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General Introduction 
 

In 2011, “the protester” was TIME magazine’s person of the year. This was in 
response to the tide of revolutionary movements that sprung up in the Arab states 
in the year preceding it. But what TIME did not know yet was that the protester 
would make a startling return to public life in the Western world as well. Starting in 
2010, there was a remarkable increase in anti-government protests and large-scale 
civil disorder, not just in the Middle East: The level of activism in industrialized 
OECD countries (including all Western democracies) was as high as, or higher than 
in the tumultuous 1960s (see Figure 1.1, Postmes, Van Bezouw, & Kutlaca, 2014). 
The ebb and flow of protest waves is instructive: TIME was right to put the 
spotlight on protesters in the street, early in the 2010’s. But the graph also shows 
that during the 90s and 00s, the protesters were off the streets, seemingly in hiding. 
Thus, the image of an anonymous person on the cover of TIME magazine, in 
some sense, asks exactly the right question: Who is this person? What makes him 
or her turn to activism, all of a sudden? 

 
 

 
 
Figure 1.1 Collective action and violence in OECD countries 1919-2013 

 
 
Within science, the dominant approach to activism has not, however, been to 

focus on the protester as an individual. Rather, the dominant approach within the 
sciences across the past decades has been to focus on the social movements that 
initiate protest. For example, there are abundant literatures exploring the anti-



O
N

E
 

	

GENERAL INTRODUCTION	

 11 

apartheid movement in South Africa and Civil Rights movement in USA and the 
roles they played in influencing how that society treats and views black people, 
removing institutionalized racial segregation and winning black people legal rights. 
More recently, the Black Lives Matter in the USA movement has continued to 
press the issues of Black rights further. The dominant view is that social 
movements such as these are essential to arranging protests and demonstrations 
across the country, and raising awareness of the interests they represent.  

Importantly however, social movements do not change society independently 
of the individuals who participate in them: behind the transformational movement 
lies a change of many individuals into “protesters” or activists. Indeed, these 
movements would not be possible were it not for the political transformation of 
those who participate; changing them from apolitical (e.g., with no political 
interest) into activists. In his autobiography, Nelson Mandela (1994) explains the 
process he went through as he become politically active in the anti-apartheid 
recognize the disadvantaged status of black people in South Africa, before 
transforming his relationship with the white oppressors and reconstruing the part 
he would play in this new reality. Mandela states that this process was one which it 
was his “desire for the freedom of my people to live their lives with dignity and 
self-respect that animated my life, that transformed a frightened young man into a 
bold one, that drove a law-abiding attorney to become a criminal, that turned a 
family loving man into a man without a home, that forced a life-loving man to live 
like a monk” (Mandela, 1994, p.616). This highlights the profound personal changes 
that someone like Mandela had to go through in order to become an activist and 
pursue his political goals. Thus, for social movements to change society, they need 
to start first with the politicization of individuals. 

This dissertation examines the personal changes that people go through when 
they turn from ordinary citizens into “protester”. To phrase this in more scientific 
language, the dissertation studies the psychological process of politicization by which 
individuals come to see themselves as “protesters” or as political activists. We 
propose that politicization is a process through which people truly change, in the 
sense of who they are and how they see themselves. In this way, politicization is a 
process of qualitative change in the self-concept: the structure and semantic content of 
identities develops in order to integrate the political activist identity into the self-
concept. The integration of this new identity into the self-concept means that at 
least some of the things that define political activists (e.g., they are justice seekers) 
also come to define the self (e.g., I am a justice seeker; Turner, 1985). This means 
that the individual’s self-definitions change, as they incorporate new political 
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identity meanings into the self. Thus, we conceptualize politicization as a profound 
change in identity content (i.e., the semantic space associated with an identity). 
Indeed, activists’ biographies typically include trigger events such as that of 
Mandela noted above, that made them ‘aware’, ‘empowered’, or ‘politicized’. The 
“protester” on the cover of TIME magazine is not just any person, he/she is a 
transformed person.  

This psychological conceptualization of politicization fits well with key 
definitions of politicized identities, which also revolve around identity content 
change. For example, Simon and Klandermans (2001) widely applied definition of 
politicization is bound up with identity content changes, involving the awareness of 
shared grievances, causing conscious engagement in a power struggle in a societal 
context. Notably however, this definition is strongly based upon what politicized 
identities do (i.e., they are focused around action). Importantly, based on the 
scientific research conducted so far on politicization, we know relatively little about 
what politicized identities are (i.e., its content). Until now, little progress has been 
made addressing this question, perhaps because empirical research in this field 
tends to operationalize politicization not in terms of identity content (i.e., the 
qualitative part of an identity), but as identity strength (i.e., the quantitative part of 
identity), and not as a process but as an outcome of its own accord. For example, 
such research often studies the consequences of stronger politicized identification 
with a social movement organization (e.g., Greenpeace) for an individual’s 
tendency to engage in collective action, consistently finding strong and robust 
positive relations (Klandermans, 2014; Simon et al., 1998; Stürmer & Simon, 2004; 
Van Zomeren, Postmes, & Spears, 2008).  

