
RESEARCH OUTPUTS / RÉSULTATS DE RECHERCHE

Author(s) - Auteur(s) :

Publication date - Date de publication :

Permanent link - Permalien :

Rights / License - Licence de droit d’auteur :

Bibliothèque Universitaire Moretus Plantin

Institutional Repository - Research Portal
Dépôt Institutionnel - Portail de la Recherche
researchportal.unamur.beUniversity of Namur

Who feels resentful?

Feitosa, Fernando; Baudewyns, Pierre; Pilet, Jean Benoit; Talukder, David

Published in:
Bitter-Sweet Democracy?

DOI:
10.11647/OBP.0401.03

Publication date:
2024

Document Version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Link to publication
Citation for pulished version (HARVARD):
Feitosa, F, Baudewyns, P, Pilet, JB & Talukder, D 2024, Who feels resentful? in Bitter-Sweet Democracy?:
Analyzing Citizens' Resentment Towards Politics in Belgium. Open Book Publishers, pp. 61-89.
https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0401.03

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

            • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
            • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
            • You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal ?
Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

Download date: 04. May. 2026

https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0401.03
https://researchportal.unamur.be/en/publications/929264b8-24e3-4fb6-8cab-b891f4d1cbbc
https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0401.03




https://www.openbookpublishers.com

©2024 Louise Knops, Karen Celis, Virginie Van Ingelgom, Heidi Mercenier,  
and François Randour (eds) 

Copyright of individual chapters is maintained by the chapter’s authors

This work is licensed under an Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International (CC BY-NC 
4.0). This license allows you to share, copy, distribute and transmit the text; to adapt the 
text for non-commercial purposes of the text providing attribution is made to the authors 
(but not in any way that suggests that they endorse you or your use of the work). 
Attribution should include the following information:

Louise Knops, Karen Celis, Virginie Van Ingelgom, Heidi Mercenier, and François 
Randour (eds), Bitter-Sweet Democracy? Analyzing Citizens’ Resentment Towards Politics 
in Belgium. Cambridge, UK: Open Book Publishers, 2024, https://doi.org/10.11647/
OBP.0401

Copyright and permissions for the reuse of many of the images included in this 
publication differ from the above. This information is provided in the captions and in the 
list of illustrations.

Further details about CC BY-NC licenses are available at  
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/

All external links were active at the time of publication unless otherwise stated and have 
been archived via the Internet Archive Wayback Machine at https://archive.org/web

Any digital material and resources associated with this volume will be available at  
https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0401#resources

ISBN Paperback: 978-1-80511-290-7
ISBN Hardback: 978-1-80511-291-4
ISBN Digital (PDF): 978-1-80511-292-1
ISBN Digital (EPUB): 978-1-80511-130-6
ISBN HTML: 978-1-80511-295-2

DOI: 10.11647/OBP.0401

Cover design: Jeevanjot Kaur Nagpal

https://www.openbookpublishers.com
https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0401
https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0401
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://archive.org/web
https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0401#resources


3. Who feels resentful?

 Fernando Feitosa, Pierre Baudewyns,  
Jean-Benoit Pilet & David Talukder

Abstract: This chapter investigates the groups of the population that 
harbor feelings of resentment. Utilizing data from the 2021 ﻿RepResent 
﻿cross-sectional survey, we explore the distribution of resentment across 
five dimensions: ﻿gender, ﻿age, ﻿education, ﻿vote choice, and ﻿region of 
residence. The findings indicate significant variations in resentment 
levels among different ﻿age groups, but in an unexpected direction. 
Specifically, resentment is highest among the middle-aged population 
rather than younger individuals. Additionally, there are remarkable 
differences across ﻿vote choices, with ﻿protest ﻿voters exhibiting higher 
levels of resentment compared to other ﻿voters. However, no substantial 
differences are observed when considering ﻿gender, educational levels, or 
﻿regions of residence. These results contribute to a better understanding 
of the relationship between marginalized individuals and ﻿protest ﻿voters 
and a sense of ﻿exclusion from the political system.

Introduction

As elaborated earlier in this book, ﻿political resentment is a major issue 
in contemporary democracies. However, ﻿political resentment is unlikely 
to be equally distributed within societies. First, one might suppose that 
a sense of ﻿exclusion should be particularly felt by the traditionally and 
historically marginalized. Second, given the prevalence of resentment-
related ﻿attitudes among supporters of ﻿protest parties, these individuals 
should exhibit higher levels of ﻿political resentment compared to 
supporters of other parties. Third, the greater ﻿electoral support for ﻿protest 
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parties in ﻿Flanders compared to ﻿Wallonia suggests that resentment may 
be more pervasive in the former ﻿region.

