omnipotence (Kernberg, 

1975). These tendencies often manifest in reliance on rigid power structures, intolerance 

of dissent, and political instability. Surrounded by sycophants to reinforce their authority, 

such leaders risk neglecting the broader consequences of their decisions in pursuit of 

personal ambition. 
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3.2. The Influence of the Past on Political Choices 

A leader’s personal history critically shapes political choices and strategies. Early life 

experiences, family dynamics, and past traumas influence psychological development 

and worldview, often leaving long-lasting imprints on leadership behavior. Experiences 

of neglect or exposure to violence, for example, may drive a heightened need for power 

and control in adulthood. 

Winnicott (1965) emphasized that leadership resilience depends on the degree to which 

early traumas are resolved. Leaders who manage to work through such experiences often 

demonstrate empathy, adaptability, and stability. Conversely, unresolved conflicts may 

lead to authoritarianism, aggression, or emotional volatility. Leaders with traumatic 

childhoods, including war or loss, may adopt strategies focused on suppressing dissent or 

asserting authority to ensure emotional security. By contrast, leaders raised in emotionally 

supportive environments are more likely to favor inclusive and cooperative approaches. 

These links between early experiences and leadership styles also illuminate why certain 

political ideologies are pursued. Leaders shaped by rejection may gravitate toward 

perfectionism or dominance, while those with secure foundations may prioritize 

consensus and collaboration. These psychological roots often manifest in concrete policy 

decisions, such as the prioritization of control-oriented measures, suppression of 

opposition, or strategic use of propaganda to consolidate power. 

 

3.3. Case Studies: Psychoanalytic Interpretation of Historical Leaders 

Psychoanalytic interpretations provide valuable insights into historical leaders, 

particularly those whose behavior reflected extreme psychological traits. The cases of 

Adolf Hitler and Joseph Stalin highlight how unresolved conflicts and traumas influenced 

their political trajectories. 

Hitler’s narcissistic personality, combined with deep insecurities and early rejection, 

fueled his authoritarian worldview. His failure to achieve personal ambitions, such as 

becoming an artist, contributed to his repressive ideology and his reliance on propaganda. 

His vision of German greatness functioned as a defense mechanism against self-doubt, 
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while his intolerance of opposition reflected narcissistic rage triggered by threats to his 

self-image (Kershaw, 2000). These inner dynamics translated into concrete political 

actions, including the use of propaganda to manipulate public perception, enactment of 

totalitarian policies, and systematic suppression of political rivals, demonstrating how 

personal psychological needs can drive state-level decisions. 

Stalin’s childhood, marked by instability and violence, fostered distrust and fear of 

betrayal. His authoritarian rule was characterized by a constant need for control, rooted 

in these early insecurities. His purges can be interpreted as defensive actions driven by 

feelings of inadequacy and fear of undermining, not merely as political calculations 

(Conquest, 1991). The orchestrated terror campaigns, mass executions, and 

institutionalized surveillance highlight how unresolved psychological conflicts can 

manifest in large-scale political strategies aimed at securing personal and regime stability. 

These examples underscore Freud’s (1930) claim that leadership is inseparably tied to 

unconscious psychological processes. They demonstrate that political behavior cannot be 

fully explained through external circumstances or rational strategies alone; the inner 

world of leaders plays a decisive role in shaping governance and historical outcomes. 

Integrating psychoanalytic perspectives into political analysis therefore enriches our 

understanding of both individual leaders and broader political dynamics. 

 

3.4. Implications for Political Strategy and Decision-Making 

Historical insights provide a foundation for analyzing contemporary leaders, where 

similar psychological mechanisms manifest under modern political pressures and media 

scrutiny. Leaders’ unconscious needs for validation, control, or admiration often shape 

their strategic choices, including decisions regarding crisis management, communication, 

and political alliances. 

