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Abstract
This study investigates the identity-claims utilized by ten Dutch party leaders within a multi-party political system, explore whether 
and how identity-claims enable polarization and endanger democratic societies. We analyze the identity-claims of the party leaders 
during eight political events within a period of 18 months before and after the March 2021 Parliamentary election. Using insights 
from critical discourse analysis, the Five Step Social Identity Model of the Development of Collective Hate, and the theory of identity 
leadership, we illustrate in an analytical approach: how party leaders (1) use identity-claims to position themselves as “category 
prototypes”, (2) draw “category boundaries” by redefining who does and does not belong, and (3) strategically use social identities by 
means of discursive strategies to express their political viewpoints. These three steps help us to demonstrate how the identity-claims 
of diverse party leaders in combination with discursive strategies might enable polarization.
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We want to choose once more for the Netherlands. For our own country and our own people. (..). We can do all 
that if we stop all immigration, stop all those nonsensical climate-plans and stop subsidizing the extravagance of 

Southern Europe (Thierry Baudet, Forum for Democracy, radical-right, 2021).

The SP wants an honest government. The [previous] Cabinet has deliberately helped innocent families to 
be destroyed. (..) Our Renske [Leijten, SP politician] fought together with the victimized parents to uncover 

the truth (Lilian Marijnissen, Socialist Party, left, 2021).

In the run-up to the Dutch Parliamentary election of March 2021, party leader (PL) Baudet illustrates in a campaign 
video his political agenda, which focuses on the threats posed by external enemies. In contrast, PL Marijnissen, 
campaigns against an internal enemy: the government. These quotes illustrate how PLs try to shape and influence 
voters’ ideas about social issues such as migration and social services by framing others as a threat endangering the 
existence of the own group. In the examples, PL Baudet en Marijnissen do so by strategically referring to identity while 
creating an alignment between themselves and the group they seek to represent; following that, they create a boundary 
between “us” and “them”. By using pronouns such as “I”, “we”, “you”, “our”, “us”, “they”, “their”, and “them”, PLs invoke 
social identity, placing nationality, culture, and identity at the center of political struggles. In this study we question how 
the identity-claims of PLs within the political realm may relate to polarization within society. The research question of 
this study is: how might the identity-claims of PLs within a multi-party system enable antagonistic polarization?
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Before zooming in on the main research question, we want to acknowledge that some polarization is inherent in 
the process by which societies develop democratic institutions and enrich democratic processes (Campbell, 2016; Carlin 
et al., 2015). Polarization is here understood as the tensions and confrontations between groups of people, articulated 
within the political realm to create transparent, fair, and decentralized power structures. In combination with strong 
party organizations, these differences can benefit democratic societies (LeBas, 2018). During political campaigns, such 
polarization is helpful for voters to simplify their choices and for leaders to mobilize followers. However, triggered by 
the quotes above we are interested in the potential consequences of political rhetoric in enabling disrupting polarizing 
processes. Polarizing processes which undermine liberal democracies by reducing the differences between groups into 
one single difference aligned under mutually exclusive identity camps are referred to as us versus them (McCoy et al., 
2018).

Antagonistic polarization makes compromise, consensus, interaction, and tolerance between political actors extreme­
ly difficult and can result in declining support for the democratic system (McCoy et al., 2018; Mouffe, 2008). The 
literature on identity leadership (Haslam et al., 2020; Mols et al., 2023) shows that political leaders fuel societal and 
political oppositions between groups by strategically claiming social identities (Maskor et al., 2021). Although the 
literature rooted in the Social Identity Theory’s (SIT) tradition gives insight into when the strategic use of (hate) speech 
may endanger democratic societies (Ntontis et al., 2024; Pettersson, 2019; Verkuyten, 2013), this is limited to the analysis 
of the rhetoric of populist radical-right politicians. In contrast, this study builds on the work of Uysal and colleagues 
(2022), who claim that populism should not be seen as a characteristic of specific PLs or parties, but as a discursive 
strategy applied by politicians from all over the political spectrum. In that light, this study analyzes how the strategic 
use of identity by diverse PLs might enable antagonistic polarization. We use the Dutch case, examining the strategic 
use of social identity within a multi-party political system in order to broaden the scope of the literature on this topic.

The aim of this paper is twofold. First, we analytically illustrate how left-, center, and right-wing PLs engage in 
promulgating identity claims that may enable antagonistic polarization. To do so, we apply elements of the critical 
discursive approach of Van Dijk (1998, 2006) alongside insights from the Five Step Social Identity Model of the 
Development of Collective Hate (Reicher et al., 2008), and the work of Haslam and colleagues (2020, 2022) on identity 
leadership and specifically on identity entrepreneurship. Second, we argue how a discursive approach can enrich the 
identity leadership theory as rooted in SIT (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and social categorization theories (SCT, Turner et 
al., 1987). When combined, these steps provide an examination of (1) how PLs make themselves “category prototypes” 
by means of identity-claims, (2) how they draw “category boundaries” between us and them, and (3) in which ways 
PLs create systematic differences between groups in terms of we are good and they are bad by deploying discursive 
strategies (Haslam et al., 2022; Van Dijk, 2006). We apply the steps to the texts of eight political events of ten PLs in the 
Netherlands before and after the Parliamentary election in March 2021.

In contrast to the US’s two-party political system where polarization is often studied, the Dutch democracy is 
politically fragmented and governed by multiple parties. In fact, after the 2021 elections, the number of center-right, 
radical-right, center-left, and left political parties in the Second Chamber expanded to 17 (Stichting KiezersOnderzoek 
Nederland, 2021). The Second Chamber is represented by the Cabinet (or coalition), which is led by an appointed 
prime-minister (PM) of (usually) the biggest party (Besamusca, 2010). Which parties form the coalition depends on the 
results of the national elections and the Cabinet negotiations. The election determines which 150 politicians comprise 
the Second Chamber; subsequently, an appointed negotiator constructs a coalition agreement among the parties who 
will govern the country. The governing parties must have more than 50% of the 150 parliamentary seats; therefore, 
smaller parties may also be included in the coalition. The parties outside the coalition are called the opposition (Arwine 
& Mayer, 2013).