This chapter explores these ﻿inequalities in the distribution of ﻿political 
resentment. By carefully examining the distribution of resentment 
along five dimensions (﻿gender, ﻿education, ﻿age, ﻿vote choice, ﻿region of 
residence), we aim to contribute to our understanding of the nature and 
origins of ﻿political resentment. Additionally, our findings can help to 
inform initiatives aimed at addressing and reducing individuals’ sense 
of ﻿exclusion from the political system. Note that our examination of 
the relationship between these five factors and resentment relies on the 
established terminology utilized in previous research (e.g., see Celis & 
Childs, 2012; Mayne & Peters, 2023). Our use of the terms does not entail 
adopting a normative position regarding the various social groups they 
represent, nor does it seek to further stigmatize or essentialize groups 
who may already be in structurally ﻿disadvantaged positions. We are 
mindful of the ﻿power differentials between the different sociological 
groups we speak about in this chapter. Our objective in this chapter is 
first and foremost to describe the distribution of resentment across the 
Belgian population, along a limited set of ﻿socio-demographic variables.

The investigation of data from the 2021 ﻿RepResent ﻿cross-
sectional survey reveals that individuals who tend to ﻿experience 
﻿underrepresentation do not necessarily harbour a sense of resentment, 
in the way we define it in this book. Specifically, no significant differences 
in levels of resentment are observed between genders. Additionally, 
the disparity in resentment levels between individuals with lower 
and higher levels of ﻿education is relatively modest. Age emerges as a 
significant factor, but younger individuals, who tend to be less politically 
﻿represented, display lower rather than higher levels of resentment 
compared to middle-aged citizens. Voters who support ﻿protest parties 
— the Parti du travail de Belgique (﻿PTB), the Partij van de Arbeid van 
België (﻿PVDA), the Nieuw-Vlaamse Alliantie (﻿N-VA), and the ﻿Vlaams 
Belang (﻿VB) — exhibit higher levels of resentment compared to ﻿voters 
of other parties. Yet, resentment is not higher in ﻿Flanders compared to 
﻿Wallonia.

This chapter is structured as follows: first, we provide a theoretical 
framework that explains the potential connections between resentment 
and the various factors examined in this chapter. Next, we discuss the data 



� 633. Who feels resentful?

and the ﻿methodology employed to test these relationships. Following the 
presentation of the main findings, we delve into additional analyses that 
examine the relationships with an ﻿emotion-based resentment measure. 
We conclude the chapter with a discussion of the scholarly implications 
of our findings.

Gender, age, and educational differences in  
political resentment

While there is a paucity of studies focusing on ﻿inequalities in ﻿political 
resentment, existing literature on citizens’ ﻿attitudes towards politics, 
democratic ﻿dissatisfaction, and political ﻿underrepresentation offers 
valuable insights. Specifically, empirical evidence demonstrates that 
women comprise, on average, only 32.8% of Members of Parliament 
(MPs) in the Americas and 31.2% of MPs in Europe (Inter-Parliamentary 
Union, 2022). Furthermore, individuals aged 30 or below constitute less 
than 2.8% of MPs, despite representing a relatively large proportion of 
the overall population. Note that while ﻿elections inherently involve the 
selection of a ﻿political ﻿elite from among the citizenry, these ﻿inequalities 
in political representation are concerning as inclusion remains an 
important democratic goal (Broockman, 2013; Mansbridge, 1999; 
Sobolewska, et al., 2018).

Individuals with lower levels of ﻿education are also ﻿underrepresented 
among elected ﻿politicians. While comprehensive global data on the 
educational background of MPs are not available, several studies have 
demonstrated that MPs in various European countries, such as ﻿Belgium, 
the Netherlands, Germany, the UK, France, and Italy, tend to hold 
university or higher ﻿education degrees (Talukder, 2022; Hakhverdian, 
2015). This observation has led many to perceive ﻿political ﻿elites as a 
distinct social class that may be ﻿disconnected from the ﻿experiences and 
challenges faced by those who did not have the opportunity to go into 
higher ﻿education (Noordzij, et al., 2021). 

Women, individuals with lower educational levels, and younger 
citizens are therefore descriptively less ﻿represented in politics than 
their counterparts. In other words, the proportion of ﻿politicians 
among those groups is lower than among men, individuals with 
higher educational levels, and older citizens. But in addition to a poor 
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﻿descriptive representation, women, individuals with lower educational 
levels, and younger citizens encounter difficulties in having their 
ideas and ﻿interests ﻿represented in ﻿parliament. Numerous studies have 
demonstrated, for instance, that representatives tend to prioritize the 
﻿interests of socio-economically advantaged citizens over those who are 
socio-economically ﻿disadvantaged (Giger, et al., 2012; Lupu & Warner, 
2022; Rosset, et al., 2013; Rosset & Stecker, 2019), pointing to a systemic 
substantive ﻿underrepresentation of the latter group. 