However, the study of identity strength does not tell us anything about what 
the identity means to people (activists, protesters, true believers in a particular cause) 
in the broader context they are embedded in, and whether and how this changes 
when individuals politicize. Although knowing the extent to which an individual 
identifies with (i.e., is committed to), Greenpeace is suggestive of a certain type of 
content, this is typically assumed rather than measured.  Furthermore, there may be 
a lot of divergence in identity content, for instance when thinking about gender as 
implying traditional or modern gender roles. As such we seem to have a thorough 
knowledge about the consequences of politicized identities for political action (i.e., 
across the board the former strongly predicts the latter; Van Zomeren et al., 2008), 
but know surprisingly little about what a politicized identity actually is and, perhaps 
even more surprising, how it comes about. Against this backdrop, this dissertation 
explores the consequences of conceptualizing politicization as changes in identity 
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content. In doing so we seek to gain an insight into the ‘black box’ of politicized 
identities, illuminating both what they are, and how they come about. 

 
The chapters to come 

 
Within the framework described above, this thesis has three aims. The first aim 

is that our research targets different phases of the politicization process, starting off 
with a new and broad analysis of what identity content is (Chapter 2), testing the 
cognitive mindsets which pave the way for politicization (Chapter 3), exploring the 
semantic content and structure of politicizing identities (Chapters 4-7) to illuminate 
what sustainable activist identities are (Chapters 4-5), and applying a longitudinal 
analysis (Chapters 6-7) to explore the actual process of politicization. As such, the 
thesis as a whole should be more than the sum of its parts.  

The second aim is to develop, validate and apply a new measure of identity 
content. This new measure is necessary because existing research does not tap into 
identity content very well or at all. More precisely, when we carry out a systematic 
conceptual analysis of what identity content is in Chapter 2, we can show that 
existing measures such as exist only capture some aspects of what identity content is. 
We then develop the new measure because we need it to assess what changes in 
identity content happen when people politicize. Our new approach defines identity 
content as the sematic space associated with an identity, including one’s self- and 
group-definitions (e.g., traits, attributes, verbs, nouns and sentences). For example, 
an individual may see themselves as a diverse combination of identity content such 
as creative, sewing, a runner, and someone who enjoys playing guitar. With it, we 
seek to quantify qualitative changes in the self-concept (e.g., counting how much 
content people write down, what type of content it is, etc.). We do so, using a 
variety of (experimental, correlational, and longitudinal studies, and semantic 
network analysis) methods in order to extract and model the development of 
associative networks of identity content that underlie perceptions of the (political) 
self. By modelling social identity content we track the development of political 
identity content and its position within the self-concept, in order to gain an insight 
into how an activist identity can become centrally defining of the self. Throughout 
the research in this dissertation, we use this new approach to provide insight into 
what politicization is by exploring how individuals’ identity content (i.e., traits and 
attributes that they use to define the self) changes as they come to see the self as a 
political activist.  
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The third aim of the thesis is to explore politicization across different issues, 
groups, populations, and social movements. Specifically, we explore tendencies to 
engage in pro-environmental action, political party activism during elections, and to 
react against group disadvantage in the psychology lab in diverse student samples, 
and community samples recruited in the Netherlands and the USA. Not only does 
this help to reinforce the validity of our approach and findings, but it allows us to 
speak to a wider array of politicization processes. Together, meeting these three 
aims will provide a valuable addition to the literature on politicization not only in 
terms of illuminating the key concept and providing a new way to measure it, but 
also in terms of applying our analysis and measure to actual processes of 
politicization in the real world.  

This dissertation begins with a literature review which explores how a five 
different literatures have studied identity content and unifies these diverse 
approaches in a new integrative identity content approach, also introducing 
associated methods, which are utilized in the remaining chapters. Following this we 
move to the empirical chapters which are based on peer-reviewed publications 
(Chapter 3, 4, 6), papers under review (Chapter 7) or in preparation (Chapter 5). 
Notably, because the thesis chapters have been written as stand-alone articles, at 
times there will be some overlap. Furthermore, the personal pronoun of ‘we’ is 
applied throughout, as a reflection of the collaborative nature of this project. 