In this article, we first outline a conceptual framework of the aforementioned concepts and then engage in a 
stepped analytical approach to assess how PLs across the political spectrum might enable antagonistic polarization 
while strategically making identity claims.
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Conceptual Framework

Polarization has the potential to weaken the governability, social cohesion, and democratic processes within societies 
worldwide (McCoy et al., 2018). Fortunately, not all polarization does. Political polarization, the polarization on political 
issues and the ideological distance between political parties, is largely considered to be beneficial for democracies 
(Campbell, 2016). To identify when polarization endangers or weakens democratic systems, we need to look beyond 
political polarization and conceptualize polarization as both a political and a relational process rooted in affect and 
identity (Iyengar et al., 2019). When polarization extends beyond the political realm and the animosity enters other 
aspects of social relations, causing citizens to increasingly dislike and distrust those with other political preferences, 
affective polarization is evident (Iyengar et al., 2019; McCoy et al., 2018). Affective polarization intertwines identity, 
interests, and attitudes with political viewpoints (McCoy & Somer, 2019).

Nevertheless, not all affective polarization endangers democratic societies; like Mouffe (2016), we differentiate 
between “agonistic” (struggle among adversaries) and “antagonistic” (struggle among enemies) affective polarization. 
The difference lies in how the “other” is referenced. Adversaries are defined in political terms as opponents within the 
democratic system; enemies are defined in moral terms as foes threating our existence (Mouffe, 2008, 2016). The latter 
may enable antagonistic polarization, a series of processes by which the normal multiplicity of variances in societies are 
boiled down to a single dimension and make “people increasingly perceive and describe politics and society in terms of 
‘Us’ versus ‘Them’” (McCoy et al., 2018, p. 18).

In our view, leadership plays a crucial role in the development of these processes. Therefore, we argue, based on 
identity leadership (Haslam et al., 2022) and the social identity approach to leadership (Van Knippenberg, 2023), that 
leaders use social identity as a political tool to convince followers they are part of the group they seek to represent and 
to create opposition between us and them. Reicher and colleagues' Five Step Model (2008) explains that social identity 
is crucial in understanding why, how, and when groups display hostility towards each other, as it plays a key role in 
forming and spreading outgroup hatred. The model shows how for the benefit of their in-group, people are prepared to 
commit inhumane acts (Reicher et al., 2008).

According to the Five Step Model, the development of collective hate starts with (1) the identification with an 
in-group. As SIT shows, this entails the positive self-definition of people in terms of group-membership (Tajfel & 
Turner, 1979). A shared social identification, an individual’s sense of internalized group-membership, and an associated 
feeling of “we-ness” makes people feel they belong to an in-group (Tajfel, 1972). Next, (2) is the exclusion of targets 
outside the in-group. Creating an in-group also means placing others outside the group. SCT explains this as defining 
category boundaries, group-distinctiveness, and formulating who does and does not belong to the in-group (Hornsey, 
2008). Collective hatred comes into being when (3) the out-group is framed as a threat endangering the existence of the 
in-group. Importantly, out-group hatred is actively constructed in each situation and can be seen as a way to simplify 
and organize the differences between us and them (Reicher et al., 2008). Furthermore, to enhance the moral self-esteem 
of groups (4) the differences between the in- and out-group are portrayed in terms of us as (inherently) good and them 
as bad (Van Stekelenburg, 2014). Lastly, the development of collective hate is complete when (5) groups celebrate the 
defeat of the out-group. This means that immoral collective acts can be celebrated, because the good in-group needs to 
be defended against the dangerous out-group (Reicher et al., 2008).

Using insights from the Five Step Model and the theory of identity leadership in the context of affective polarization, 
we theorize that political leaders use identity-claims to convince people they belong to the same in-group and that they 
are the best politicians to represent that group, and to portray others as outsiders undermining our identities. They do 
so by using pronouns such as we and us and phrases as “us Dutch people”, “our country”, and “we Social Democrats” 
(Mols et al., 2023). In order to be accepted as the identity leaders of specific social groups, political leaders need to be (1) 
“identity prototypes”, who need to be seen as one of us, (2) “identity champions” who are doing it for us, (3) “identity 
entrepreneurs”, who rhetorically refine and shape who we are, and (4) “identity impresarios”, who make us matter by 
performatively and creatively organizing local events to exemplify who they are to the world (Haslam et al., 2020).
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How to Study Polarizing Political Rhetoric

The present study contributes to the research on political rhetoric and the discursive construction of us and others 
by proposing a stepped approach to analyze how Dutch PLs from across the political spectrum deploy discursive 
strategies which might enable antagonistic polarization. The research combines a critical discursive approach rooted 
in the sociocognitive approach to context (Van Dijk, 2009) with identity leadership derived from of the SIT and SCT 
traditions. Within the sociocognitive approach to context social identities are approached as something one “gradually 
adopts, grows into, etc., but also something one must ‘learn’, that is, social knowledge” (Van Dijk, 2009, p. 72). Within 
this view, social identities are understood as gradually constructed by the interaction and discourse surrounding social 
actors (Van Dijk, 2009). By combining the approaches, we clarify how diverse PLs construe not only their identity 
leadership (identity claims) but also shed light on the ways (discursive strategies) they define group distinction and 
enable antagonistic polarization.

We subject the speeches of ten PLs at eight different moments to three analytical steps based on their acts of identity 
entrepreneurship deriving out of identity leadership. We do so to examine the political rhetoric of politicians; the way 
PLs refine and shape the shared social identity of their followers (Haslam et al., 2022). Acts of identity entrepreneurship 
comprise the ways in which PLs describe who we are and by whom we are threatened, depersonalize others, and 
present themselves as collaborative partners in changing social reality (Choi et al., 2022; Mols et al., 2023; Reicher et 
al., 2005). We examine the following steps in the process: (1) the use of identity-claims by PLs making themselves 
indispensable category prototypes for the group; (2) how PLs draw category boundaries between us and them; and (3) 
the discursive ways in which PLs communicate the identity-claims that their political points appear to be those of “the 
people” (Haslam et al., 2020; Mols et al., 2023; Van Knippenberg, 2023).