For instance, contemporary leaders may use social media strategically to reinforce their 

personal image and gain public support, reflecting a modern analog to historical 

propaganda. Narcissistic tendencies can drive decisions prioritizing personal or partisan 

goals over collective welfare, such as aggressive political posturing, selective 

dissemination of information, or divisive rhetoric to consolidate power. 
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By connecting psychoanalytic theory with concrete political decisions, this framework 

illustrates how personal psychological dynamics translate into observable governance 

strategies. Understanding these connections enables scholars and practitioners to interpret 

leadership behavior not just as policy choice but as an expression of deeper emotional 

and psychological patterns. 

4. Psychoanalysis in Political Decision-Making 

 

4.1. Conscious and Unconscious Processes in Shaping Politics 

Although political decision-making is often presented as a rational and strategic endeavor, 

unconscious psychological forces play an equally decisive role. Leaders may rely on data, 

risk assessments, and logical reasoning, yet their choices are frequently influenced by 

unresolved emotional conflicts and psychological needs. These unconscious dynamics, 

while not always evident to the decision-maker, can significantly shape political 

outcomes. 

Freud (1920) argued that political decisions in moments of crisis or intense pressure are 

often guided by unconscious desires for power, validation, or self-restoration, rather than 

by purely rational considerations. This tension between conscious strategy and 

unconscious motivation highlights the need to view political behavior as both a response 

to external circumstances and a manifestation of psychological dynamics. Expanding on 

this, Winter (2002) introduced the concept of “leadership need,” emphasizing that leaders 

are often motivated by psychological drives, particularly the need to maintain dominance. 

At times, this need eclipses national interests, pushing leaders to prioritize ego 

preservation over collective welfare. Such dynamics may lead to decisions that appear 

irrational or inconsistent but are in fact rooted in unconscious emotional complexities 

(Winter, 2002, pp. 25–47). 

For instance, during the Cuban Missile Crisis, President Kennedy’s measured restraint 

can be seen as balancing conscious strategic reasoning with unconscious anxieties about 

national security and personal legacy, illustrating how leaders’ psychological needs 

interact with critical political decisions (Allison, 1971). Similarly, Jacinda Ardern’s 

management of the COVID-19 pandemic in New Zealand demonstrates how unconscious 
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values such as empathy and the need for public trust shaped decisive policies, including 

border closures and transparent communication strategies (Nour & Kisa, 2024, p. 607). 

In contrast, Donald Trump’s frequent use of social media and focus on personal image 

during periods of political pressure reflect unconscious drives for validation and control, 

influencing both messaging and public perception in ways that affected broader political 

dynamics (Tufekci, 2017). 

These examples collectively illustrate that effective political analysis requires attention 

to the interplay between conscious reasoning and unconscious psychological needs, 

showing how leaders’ inner dynamics shape decisions with far-reaching consequences.  

 

4.2. The Role of Defense Mechanisms and Projection in Political Strategies 

Defense mechanisms, especially projection, play a central role in psychoanalytic 

interpretations of political decision-making. Klein (1946) defined projection as the 

externalization of unwanted emotions or flaws by attributing them to others. In politics, 

this often manifests through the creation of enemies or scapegoats, enabling leaders to 

project personal insecurities onto external adversaries. 

Projection can have destabilizing consequences, fueling social divisions, external 

conflicts, and authoritarian practices. Leaders struggling with internal insecurities may 

reinforce their power by constructing narratives of opposition and threat. A clear 

historical example is Adolf Hitler, whose unfulfilled ambitions and sense of rejection 

were projected onto the Jewish population. By blaming Jews for Germany’s crises, Hitler 

justified widespread persecution and genocide, demonstrating how unconscious 

mechanisms can be weaponized for destructive political purposes (Kershaw, 2000). 

In contemporary contexts, social media amplifies these dynamics, allowing leaders to 

shape their public image, influence opinion, and reinforce authority in real time. Donald 

Trump relied heavily on Twitter during his campaigns and presidency to shape political 

discourse, bypass traditional media, and assert control over narratives (Tufekci, 2017). 