One of the consequences of political ﻿underrepresentation is a 
sense of resentment. Individuals who are objectively ﻿excluded from 
politics, or not as well ﻿represented as their counterparts, may feel ﻿left 
out by the ﻿political ﻿elite, and develop resentful feelings. The existence 
of a relationship between political ﻿underrepresentation and ﻿political 
resentment seems plausible as well, when considering that lower levels 
of representation often lead to lower levels of ﻿attitudes such as support 
for democracy (Ezrow & Xezonakis, 2011; Mayne & Hakhverdian, 2017) 
and ﻿trust in ﻿parliament (Marié & Talukder, 2021) —a combination 
that is closely linked to ﻿political resentment. Moreover, researchers 
have shown that marginalized individuals often express lower levels 
of ﻿satisfaction with democracy compared to their socio-economically-
advantaged counterparts (Bègue, 2007; Braconnier & Mayer, 2015; Ceka 
& Magalhaes, 2020; Talukder, 2022), and that they tend to harbour more 
negative evaluations of the ﻿political ﻿elite, explaining their support for 
﻿reforms aimed at promoting participatory tools (Bowler, et al., 2007; 
Coffé & Michels, 2014; Talukder & Pilet, 2021; Webb, 2013) or those 
associated with stealth democracy (Hibbing & Theiss-Morse, 2002). 

The link between political ﻿underrepresentation and ﻿political 
resentment has been more directly discussed by Stoker (2019, p. 145). 
Stoker has argued that factors like ﻿disconnection from a global and 
﻿knowledge-based economy, recent changes in social ﻿structures, and 
political ﻿alienation can all create conditions that foster the emergence 
of resentment. Interpreted together, the literature therefore seems to 
support the idea that women, individuals with lower levels of ﻿education, 
and younger citizens are more susceptible to experiencing resentment 
than their counterparts.

Our first hypothesis is, consequently, that:
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H1: Women, those with lower educational levels, and younger citizens 
display higher levels of ﻿political resentment than their counterparts.

While it seems reasonable to anticipate a relationship between 
﻿gender, in particular, and ﻿political resentment, the strength of this 
relationship seems to vary depending on an individual’s perception 
of political ﻿underrepresentation. Individuals who are unaware of their 
﻿underrepresentation or who feel adequately ﻿represented should exhibit 
a weaker connection between their ﻿gender and ﻿political resentment. 
By being oblivious to or rejecting the disparities in representation, 
these individuals may not perceive a direct correlation between their 
﻿gender and their feeling of resentment. On the other hand, individuals 
who recognize the ﻿underrepresentation of their ﻿gender may be more 
likely to ﻿experience stronger feelings of resentment. Their awareness 
and recognition of the disparities in representation expose them to the 
realities of ﻿gender-based ﻿discrimination or systemic biases, leading to a 
heightened sense of ﻿exclusion. 

Our second hypothesis is therefore that:

H2: Perceived ﻿underrepresentation moderates the relationship between 
﻿gender and ﻿political resentment.

The relationship between ﻿gender and resentment seems to be further 
nuanced by ﻿education. In social-psychological theory, it is widely 
recognized that individuals have multiple ﻿identities that shape their 
self-perception. Specifically, individuals possess a diversity of personal 
﻿identities that reflect unique traits and self-characterizations, relational 
﻿identities that pertain to their social roles and relationships with others, 
and ﻿collective ﻿identities that arise from shared characteristics or ascribed 
attributes within a group (Andersen & Chen, 2002; Ashmore, et al., 
2004; Brewer & Gardiner, 1996; Sedikides & Brewer, 2001).

The combination of multiple personal, social, or ﻿collective ﻿identities 
gives rise to diverse perspectives and outcomes among individuals. For 
example, individuals who identify with both sexual and racial/﻿ethnic 
minority groups often ﻿experience a unique set of challenges and 
adaptations related to the simultaneous development and expression of 
these ﻿identities (Crawford, et al., 2002). When it comes to ﻿gender and 
﻿education specifically, a higher educational attainment may contribute 
to a greater sense of integration within the political system for women 
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who obtained it compared to those with low levels of ﻿education. Similar 
dynamics should apply to men; however, due to their ﻿privileged position, 
﻿education should have a lesser impact on their sense of ﻿exclusion. As a 
result, ﻿education should contribute to varying levels of the ﻿gender gap 
in representation.

Our third hypothesis therefore posits that:

H3: Education moderates the relationship between ﻿gender and ﻿political 
resentment.