Through these chapters we seek to provide an overview of the process of 
politicization, exploring how it comes about and what it is. Chapter 3 begins by 
investigating the necessary foundations for developing a politicized identity, by 
exploring how individuals become critically aware of group injustices in a context 
of structural disadvantage in the psychology lab. Chapters 4 and 5 explore how 
activist identities can become centrally defining of the self and promote sustainable 
political behavior over diverse times and contexts, which is required for the pursuit 
of activist goals. We conduct this investigation in religious and environmental 
identities, respectively. Chapter 6 then explores how a politicized party activist 
identity becomes integrated into the self-concept in the context of the US 
Presidential elections. While Chapter 7 utilizes this same elections context to 
explore precisely what a politicized identity is, by studying the content which 
critically defines politicized identities and distinguishes them from unpoliticized 
identities. Below we briefly anticipate what is to come in the different chapters.  
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Chapter 2 
In Chapter 2 we conduct a literature review, which is our springboard for 

developing an integrative identity content approach adopted in this dissertation. 
This chapter also explores the utility of this new approach for politicization 
research and contains an overview of some of the research findings that follow 
(and indeed it was written after most of the research that appears in later chapters). 
We decided to open with this chapter, nonetheless, because this chapter provides a 
general introduction to what identity content is and how the literature has explored 
it. Chapter 2 also explains the rationale for a lot that follows and provides readers 
(we hope) with an anchor to understand the need for the identity content approach 
that is adopted in the rest of the dissertation. Specifically, Chapter 2 reviews five 
diverse literatures which explore different aspects of identity content; from this we 
extract the seven key beliefs about identity content. We subsequently integrate 
these insights into one coherent approach to identity content, which sees identity 
meanings as emerging out of an associative network of semantic identity content. 
The new approach argues that both the structure of identities (i.e., the relations 
between content) and the semantic meanings of identity content should be studied, 
and presents methods which can be utilized to do so. We subsequently review how 
this approach has been applied to politicization research, and explore the 
implications of this perspective for the field. We argue that identity content, the 
qualitative part of identities, is distinct from the quantitative part of identity 
strength (e.g., one’s commitment to that identity). Crucially, understanding what 
identity content is and how it develops is key to developing more complex 
understandings of key psychological phenomena, such as how identity meanings 
develop, how individuals come to identify with groups in the first place, what 
behavior these groups promote, and how this might change over time.  

 
Chapter 3 

In Chapter 3 we focus on the first possible moment of the emergence of a 
politicized identity – in how individuals become critically aware of group injustice. 
This research specifically explores whether cognitive mindsets of action (inductive, 
doing focused) or reflection (deductive, thinking focused) are more likely to 
promote a critical awareness of group injustice. We compare and contrast these 
mindsets as two key cognitive modes, which play distinctive roles directing 
perceptions and behaviours: Action mindsets are expected to lead to goal directed 
behaviours and selective information use, and may strengthen a sense of group 
through their reliance on expectancy effects; Reflection mindsets are considered to 
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promote more cognitively intense information use, specializing in integration and 
learning, so may help promoting perceptions of injustice. We tested the 
consequences of individual-level cognitive framing for perceptions of group injustice 
by pitting reflection and action mindsets against each other in the context of structural 
disadvantage presented in the psychology lab: Where participants occupy a 
subordinate role relative to the more powerful experimenters. In two experimental 
studies, we show that despite exposing participants to a group injustice (e.g., asking 
them to participate in an unethical task) neither perceptions of injustice nor 
collective action tendencies were strongly affected by action or reflection mindsets. 
However, action mindsets strongly and consistently increased a feeling of 
groupiness or togetherness among participants. Thus, only action mindsets 
succeeded in evoking a perception of group in our participants, but not (group or 
personal) injustice. This research points to the difficultly of making individuals 
aware of group injustices and suggests the importance of developing meaningful 
identity content in order to promote meaningful collective action in a social world. 
However, it also suggests that an important first step towards action may be 
evoked in a sense of togetherness which comes from action-related concepts.  

 
Chapter 4  

In Chapter 4 we address the question of how activist identities can become 
centrally defining of the self in order to sustainably promote political behavior over 
a wide variety of contexts. We propose that the answer to this involves considering 
identity content and how it can not only be integrated into the self-concept, but 
also throughout the self-concept in order to consistently become a guiding 
principle in one’s life. We argue that if one’s activist identity content becomes 
integrated into another identity (e.g., one’s worker identity) so that they become 
positively related, then activist ideas can be channeled through these other 
identities to influence a wider variety of times and contexts. We define positive 
inter-identity relations as occurring when the identity content of multiple identities 
overlaps (e.g., both activist identity and worker identity prescribe ‘devotion’ as 
important to group membership). In a first step to explore this idea in Chapter 4 
we utilize religious identities, assessing if they can become positively related to 
other social identities in the self-concept, specifically gender. Specifically, we test 
the idea that the extent that individuals seek to apply their religious identity to life 
in general is positively associated with positive inter-identity relations. In three 
studies using diverse methods our analyses confirm that stronger self-definingness 
of one’s religious identity predicts positive inter-identity relations. Thus, this 
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chapter shows that inter-identity fit between potentially conflicting identities can 
become more harmonious when an individual devotedly applies a group’s self-
defining philosophy for life,	which is captured by identity content, not strength. 
Together, results demonstrate how one identity can become centrally defining of a 
multifaceted self-concept by integrating its content thought the self, in order to 
influence the individual across diverse contexts.  
 