His frequent invocation of “fake news” can be interpreted as a projection of his concerns 

about credibility and image, simultaneously undermining media trust and intensifying 

polarization. Similar patterns are evident in other contemporary political crises, such as 
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Jair Bolsonaro’s use of social media to target opponents in Brazil or the Brexit campaign 

in the United Kingdom, where leaders and advocates projected fears and uncertainties 

onto external groups. These examples illustrate how, in the digital age, psychological 

strategies like projection intertwine with communication tools to consolidate political 

power across diverse political contexts. 

4.3. Crisis Management from a Psychoanalytic Perspective 

Crises magnify the psychological pressures faced by leaders, making emotional resilience 

and stability essential to effective decision-making. Leaders unable to regulate anxiety 

risk impulsive, authoritarian, or counterproductive responses. 

Bion (1961) emphasized that effective leadership in crises requires the capacity to process 

anxiety without allowing it to dominate judgment. Leaders who fail in this regard may 

rely on panic-driven strategies or avoidance, exacerbating rather than resolving crises. 

A notable example is President John F. Kennedy’s handling of the Cuban Missile Crisis 

in 1962. Kennedy’s ability to remain composed and resist rash action was critical in 

preventing escalation into nuclear conflict. His reliance on diplomacy highlighted the 

importance of psychological stability and emotional intelligence in high-stakes decision-

making (Allison, 1971). 

Conversely, leaders lacking emotional regulation often escalate conflicts, underscoring 

the importance of psychological preparedness as a central component of crisis 

management. In the digital age, crises are increasingly mediated through social media, 

where leaders’ psychological states directly shape public communication. Anxiety, 

defensiveness, or overconfidence can be amplified online, influencing both public 

perception of the crisis and the leader’s ability to guide resolution effectively. This 

dynamic links closely with the projection mechanisms discussed in Section 5.2, as 

leaders’ inner psychological patterns are broadcast and reinforced through digital 

platforms. 
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4.4. Reflections 

The psychoanalytic perspective reveals that political decision-making is deeply 

intertwined with unconscious motivations, defense mechanisms, and emotional 

resilience. Leadership choices emerge not solely from rational calculation but also from 

the psychological lives of leaders. 

Key takeaways include: 

 Political leaders are shaped by both conscious strategies and unconscious needs, 

which can strongly influence policy outcomes. 

 Defense mechanisms such as projection distort political strategies, creating 

scapegoats and reinforcing authoritarian tendencies. 

 Successful crisis management depends heavily on psychological resilience, while 

instability can result in irrational or destructive decisions. 

By examining the psychological foundations of leadership, this approach enriches 

traditional political analysis. It offers a more comprehensive framework for 

understanding why leaders act as they do and suggests that effective leadership 

development should integrate psychological as well as strategic considerations. 

Furthermore, these reflections underscore the importance of connecting psychological 

insights with concrete political outcomes—such as policy decisions, propaganda 

strategies, or crisis responses—highlighting how unconscious dynamics translate into 

real-world governance. Finally, this sets the stage for the critical evaluation of 

psychoanalytic approaches and the consideration of interdisciplinary alternatives 

discussed in Chapter 6. 

5. Criticism and Limitations of the Psychoanalytic Interpretation of Politics 

 

5.1. The Limits of Psychoanalytic Interpretation in Politics 

The psychoanalytic approach provides valuable insights into unconscious motivations, 

psychological mechanisms, and personal conflicts that shape political leadership. 

Nevertheless, it has faced substantial criticism due to its limitations. 



The Influence of Psychoanalysis on Political Leadership and Decision-Making 
 
 

96 
 

International Journal of Psychoanalysis and Education: Subject, Action & Society V. 5, N. 2, 2025 

A primary critique concerns its narrow focus on individual psychology, which often 

neglects broader socio-political and economic contexts. While analyzing internal 

motivations is useful, political decisions are also shaped by historical events, institutional 

structures, and economic forces. Fromm (1941) highlighted that leaders can be 

understood as representatives of collective social dynamics, not merely as individuals 

driven by unconscious desires. Consequently, psychoanalysis alone cannot adequately 

explain the complex interplay between personal psychology and external conditions. 