Once the identity-claims of the PLs are identified in Step 1, Step 2 tackles the question how to differentiate the 
rhetoric strategies upon which they draw category boundaries between us and them. Which words are used to indicate 
the other as adversary or as enemy? Here we enter uncharted territory. Literature defining antagonistic rhetoric 
without reference to populism or radical-right is elusive. As mentioned, we examine how political leaders across the 
political spectrum produce antagonistic rhetoric as part of the political game. In general, antagonistic rhetoric is used 
to emphasize irreconcilable differences among groups of people (Braun, 2002). Antagonistic rhetoric can be found in 
the form of personal and political insults, sarcasm, and rhetorical figures such as hyperbole, labelling, and oxymorons 
(Gonawela et al., 2018). In this study, we define identity-claims as antagonistic when references to irreconcilable 
differences among groups of people are intended to maintain or replace the existing social configuration in society by 
ideas on mutually exclusive identity camps (Braun, 2002). In other words, while agonistic identity-claims leave room for 
discussion and acceptance of the different views of the other, antagonistic identity-claims undermine this democratic 
principle by portraying others as those who put the in-group’s identity into question, thereby threatening the existence 
of the in-group (Mouffe, 2016).

In step 3, to analyze how PLs strategically communicate their identity-claims, we turn to a critical discursive 
approach. This approach helps in understanding the world through language and the daily use and reproduction of 
ideologies (Van Dijk, 2006; Wetherell, 1998). Ideologies can be seen as the organizing principle to divide people and 
society in antagonistic terms (Van Dijk, 1998). As previous research on populist and radical-right discourse of politicians 
shows, there are multiple discursive strategies politicians deploy to construct inside (elites, political opponents) and 
outside (ethnic or religious minorities) enemies (Burns & Stevenson, 2013; Sakki & Pettersson, 2016; Verkuyten, 2013). 
In doing so, they often portray their enemies as being different, deviant, and posing a threat for the in-group (Van 
Dijk, 1993). Moreover, discursive strategies such as “reversal of victim-perpetrator positions”, scapegoating”, “conspiracy 
theories”, and “collective memory and nostalgia” enable these leaders to claim they represent the “ordinary people” 
while constructing a positive image of themselves acting on behalf of the people (Sakki & Pettersson, 2016). In this 
study, we analyze how PLs across the political spectrum deploy diverse discursive strategies to mark the difference 
between us and them.
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Method

Material

We collected the political texts of ten PLs of right-, center, and left-wing parties of both coalition and opposition from 
eight political events prior to and following the March 2021 Parliamentary election. These ten parties all played a 
significant role in the electoral campaign by participating in (national) debates and hold more than one seat in the 
Second Chamber, both pre and post-election. See Table 1.

Table 1

Information PLs and Parties

Party leaders (PLs) Political party Position Election result (seats)

Esther Ouwehand (EO) Party for the Animals (PvdD) Left Opposition (6)
Farid Azarkan (FA) Political movement Denk (Denk) Center-left Opposition (3)
Geert Wilders (GW) Party for Freedom (PVV) Radical-right Opposition (17)
Jesse Klaver (JK) GreenLeft (GL) Left Opposition (8)
Lilian Marijnissen (LM) Socialist Party (SP) Left Opposition (9)
Lilianne Ploumen (LP) Labor Party (PvdA) Left Opposition (9)
Mark Rutte (MR) (Prime Minister) People’s Party for Freedom and Democracy (VVD) Center-right Coalition (34)
Sigrid Kaag (SK) Democrats 1966 (D66) Center-left Coalition (24)
Thierry Baudet (TB) Forum for Democracy (FvD) Radical-right Opposition (8)
Wopke Hoekstra (WH) Christian Democratic Appeal (CDA) Center-right Coalition (15)

The data analyzed come from a variety of sources, including written statements on official party websites, speeches 
during debates in the Second Chamber, and spoken messages of PLs on social media platforms (Table 2). For each 
political event we analyzed similar texts per PL. All spoken texts were transcribed in Dutch and the analysis was 
conducted by the first author on the original Dutch-language speeches and statements. Afterwards, we translated the 
extracts highlighted in this study from Dutch to English. The length of the extracts varied for each political moment and 
per PL. The campaign video (Event 1) is the shortest entry, consisting of a couple of sentences, and the longest entry 
examined was a speech for the own followers (Event 7).

Table 2

Political Events

Political Event Source Date

1. Campaign Campaign video Pre election

2. Resignation of the Dutch government Reaction on camera or statement party website January 15, 2021

3. Reaction election results Live reaction on camera March 17, 2021

4. Position Omtzigt, job elsewhere Fragment of debate House of Representatives April 2, 2021

5. D66 leader Kaag lifts the blockade on ChristenUnie Live reaction or spoken statement on own social media platforms 
(e.g. Youtube, Facebook)

September 30, 2021

6. Coalition agreement Coalition: oral presentation
Opposition: reaction in House of Representatives.

December 15, 2021

7. Speech for party followers Video political congress or video for party followers During 2021

8. Cabinet leaves Parliament in protest Speech during General Political Reflections September 21, 2022
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These political events were chosen because they are illustrative of Dutch politics in 2021 and 2022. Our aim was to 
include moments before and after the March 2021 election. The first three events were obvious: our starting point was 
(1) analyze the texts of the campaign videos of the parties for the election. Shortly after the start of the campaign, 
there was (2) the Dutch political moment most discussed in domestic and foreign press in 2021: the resignation of the 
government due to the Dutch childcare benefits scandal. The discriminatory application of algorithms caused thousands 
of parents to be falsely accused of fraud by the Dutch tax authorities (European Parliament, 2022); this resulted in the 
fall of the Dutch Parliament. We included the reactions of the PLs as political texts. Another logical event to include (3) 
was the live reaction of the PLs on the election results.