Chapter 5 

Chapter 5 follows up the ideas presented in Chapter 4, focusing on the more 
political, environmental identity. In this chapter we explore if sustainable 
environmental identities (i.e., those which lead to environmental behavior 
consistently across diverse contexts) are not only environmental identities which 
are integrated into the self-concept, but are also integrated throughout the self-
concept. In two studies (in Dutch and US contexts) we investigate whether the self-
definingness of the environmental identity (i.e., the extent an individual seeks to 
apply the environmental identity to life in general) is associated with positive inter-
identity relations and more overlapping identity content with gender and national 
identities. Crucially, we not only explore the consequences of environmental self-
definingness not how and individual see and experiences the self, but also for their 
environmental behavior. Using varied self-reported perceptions of inter-identity fit, 
and analyzing actual identity content, our analyses provide preliminary 
confirmation of our expectation that environmental self-definingness is positively 
associated with inter-identity relations, and crucially that environmental self-
definingness and positive inter-identity fit are positively related to engagement in 
environmentally friendly action. This indicates that positive inter-identity relations 
between the identity content of multiple identities may promote sustainable 
environmental action, leading to pro-environmental action across one’s life in 
general. 

 
Chapter 6 

Moving to a political elections context, in the US 2012 Presidential Elections, 
Chapter 6 tests the dynamic, longitudinal process of politicization. In this chapter 
we sought to capture and quantify the qualitative changes which individuals 
undergo as they politicize. As we used an identity content approach to tap into 
individuals’ personal and politicized identity content (i.e., their politicized and 
personal self-definitions), and investigate whether and to what extent politicized 
identity content becomes internalized into one’s personal identity, across four 
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months in the US Presidential Elections. We therefore focus on the developing 
relation between the structure of the politicized identity and personal identity, by 
exploring if their contents become more overlapping over time, as an individual 
politicizes to see themselves as an activist. Importantly these effects are studied in a 
unique sample of people who actually politicized (i.e., shifted from seeing the self 
as unpoliticized to politicized) during the study. We compare these individuals who 
politicized with a group of individuals who were all political in some way (i.e., they 
supported a political party), but who did not politicize to become a party activist. 
This allows us empirical insight into not only the qualitative transformation 
politicizing individuals go through, but how this differs from others who do not 
politicize. Our findings show that not only does overlap between the content of 
politicized and personal identity increase as individuals politicize, but this also 
predicts seeing the self as an activist and the extent that they engage in party 
activism. This chapter therefore is the first to empirically verify that politicization is 
indeed a process of qualitative change in the self-concept, which has consequences 
for both how an individual sees the self politically and acts: Increased overlap 
between one’s personal and political identity content leads to individuals seeing 
themselves as party activists and positively predicts engagement in activism on 
behalf of one's party.  

 
Chapter 7 

Finally, Chapter 7 addresses the question of what a politicized identity actually 
is and what makes it unique. In this chapter, we propose that politicized identities 
are not only action focused identities but are also moralized, in the sense that they 
are defined by moral identity content (e.g., moral, trustworthy, sincere). This 
chapter therefore zooms in on the semantic politicized identity and explores not 
only if this content trends to include more moral traits (vs. competence or warmth 
traits) but also if these moral traits have a greater tendency to bridge personal and 
political identities. As such, this paper explores both the semantic content and 
structure of the politicized identities. In the context of the U.S. 2012 Presidential 
Elections we compare politicized (i.e., politically active) and unpoliticized (i.e., 
politically inactive) Democratic and Republican Party supporters, in order to 
explore how they can be empirically distinguished. First, we investigate whether the 
politicized identity is more likely to be seen as moral (vs. competent and warm). 
Secondly, we assess the extent that this moral content is likely to bridge the 
politicized and personal identity – creating a positive relation (or overlap) between 
the two, and therefore integrating the political into the personal. Finally, we assess 
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the function of moral content in the politicized – in its role predicting how the 
individual sees the self and the political action they engage in. This chapter 
therefore empirically demonstrates that morality is not only associated with 
politicized identities, but actually becomes part of them, bringing with it direct 
consequences for how activists see themselves and behave. We conclude this 
chapter and this dissertation by discussing how an integrative identity content 
approach challenges the literature to not only conceptualize politicized identities in 
terms of what they do, but to think about what they are. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