A second line of criticism relates to empirical validity. Popper (1972) argued that 

psychoanalysis lacks scientific testability, relying on subjective interpretations rather than 

measurable evidence. Political science, by contrast, values predictive models and data-

driven analysis. From this standpoint, psychoanalytic approaches are often considered 

speculative and methodologically weak. 

Finally, psychoanalysis tends to provide retrospective rather than predictive insights. 

While useful for understanding historical cases, it does not always offer practical 

frameworks for anticipating future political behavior, unlike economic or policy analyses 

designed to forecast outcomes. For instance, a leader’s unconscious tendencies may 

explain past authoritarian decisions but cannot reliably predict how similar psychological 

dynamics will manifest in new political contexts. 

 

5.2. Contrasts and Alternative Approaches 

Given the limitations of an exclusively psychoanalytic perspective, alternative 

frameworks have been developed to complement or challenge its interpretations. 

Sociological perspectives emphasize the role of social structures, institutions, and 

economic conditions. Althusser (1971) argued that leaders are embedded in power 

systems reflecting class struggles and material conditions, suggesting that leadership 

behavior is shaped as much by systemic forces as by individual psychology. A case study: 

Historical figures such as Stalin and Hitler illustrate how leaders’ strategies were 

profoundly influenced by their socio-political environments—including party structures, 

societal tensions, and economic crises—which shaped the scope and methods of their 
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decision-making. These examples demonstrate that leadership behavior cannot be fully 

understood without accounting for broader structural and institutional contexts. 

Rational choice theory views leaders as strategic actors who calculate risks and benefits 

to maximize gains. Weber (1968) framed this as instrumental rationality: leaders act 

deliberately to achieve goals rather than being driven solely by unconscious motives. A 

case study: Contemporary leaders such as Donald Trump, Jacinda Ardern, and Jair 

Bolsonaro exemplify strategic calculation in modern contexts. Their decisions—from 

policy-making to crisis communication—reflect careful cost–benefit reasoning, often 

influenced by media dynamics, public opinion, and digital platforms. This highlights the 

interaction between rational calculation, psychological tendencies, and public perception 

in shaping political outcomes. 

Political economy approaches focus on how economic systems and financial interests 

shape political choices. Leaders may align policies with corporate or class interests, 

situating decision-making within global economic structures. A case study: Policies 

implemented during global economic crises, or alliances with corporate actors, 

demonstrate that leaders’ decisions are contingent on financial and systemic pressures, 

revealing the interdependence of political power and economic structures. 

Together, these alternative frameworks underscore the importance of a multidimensional 

approach. By systematically linking historical and contemporary cases to specific 

theoretical perspectives, they complement the psychoanalytic insights discussed in 

Chapters 4–5, showing that integrating individual psychology, strategic reasoning, and 

systemic forces is essential for a comprehensive understanding of leadership behavior. 

 

5.3. The Importance of an Interdisciplinary Approach in Understanding Leadership 

Despite its limitations, psychoanalysis offers indispensable insights into the unconscious 

dynamics of leadership. To address its shortcomings, scholars increasingly advocate for 

interdisciplinary approaches that combine psychology with sociology, political economy, 

and history. 
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Giddens (1984) proposed integrating diverse perspectives to better capture the 

complexity of political decision-making. This allows analysis to balance individual-level 

psychology with systemic and structural influences. By drawing on multiple disciplines, 

a more holistic understanding of leadership emerges — one that recognizes leaders as 

both psychological agents and products of their socio-political environments. 

Modern political contexts further underscore the need for such integration, as social 

media has heightened the psychological pressures of leadership. Leaders like Donald 

Trump and Jair Bolsonaro used platforms strategically to cultivate support but also faced 

intensified scrutiny, amplifying their need for validation. During the COVID-19 

pandemic, Jacinda Ardern adopted a communication strategy grounded in reassurance 

and unity, which enhanced her credibility and resilience. By contrast, Bolsonaro often 

deflected responsibility onto governors and the media, which sustained parts of his 

domestic support but damaged his international standing (Nour & Kisa, 2024, p. 607). 