The political events following the 2021 election were chosen from a selection of 20 key political moments in the 
Netherlands, as identified by nearly 25.000 people in the EenVandaag Opiniepanel. This is a political barometer in 
which a selection of 80.000 people across the Netherlands give their opinion on sociopolitical issues (EenVandaag, n.d.). 
The selection of the five events included in this study was based on the amount of media coverage and determined 
by the availability of texts of all PLs or their representatives. Based on these two steps we included, (4) the event 
called “position Omtzigt, job elsewhere” which comprises the unintentional disclosure of a sensitive political negotiation 
document during the coalition-negotiation. Chief negotiator Ollongren was photographed by the press while she 
(Ollongren) was carrying a document with the following words clearly visible: position Omtzigt, job elsewhere. Though 
Prime Minister Rutte denied having stated a desire to replace politician Omtzigt, later it became clear that he had done 
so (Valk, 2021). As a result and in accordance with the Dutch political process, the opposition brought a no-confidence 
motion against Rutte and accused him of lying in public (EenVandaag, n.d.).

Next, we included political event (5) in which Democrats 1966 (center-left) leader Kaag lifts the blockade on 
coalition-formation with a Christian party. Kaag instituted the blockade during the coalition-negotiations because of 
fundamental disagreements on medical-ethical issues such as abortion and euthanasia and stated that she wanted to 
govern “over left” with left-wing parties such as GreenLeft and the Labor Party (Meijer, 2021). Because of this decision, 
a majority could not be reached. This blockade was in place for several months; eventually she lifted the blockade 
in September 2021 and the coalition could be formed. A logical next political event was (6) the presentation of the 
coalition-agreement by the coalition parties and reaction of the opposition parties.

Because this study focusses on social identity, we also added (7) a text of a political event such as a congress 
or a video made in 2021 for the own party followers. Finally, we included (8) the most impactful political event of 
2022, according to a poll of the EenVandaag Opiniepanel, “Cabinet leaves Parliament in protest”. Nearly 30.000 people 
participated in the 2022 poll. This event entails the first time in Dutch history the entire Cabinet walked out of the 
debate in the House of Representatives. The walk-out was triggered by TB’s (Forum for Democracy, radical-right) 
accusations that SK (Democrats 1966, center-left) had studied at a spy (Oxford) college (Den Dool & de Witt Wijnen, 
2022).

Atlas.ti was used to structure the analysis of the 80 texts. All texts were labeled with the initials of the PLs and 
numbered according to the event (see Table 2). We labeled the quotes accordingly, using the abbreviation of the PLs, 
the political party, and political position. For example, “LM6 (Socialist Party, left)” refers to the text of Lilian Marijnissen 
during event six (the coalition agreement). There are two important exceptions: during event six there was no statement 
from TB (Forum for Democracy, radical-right) and during the scope of data collection, the PLs of three political parties 
(Labor Party/left, Democrats 1966/center-left, Christian Democratic Appeal/center-right) changed between event seven 
and eight. Therefore, the texts of the new PL or a representative of the party were analyzed using the same abbreviation.

Analytical Steps

As mentioned, all texts were subjected to three analytical steps inspired by the concept of identity entrepreneurship. In 
the first step, we specified the identity-claims, that is how PLs make themselves category prototypes by using pronouns 
such as we, referring to collective self-understanding of people (Mols et al., 2023). The texts were searched for personal 
pronouns used by PLs to address social identities. This step was executed by thoroughly reading and searching the texts 
for pronouns and references to social identities using terms such as I in combination with we, you, our, us, they, their, 
and them and exploring whether these words were followed by rhetoric to address social identities. In other words, 
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we collected personal pronouns followed by phrases and text passages referring to the collective self-understanding. In 
addition, the texts were searched for words and phrases which indicate that PLs claim to represent a specific group as 
in the following examples: (1) “.. and – I say as a young parent..” (SK8, Democrats 1966, center-left), (2) “… our country 
is only being destroyed further..”(GW6, Party for Freedom, radical-right), and (3) “…I understand what is going on in the 
Netherlands, in the villages and in the cities and I will stand up for you..” (LP1, Labor Party, left).

In the second step, we zoomed in on how PLs draw category boundaries by redefining followers’ shared idea of 
who does or does not belong to us (Haslam et al., 2020). We did so by coding the identity-claims following Mouffe’s dis­
tinction between agonistic rhetoric in which others are considered opponents, and antagonistic rhetoric in which others 
are considered enemies. The latter happens when the others’ right to defend their ideas is questioned and when the 
sentiment that those others threaten our collective self-identity arises (Mouffe, 2008). Additionally, identity-claims are 
often made in implied, hidden, denied, or assumed ways. To understand this layering within agonistic and antagonistic 
identity-claims, we differentiated between explicit and implicit claims. For an identity-claim to be called explicit, a PL 
clearly mentions the opponent or enemy in the text. If this is not the case, it is an implicit identity-claim. This results in 
four categories: (1) explicit antagonistic, (2) explicit agonistic, (3) implicit antagonistic, and (4) implicit agonistic.

In the third step, we examined how PLs strategically use social identities by identifying which discursive strategies 
they deployed while constructing a positive image of us and a negative image of them (Mols et al., 2023). We did so by 
labelling the discursive strategies used to express identity-claims as political and rhetoric tools, as “discursive patterns or 
‘ways of talking’ about the ‘other’” (Augoustinos & Every, 2007, p. 124). These strategies can undermine the position of 
the political opponent or outline the own moral position. Our aim here was to identify how the discourse of the other 
was constructed by the politicians and whether this construction might enable antagonistic polarization.

Results

Step 1: Identifying Identity Claims Which Create Category Prototypes

We found 249 unique identity-claims in the examined data. That is to say, 249 pronouns such as I in combination with 
you, we, us, they, them, our people, our nation followed by phrases and text passages in which PLs refer to the collective 
self-understanding of people and present themselves as prototypical for their followers (Mols et al., 2023). As expected, 
from an identity leadership perspective all ten PLs voice identity-claims to connect with their own followers via social 
identity. For example, JK (GreenLeft, left) makes the apparent claim of being “one of us” in a response to the resignation 
of the government due to the Dutch childcare benefits scandal when he discusses being a father:

(..) I am a father of 3 children myself. (..) the most important thing in my life are my children. And 
what touches me most in all the stories I have heard is the effect this has had on children, families 
that have fallen apart, children who have suffered (..) (JK2).

In contrast, FA (Political Movement Denk, center-left) aligns himself with all Dutch people struggling to pay high gas 
bills due to the war in Ukraine:

My mother single-handedly raised seven children (..) We were not well off. As a child you didn't 
really notice that, but I did see how my mother made a pot of soup and put some old bread in it to 
fill it up a bit, so that everyone had enough (FA8)

Of the 249 claims, nine could not be assigned since they are not made in opposition to others. They include phrases such 
as “(..) we are here not for ourselves, but for the Netherlands. For Dutch people” (MR4, People’s Party for Freedom and 
Democracy, center-right). The remaining 240 identity-claims are subjected to further analysis.

Step 2: Draw Category Boundaries

In the second step, the 240 identity-claims are assigned to the following categories: explicit antagonistic (70), explicit 
agonistic (79), implicit antagonistic (5), and implicit agonistic (86). These claims illustrate how PLs draw category 
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boundaries between us and them whereby they redefine the shared self-understanding of who we are (Haslam et al., 
2022).

Explicit Agonistic and Antagonistic Identity-Claims

An identity-claim is called explicit when the PL clearly mentions the opponent or enemy in the text. We talk about 
agonistic claims when others are seen as opponents whose ideas need to be (politically) resisted, but the others’ right 
to defend their ideas is not questioned. Identity-claims are called antagonistic when others are not only treated as 
enemies who need to be defeated but also as the ones who question the in-group’s identity and endanger its existence. 
Emphasizing the danger posed by the out-group to the in-group poisons the relationship between the groups to such 
an extent that an antagonistic situation is created (Mouffe, 2016). An example of the agonistic category can be found in 
a statement of LM7 (Socialist Party, left). She represents “ordinary people” by saying “we know people and know their 
problems” and promotes honest politics against the “Hague clique”, the term by which she refers to the other political 
parties. The same category is applicable to the identity-claim of LP (Labor Party, left), who states during a debate in the 
House of Representatives that we [the Dutch people] deserve more than the current political leadership demonstrates:

(..) Our country, we deserve better. As leader of the largest party, Prime Minister Rutte has taken 
the lead in the formation (..) but it has degenerated into untruths and chaos” (LP4).

In contrast, we assign the antagonistic category to the claim of GW (Party for Freedom, radical-right), representing 
the inhabitants of the Netherlands by talking about “everything that is dear to us”. He states that the four PLs of the 
coalition are responsible for “the destruction of the Netherlands” and that they are the cause of “multiple types of 
crises”:

(..) Four PLs who are responsible for the destruction of the Netherlands, for giving away everything 
that is dear to us: our culture, our money, our houses, our care. They have gifted the Netherlands 
with multiple types of crises (..) (GW6).

This example illustrates antagonistic claims, as the coalition is blamed for the in-group's situation and threatens our 
existence. With this claim, GW presents himself as a category prototype of the people. The content of his message 
appears not to be his personal agenda, but the voice of the ordinary people (Pettersson, 2019). In another example, TB 
(Forum for Democracy, radical-right) represents “real people” by talking about us and stands up for our rights against 
the whims of the inside-enemy “the elite”. The elite is the coalition whom he blames for the circumstances in the 
Netherlands. TB emphasizes how the hatred of freedom by the coalition motivates them to limit the individual freedom 
of the real people:

According to the deepest conviction of the elites who rule us, human freedom is a danger and 
human nature is a danger. (..) They believe in humanity 2.0. Inextricably linked to this, these people 
hate existing individual freedom. They hate humanity 1.0. That is, real people (TB8).

The citations illustrate the difference between explicit agonistic and antagonistic claims. Additionally, claims are also 
promulgated in implicit; implied, hidden, or presupposed ways.

Implicit Agonistic and Antagonistic Identity-Claims

An identity-claim is called implicit because of two reasons. First, PLs represent us in an indirect way. For example, 
GW2 (Party for Freedom, radical-right) indirectly represents the “people at home” during the resignation of the Cabinet 
by blaming the latter for the miserable political situation of the Netherlands after “destroying the lives of thousands 
of people” in the childcare benefits scandal. The representation is implicit because GW places himself as aligned 
with the people by saying that he thinks the people at home will not understand it if the Cabinet does not resign. 
An identity-claim is implicitly antagonistic when the PLs implicitly refer to us and utilize words and phrases with 
strong negative connotations such as the “breakdown” of the Netherlands (JK2, Green Left, left) or “destroy”, “dark”, or 
“hatred”.
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Second, a claim is called implicit when PLs do not clearly indicate who they consider as their political opponents 
or enemies. This is especially unclear in the identity-claims of the coalition leaders. For example, these leaders are 
critical about past policy but remain rather vague as to whom they hold responsible for the situation, even though they 
themselves have been members of the previous Cabinet. SK (Democrats 1966, center-left) indirectly criticizes the old 
coalition and suggests that she can do better for our country:

(..) We can continue to do what we have been doing, but my prediction is that we will get an even 
worse result. (..) The real choice is to choose for a future in which our country becomes generous, 
fair, just, and equal again (SK7).

Below, FA (Political Movement Denk, center-left) blames the right-wing parties for the harsh (discriminatory) climate in 
the Netherlands and he implicitly represents the left-wing parties who strive for inclusion:

The Netherlands is becoming increasingly right-wing. That harsh climate, (..), how those parties 
consider people with a migration background, refugees, but also strive against social services in our 
country; that’s painful. (..) And we will continue to fight against that inequality (FA3).