These contrasting examples illustrate how leadership today cannot be fully explained by 

psychology alone. Digital communication, global crises, and structural forces interact 

with psychological dynamics, making interdisciplinary approaches indispensable for 

contemporary analysis. Moreover, integrating forecasting and predictive analysis into this 

framework enhances our ability to anticipate leaders’ responses to emerging crises, 

bridging the gap between understanding unconscious motivations and projecting 

potential political outcomes. 

 

6. Summary of Insights 

The psychoanalytic perspective sheds light on the psychological dimensions of 

leadership, but its individual focus and methodological weaknesses limit its explanatory 

power. Integrating psychoanalysis with frameworks from sociology, rational choice 

theory, and political economy produces a richer, more balanced understanding of political 

behavior. 

An interdisciplinary approach ensures that political analysis accounts for unconscious 

motivations while also situating leaders within broader social, economic, and institutional 

contexts. This multidimensional lens better captures the complexity of leadership, 
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offering more nuanced explanations of political decision-making in both historical and 

contemporary settings. 

6.1. Summary and Future Perspectives 
The psychoanalytic approach to political leadership and decision-making offers unique 

insights into the unconscious forces that shape leaders’ behavior and strategies. However, 

while it highlights the psychological dimensions of politics, it is insufficient on its own 

to account for the full complexity of political processes. Critiques regarding its 

methodological limitations, along with the need to integrate broader socio-political and 

economic perspectives, point toward the value of a more interdisciplinary framework. 

Understanding political leadership in the modern era requires such a multidimensional 

approach. 

 

6.2. Summary of Key Findings 

A systematic exploration of psychoanalytic interpretations of political leadership allows 

us to identify several key conclusions: 

 The Role of Personality and the Unconscious in Political Decisions. 

Leaders’ psychological traits — including insecurities, defense mechanisms, and 

unconscious needs — strongly influence their choices. Pursuits of power, 

validation, and self-preservation often drive political behavior, sometimes 

resulting in strategies that serve personal ambitions rather than collective interests. 

Historical examples reveal how these unconscious dynamics have shaped 

leadership during wars, crises, and periods of instability, as seen in the trajectories 

of Adolf Hitler and Joseph Stalin, whose early life experiences and unresolved 

traumas influenced authoritarian policies and repressive strategies. 

 The Interplay Between Psychological and Socio-Political Factors. 

Unconscious motivations interact with external conditions such as institutional 

constraints, economic pressures, and public expectations. Decisions made during 

crises often reveal this interaction: leaders’ psychological need for control or 
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validation intensifies under external stress, shaping strategies that may be more 

authoritarian or defensive. This underscores the limits of psychoanalysis alone, as 

political behavior must also be situated within wider historical and systemic 

contexts. Contemporary leaders such as Donald Trump and Jair Bolsonaro 

exemplify this dynamic, where personal insecurities and need for validation 

intersect with media scrutiny, political polarization, and institutional structures to 

shape public messaging and policy responses. 

 Psychoanalysis and Crisis Management. 

Defense mechanisms such as projection, denial, or repression are common 

responses to political crises. While these can help leaders manage stress, they may 

also distort judgment and lead to flawed strategies — for instance, shifting blame 

to opponents rather than addressing root causes. Recognizing these tendencies 

enriches our understanding of crisis leadership and highlights the value of 

emotional resilience in effective governance. Contemporary examples illustrate 

the spectrum of responses: Jacinda Ardern’s empathetic, transparent, and unity-

focused communication during the COVID-19 pandemic leveraged emotional 

intelligence to strengthen public trust, whereas Bolsonaro’s deflection of 

responsibility and targeting of opponents via social media reveal how projection 

and defensive strategies can exacerbate crises and undermine credibility. These 

cases demonstrate how psychoanalytic mechanisms operate in practice, shaping 

both the perception and the management of political crises. 