The implicitness in these claims is expressed by framing expectations, “you expect from such an agreement it contains 
a fundamental vision about the future of work, about the security of income for the Dutch” (LP6, Labor Party, left) or 
asking questions, “how can those who caused the problems also be the solution?” (LM5, Socialist Party, left). Outlining 
the differences between not only agonistic and antagonistic claims, but also between explicit and implicit claims 
helps us to see how hidden or implied descriptions equally manifest specific ideological ideas, attitudes, morals, and 
antagonism about us and them. This nuance enables us to dive deeper into the structures of the texts and create a more 
complete image of the ways PLs negotiate their role and the social identities they reference. Overlooking this subtle 
language-use impedes us from considering the whole scope of antagonistic rhetoric voiced by politicians.

Step 3: Identifying Discursive Strategies

Just as analyzing pronouns alone is insufficient to assess whether an identity-claim is agonistic or antagonistic (Step 1), 
assigning identity-claims to categories of claims (Step 2) does not indicate whether claims might enable antagonistic 
polarization. For that, we need to consider the discursive strategies of PLs (Step 3). Discursive strategies are understood 
as acts of identity entrepreneurship which help to shape and redefine the shared self-understanding of followers (Mols 
et al., 2023). Based on the theory of identity leadership, we understand leadership as a mutual process produced by 
interactions among followers and leaders (Haslam et al., 2020). We analyze this relationship by using a critical discursive 
analysis (CDA) to argue that social identities are not only gradually constructed by leaders and followers but are also 
based on acquired social knowledge (Van Dijk, 2009). This knowledge is obtained by experience and discourse on social 
identities.

Discursive Strategies

Firstly, we subjected the identity-claims to CDA. We discovered 23 different discursive strategies proposed by Van Dijk 
(2006) which address in- and out-groups. Of those 23 strategies, 12 were deployed more than ten times by different PLs. 
For illustrative purposes, the four most frequently used strategies by PLs from across the political spectrum are outlined 
in this study. See Table 3.

Confirming Van Dijk’s work on radical-right politicians such as GW (Party for Freedom) and TB (Forum for 
Democracy), we see that these PLs, in comparison to moderate PLs, more frequently choose strategies that cast people 
in a victimized role and dramatize the circumstances of the in-group. According to their words, the Dutch are being 
abandoned and discriminated against. In contrast, left-wing PLs such as LP (Labour Party) and LM (Socialist Party) apply 
strategies which set explicit norm-statements about what we should or not should do, defend human rights, criticize 
those who do not, and emphasize the positive in-group characteristics. We see that PLs from the political opposition are 
more often inclined to use strategies that dramatize the circumstances of the in-group (54 vs 0) however, both opposition 
and coalition PLs highlight positive in-group characteristics (49 vs 33).
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Table 3

Discursive Strategies

Identity claims

Discursive strategies

Victimization Populism Norm-expression Positive self-presentation

Explicit antagonistic Radical-right: 11

Center-left: 1

Left: 2

Radical-right: 14

Center-left: 1

Left: 1

Center-left: 3

Left: 2

Center-left: 1

Left: 2

Implicit antagonistic Radical-right: 1

Explicit agonistic Radical-right: 1 Left: 2 Radical-right: 3

Left: 13

Center-right: 1

Center-left: 4

Left: 8

Center-left: 2

Left: 12

Implicit agonistic Radical-right: 2

Left: 2

Radical-right: 2

Center-right: 5

Center-left: 7

Left: 7

Center-right: 9

Center-left: 5

Left: 9

Identity claims Center-right: 3

 

Total 17 37 42 40

Below we elaborate the discursive strategies “victimization”, “populism”, “norm-expression”, and “positive self-presenta­
tion”.

Victimization

Victimization relies heavily on the presentation of others in a negative and threatening way; at the same time, the 
in-group is portrayed as a victim. This is usually done by using “standard” or “ready-made” arguments called topos, such 
as “immigration is destroying the country” (Van Dijk, 2006). PLs use different discursive formulations to portray insiders 
and outsiders in ways that problematize and marginalize them (Augoustinos & Every, 2007). Within this strategy, the 
ideological content of the message may mostly be tacitly presupposed. This means that only part of the actual meaning 
of the message is expressed and that followers can interpret the unspoken text of the message because they belong to 
the same in-group (Van Dijk, 2006). What we see is that this does not mean the claims are made in implicit ways; on 
the contrary, all 17 claims we found are explicitly agonistic and antagonistic. The following example is by TB (Forum for 
Democracy, radical-right):

(..) For years I have seen how our society is being destroyed. And for years I have been fighting that 
destruction. I fight against mass immigration, which is distorting our societies and causing crime, 
insecurity, disruption of our social system and a disastrous housing crisis (TB8).

The words that are left unspoken but ideologically implied in the message of TB are how foreigners as outside enemies 
are given more benefits than Dutch people. The Dutch people are the victims of immigration because they are denied 
housing, pay taxes for the benefit of the others, and are left with a society in which criminality is prevalent. In addition, 
GW (Party for Freedom, radical-right) points to the inside enemy by saying, at the commencement of the Ukraine-war 
in 2022, how the Cabinet is destroying the lives of the ordinary Dutch people:

Now, in 2022, the misery comes from within, because there, in section C [Cabinet], they are: 
those who are now desperately plunging the Netherlands into deep misery and leaving the people 
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helpless. Because the Netherlands is bleeding. Our country is in decline. We are being completely 
destroyed (GW8).

Populism

Populism as discursive strategy constitutes the outings of PLs who claim to represent “the people” or “everybody” 
against the elite. As Uysal and colleagues (2022) outline, and in accordance with the current thinking about identity 
leadership, populism is here approached as a political rhetorical strategy which can be adopted by any PL at any 
moment, rather than viewed as a characteristic of a specific leader or party. From this perspective, all PLs can deploy 
populism as a strategy by explicating the difference between the people as the good versus the elite as the bad. Often, 
this strategy thrives on encouraging antagonism between camps and usually the people are portrayed as victims of, for 
example, bad policy. However, in contrast to victimization, the analysis shows how populism employs terms such as 
ordinary people combined with the suffering of the in-group imposed by the elite:

(..) The real problems such as immigration, asylum, Islamization and care are not addressed. The 
cowardice will govern again and we as PVV will not accept that the ordinary Dutchman will once 
again be the victim of all these terrible plans (GW6).

Words such as “ordinary Dutchman”, the people, “the Dutchman” and phrases such as “I know what is going on in the 
Netherlands and I will stand up for you” (LP1, Labor Party, left) are used to underscore populist strategies. Additionally, 
this strategy often goes hand in hand with the idea that the ordinary people support the argument the PL expresses (Van 
Dijk, 2006). For example:

The Dutchman asks us as a Chamber to provide solutions to problems and challenges. (..). Because 
Rutte has lied, we cannot talk about the tens of thousands of victims and how they can be 
compensated as quickly as possible. (..). (FA4, Political Movement Denk, center-left).

Though victimization and populism are more often deployed by right-wing PLs, the data confirms that both strategies 
are also adopted by left-wing politicians (32 vs 22). This suggests that victimization and populism need to be approached 
as strategies rather than leadership characteristics. Our data shows that right- and left-wing PLs employ these strategies 
to explicitly point out the negative behaviour of the other but in different ways. Of the 32 times radical-right Pls applied 
the strategies, 25 times they did so to promulgate explicit antagonistic claims (78%). Of the 22 times left-wing PLs used 
these strategies, 15 times they did so to promulgate explicit agonistic claims (68%). Furthermore, what we do see is that 
once claims are made antagonistically, other PLs will also do so.

For example, the term “doctrine” evolved from a rather neutral term in a report of the childcare benefit scandal of 
the Parliamentary Inquiry Committee in December 2020 to a claim about how the current government victimizes the 
Dutch people. Primarily, the term is used to address MR’s (People’s Party for Freedom and Democracy, center-right) 
vision that not all internal discussions between civil servants and ministers should be shared with the House of 
Representatives (Parlementaire ondervragingscommissie Kinderopvangtoeslag, 2020). Shortly after, the term was picked 
up by TB2 (Forum for Democracy, radical-right), and surfaces in the antagonistic claims of LM4 (Labor Party, left), and 
FA4 (Political Movement Denk, center-left) to clarify how MR and his party are no good for the country and represent a 
“dark doctrine” in which “the government treats her citizens as enemy” (EO2, Party for the Animals, left).

Norm-Expression

Norm-expression is the use of normative statements about what an in-group should or should not do in comparison 
to others. It is a way of connecting in-group norms, morals, and values to representative in-group behaviour to create 
mutual solidarity and collective out-group negativity (Reicher et al., 2005). While setting the norm for the in-group, PLs 
critique others. LP (Labor Party, left), illustrates how it is all about what “we of the Labor Party find decent to do in 
comparison to the coalition parties who will continue on their disastrous path”:
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(..) The good thing is that with our plans there will be more jobs, purchasing power will increase, 
and the economy will grow. (..). That is fair and decent (..). If [the current leadership] gets a 
majority, they will continue on their disastrous path (..) (LP1).

In another example, norm-expression is used to highlight which behavior should not be accepted. EO (Party for 
Animals, left) talks about “the respect parties should have for the rule of law and that lying is unacceptable”:

(..) we can only form a new government with parties that respect the rule of law. (..) The actions of 
MR give very little confidence, they simply cannot participate. Lying is unacceptable (EO4).

This strategy is used to highlight the negative behaviour of the other (e.g. lying), the misunderstandings of the Cabinet, 
and the lack of trust in the other. The norm rejects the behaviour of the other and sets the norm for the behaviour 
the in-group follows or should follow. The PL is presented as the reasonable and reliable partner who lacks any blame 
for the country’s political situation; simultaneously, the PL is portrayed as the person who knows what is best for the 
country and can identify the incorrect moral behaviour of others.

Positive Self-Presentation

Positive self-presentation is another strategy by which PLs actively shape a positive collective self-understanding of the 
in-group by praising their own leadership, the party they represent, or Dutch people in general (Van Dijk, 2006). PLs 
emphasize the positive characteristics of their own party or country to define and defend the group they represent. It is 
often accompanied by negative other-presentation. For example, SK (Democrats 1966, center-left) states that D66 is the 
only real education party and the only progressive party taking responsibility (SK7) and LP (Labor Party, left) declares 
how the Labour Party is “the only party choosing for change, for unity, and they know how that is done”:

(..). We choose for cooperation. We do not just stand together because we can offer hope to all those 
people who yearn for change. (..). Social Democrats know things have to change and together we 
can do that (LP7).

As Van Dijk (2006) illustrates, positive self-presentation is essentially ideological because it defines what we stand 
for, which is done in multiple ways. For example, with an emphasis on honesty, “we also made mistakes”, (JK2 
Greenleft, left), justice, “these people earn the least, so their wages need to rise”, (LM7, Socialist Party, left), support 
of human rights, “DENK (..) works together against institutional racism and discrimination” (FA7, Political Movement 
Denk, center-left), empathy with the people, “a country in which you have more certainties for our middle class, (..) 
the backbone of our country”, (WH7, Christian Democratic Appeal, center-right), setting the right example “we do it 
differently, we choose for cooperation”, (LP7, Labor Party, left), and an emphasis on the exceptional position of the 
party, “we are the biggest party (..) the second oldest party of the Netherlands”, (MR7, People’s Party for Freedom and 
Democracy, center-right).

What we see is that identity-claims expressed by norm-expression and positive self-presentation appeal to a positive 
collective self-image of the group. The strategies help leaders to shape and redefine the group’s moral ideologies and 
aim to label their own behaviour as exceptional and morally desirable. These strategies are almost only deployed by 
left-wing PLs (80) but also applied by right-wing PLs (2). Of the 82 times these strategies were applied, 44 times the 
strategies have been used to promulgate implicit agonistic claims; 42 of these 44 claims derive from left, center-left, 
and center-right and two from radical-right PLs. In contrast to victimization and populism, which are often used by 
radical-right PLs to express antagonistic claims, left, center-left, and center-right PLs often use norm-expression and 
positive self-presentation to express agonistic identity-claims (69) rather than antagonistic claims (8).