 

6.3. Implications for Political Analysis and Governance 

The application of psychoanalytic insights has important consequences for both political 

science and practice: 

 Improved Leadership Assessments. 

Awareness of psychological dynamics enables more accurate evaluations of 

leaders’ tendencies, risks, and likely responses under pressure. 

 Policy and Institutional Design. 
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Acknowledging how unconscious needs shape governance can guide the 

development of institutions that reduce the risks of emotion-driven decisions, 

promoting stability and accountability. 

 The Necessity of a Holistic Approach. 

While psychoanalysis enriches political analysis, it must be integrated with 

political economy, sociology, and historical research to capture the interplay 

between individual psychology and systemic forces. 

 

6.5. Suggestions for Future Research 

Further research should aim to refine and expand the understanding of political leadership 

by integrating psychoanalytic insights with broader systemic perspectives, while 

maintaining continuity with historical and contemporary case studies. Specific directions 

include: 

 Integrating Psychoanalysis with Other Disciplines. 

Future studies should combine psychoanalytic theory with political economy, 

sociology, and institutional analysis to create a comprehensive framework that 

accounts for both individual psychological factors and structural influences on 

leadership behavior. For instance, linking the psychological profiles of leaders 

such as Hitler, Stalin, Trump, and Ardern with the socio-political and institutional 

contexts they navigated can reveal how unconscious motives intersect with 

systemic constraints to shape decisions. 

 The Impact of Globalization and Digital Media on Leadership Psychology. 

Modern political leaders operate under constant public scrutiny, particularly 

through digital media. Future research could explore how online communication 

amplifies leaders’ psychological need for validation, affects crisis management, 

and shapes public perception. Examples from contemporary cases—such as 

Trump’s use of Twitter, Bolsonaro’s digital campaigns, or Ardern’s empathetic 

communication during COVID-19—illustrate how digital platforms interact with 
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psychological mechanisms like projection, narcissism, and charisma, influencing 

political outcomes in real time. 

 Psychological Factors in Contemporary Global Crises. 

Research should investigate how leaders respond psychologically to major global 

challenges, including climate change, pandemics, cybersecurity threats, and 

economic recessions. Studies could examine patterns of risk aversion, 

authoritarian tendencies, or empathetic leadership, drawing parallels between 

historical leaders’ crisis responses (e.g., Kennedy during the Cuban Missile Crisis) 

and contemporary decision-making under high-stakes conditions. 

 Leadership, Emotional Resilience, and Mental Health. 

Future studies could explore the role of leaders’ emotional regulation, stress 

management, and mental health in decision-making under pressure. Comparative 

analysis across historical and modern leaders can identify which psychological 

resources or vulnerabilities most strongly affect policy choices, crisis navigation, 

and the sustainability of authority. 

 Cross-Cultural and Comparative Analyses. 

Examining leadership styles across different political systems and cultures can 

reveal how psychoanalytic mechanisms interact with societal norms, governance 

structures, and historical contexts. For example, comparing authoritarian versus 

democratic contexts can clarify how projection, narcissism, or empathy manifest 

differently depending on structural and cultural factors, highlighting universal 

versus context-specific psychological patterns in political behavior. 

By anchoring future research in both theoretical frameworks and empirical examples 

from historical and contemporary leaders, these directions strengthen the continuity of 

psychoanalytic political analysis and enhance its relevance for understanding leadership 

in diverse and evolving contexts. 

 



The Influence of Psychoanalysis on Political Leadership and Decision-Making 
 
 

103 
 

International Journal of Psychoanalysis and Education: Subject, Action & Society V. 5, N. 2, 2025 

7. Concluding Observations 

Psychoanalysis remains a valuable tool for illuminating the unconscious motivations and 

emotional undercurrents that influence political leadership. Yet, its limitations reinforce 

the need for interdisciplinary approaches that incorporate social, economic, and 

institutional dimensions. By advancing such multidimensional perspectives, future 

research can foster a more comprehensive understanding of political leadership — one 

that better explains the complexities of decision-making and contributes to more effective 

governance in a rapidly changing world. 
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