Altogether, we see that the analytical steps of (1) counting identity-claims, (2) appointing identity-claims, and (3) 
identifying discursive strategies shed light on the acts of identity entrepreneurship of PLs and on when the discursive 
use of social identities may enable antagonistic polarization.

The findings suggest that strategies involving the own group’s ideologies and morals produce more agonistic 
rhetoric. Strategies focused on the negative behaviour of others are often accompanied by assumed threats for the 
collective self-identity and produce more antagonistic rhetoric, which may enable antagonism. However, we cannot 
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definitively establish which PLs contribute to decreased or increased levels of polarization within society. Clearly, all 
PLs voice identity-claims but claims alone do not endanger liberal democracies. To determine whether the rhetoric of 
PLs might endanger liberal democracies, we need to consider the broad scope of identity-claims (implicit and explicit) 
and the political context in which rhetoric is voiced. The analysis confirms that PLs from across the political spectrum 
promulgate identity-claims and apply strategies which might enable antagonistic polarization. Interestingly, the position 
of the PLs on the political spectrum is correlated with the frequency of the use of these claims and strategies. The 
data shows that two radical-right PLs disseminate 26 antagonistic claims versus eight moderate PLs who promulgate 
13 antagonistic claims. By combining the theory of identity leadership deriving out of the SIT and SCT traditions with 
a critical discursive approach, we see that the discursive functions of political rhetoric are crucial in order to analyze 
how all political leaders from time to time apply populist or antagonistic rhetoric. Therefore, we claim that all PLs may 
promulgate rhetoric which might enable antagonistic polarization within societies.

Discussion

This study sheds light on the Dutch political scene and illustrates the complexity of polarization in a multi-party 
political system. It makes an analytical contribution to the field on political rhetoric and the discursive construction of 
self and others by suggesting a three-step approach to examine how PLs across the political spectrum deploy discursive 
strategies which might enable antagonistic polarization. By combining insights from SIT and SCT in the form of the 
Five Step Model to Outgroup Hate (Reicher et al., 2008) and the work on identity leadership (Haslam et al., 2022) with 
a discursive approach (Van Dijk, 2006), our stepped analytical approach shows how social identities are employed by 
political leaders with acts of identity entrepreneurship (Step 1 and Step 2) in order to discursively instruct followers how 
to act and what to believe (Step 3).

First, we illustrated how PLs make themselves category prototypes by combining personal pronouns with phrases 
referring to collective self-understanding of groups. Second, we showed how category boundaries are drawn to describe 
who we are and by whom we are threatened by means of implicit, explicit, agonistic, and antagonistic identity-claims. 
An identity-claim is antagonistic when the other is considered as an enemy who threatens our identity and whose 
right to defend the own ideas is questioned (Mouffe, 2008). We named an identity-claim agonistic when the opponent 
is treated as a political ally whose ideas are accepted as a political alternative. In addition, the differentiation between 
explicit and implicit claims makes it possible to highlight how nuanced and implied language-use can also be called 
antagonistic and how PLs from across the political spectrum promulgate such claims.

Third, we identified how PLs within a multi-party system strategically deploy identity-claims by zooming in on 
four discursive strategies. Examining these strategies closely, we see that radical-right-wing PLs have a preference for 
strategies aimed at blaming the other for the precarious in-group situation, and moderate PLs of left, center-left, and 
center-right parties have a preference for strategies aimed at creating a positive and moral superior position of the self. 
The first appears to go hand in hand with more antagonistic identity-claims, while the latter goes hand in hand with 
agonistic claims.

By combining insights on acts of identity entrepreneurship from the identity leadership literature with a discursive 
approach, the present study shows some interesting nuances. In accordance with Uysal and colleagues (2022), the 
analysis shows that political rhetoric can be better understood as strategies or acts used by groups and leaders rather 
than as characteristics of leaders in the form of populistic or antagonistic leadership. We see that PLs from across the 
political spectrum refine and shape the shared social reality of their followers by voicing antagonistic identity-claims al­
though we cannot yet prove they actually cause antagonistic polarization in society. Additionally, it seems that PLs from 
the opposition are inclined to promulgate identity-claims with more accusatory strategies such as victimization and 
populism in comparison with coalition leaders. A logical explanation for this is that the coalition leaders are politically 
accountable for the situation of the country. Furthermore, the analysis shows how acts of identity entrepreneurship 
determine the content of the message (the what: identity-claim) and the manner of speaking (the how: discursive 
strategy), which combined makes it possible to grasp how implicit language can be labelled as antagonistic.
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On the whole, the study illustrates how polarization is part of the political game and that antagonistic rhetoric is 
produced, reproduced, and legitimized by nuanced and implied language-use of PLs from across the political spectrum 
through the discursive structures they and their parties produce within a particular type of political system.

Shortcomings and Future Research

As mentioned, the analysis shown in this study shows four discursive strategies. These four strategies illustrate how 
social identities are strategically applied and how the strategic use of identities is multidimensional. We acknowledge 
that the identity-claims found in this study are the result of subjective interpretations as to what qualifies as an 
identity-claim. We have attempted to transparently and clearly explain our methods and requirements for statements to 
be defined as identity-claims, but we understand that especially the implicit identity-claims can be called into question 
by others. Furthermore, this study does not give insight into the ways in which the identity-claims and discursive 
strategies are received by society. We do not know whether these claims and strategies indeed change the social realities 
of people, let alone if the claims lead to decreased or increased levels of polarization. We invite future research on this 
issue.

Future research directions can include an examination of who are being influenced by the discursive strategies of 
political leaders, and in which ways that occurs. It is crucial to discover which part of the message appeals to which 
groups and how people act upon the claims they hear. An additional thought-provoking line of research is to identify 
how the rhetoric of political leaders resonates in the identities of young people in their formative years. We assume 
that such claims influence the way they develop their identities, however, how and in which ways is unknown. How 
do political leaders discursively influence the identity formation of young people in such polarized times? Are young 
people cognizant of the ways in which they are being influenced and what does this mean for in-group and out-group 
dynamics within societies?
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