Vote choices and regional variances in  
political resentment

In addition to disparities in resentment across ﻿gender, ﻿age, and 
﻿education, ﻿vote choice and regional residence may also contribute 
to varying levels of this political ﻿attitude. The literature suggests that 
individuals who harbour ﻿dissatisfaction with the political system, a 
correlate of ﻿political resentment, tend to align their ﻿vote choices with 
﻿protest parties. For instance, Goovaerts and colleagues (2020) have 
found that supporters of the ﻿PTB-﻿PVDA, two far-﻿left parties, and the 
﻿VB, a far-﻿right party, generally express higher levels of discontentment 
with the political system compared to ﻿voters of other parties. A similar 
trend can be observed with the ﻿N-VA and the Green parties. Although 
not considered radical parties, they have still managed to attract ﻿protest 
﻿voters (Hooghe, et al., 2011; Rihoux, 2003; Hino, 2012; van Haute, 2016).

The emergence of these parties as viable options for ﻿protest ﻿voters can 
be partially explained by their reliance on a discourse that taps into their 
feelings of ﻿dissatisfaction with the political system. In Figures 1 and 2, we 
present examples of the rhetoric employed by these parties, which serves 
this purpose. Figure 1 showcases a tweet from the ﻿PTB, highlighting the 
notion that the ﻿government prioritizes the ﻿interests of the economic ﻿elite 
when it comes to wealth redistribution, thereby neglecting those who 
face economic hardships. Meanwhile, Figure 2 displays a tweet from the 
﻿VB, suggesting that the ﻿government is advocating for increased labour 
﻿immigration despite the prevailing economic challenges in the country. 
Both messages have the potential to strike a chord with individuals who 
hold grievances against the system, feeling ﻿excluded from it.
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 Fig. 3.1 Resentment-inducing discourse by the ﻿PTB-﻿PVDA.

Note: The English translation reads as follows: ‘Electrabel [a company that sells 
electricity] empties our pockets to inflate those of its shareholders. And what does 
the ﻿government do? Nothing… It is ﻿time to dare to attack these excess ﻿profits to 
protect the purchasing ﻿power of households. Our bill is ready to be voted on. We 

can’t wait any longer.’

 Fig. 3.2 Resentment-inducing discourse by the ﻿VB.

Note: The English translation reads as follows: ‘Despite rising energy poverty, 
sharply declining purchasing ﻿power and the ﻿alienation of cities and villages, this 
purple-green ﻿government wants to initiate even more labour ﻿immigration. Stop 

this and think of our people first!’

Following this logic, our fourth hypothesis therefore proposes that:

H4: Voters of ﻿protest parties (i.e., ﻿PTB-﻿PVDA, ﻿N-VA, ﻿VB, Green) exhibit 
higher levels of ﻿political resentment compared to ﻿voters of other parties.

If resentment is higher among supporters of ﻿protest parties, this political 
﻿attitude should be more prevalent in ﻿Flanders than in ﻿Wallonia. ﻿Belgium 
is commonly regarded as a deeply divided society with two distinct party 
systems (Sinardet, 2012; Van Haute & Wauters, 2019). Notably, ﻿protest 
parties like the ﻿VB and the ﻿N-VA have a significant presence in ﻿Flanders, 
while their representation in ﻿Wallonia is limited. This disparity in the 
﻿electoral support of ﻿protest parties between ﻿Flanders and ﻿Wallonia is 
indicative that levels of resentment may vary between the two ﻿regions. 
Specifically, individuals residing in ﻿Flanders may ﻿experience higher 
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levels of resentment compared to their counterparts in ﻿Wallonia 
(although Walgrave, et al., 2020, present an alternative perspective).

Our fifth and final hypothesis is then that:

H5: Political resentment is higher in ﻿Flanders than ﻿Wallonia.

Data

To investigate the differences in levels of ﻿political resentment among 
individuals, we utilize data from the 2021 ﻿RepResent ﻿cross-sectional 
survey. This ﻿survey includes a unique set of questions designed to assess 
individuals’ resentment towards politics. Specifically, respondents in this 
﻿survey were asked to indicate their level of agreement or disagreement 
with the following statements: ‘What the ﻿government decides is often 
worse than what I ﻿hoped for’; ‘I am generally ﻿disappointed with Belgian 
politics’; ‘I get ﻿angry when I think about politics’; ‘Most ﻿politicians do 
not take citizens seriously; they rather treat us as children’; ‘Politics 
is usually better for others than for people like me’; ‘Elections do not 
matter; everything is decided beforehand’; ‘The Belgian political system 
has been malfunctioning for a long ﻿time’. Two points should be made 
about these questions. First, they address the same underlying ﻿concept of 
﻿political resentment. Indeed, not only is the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient 
relatively high (.88), but a principal component analysis conducted on 
these items yields a single index. Second, the inclusion of an item asking 
respondents to evaluate whether politics is usually more beneficial 
for others than for people like themselves allows for the creation of a 
﻿resentment index that captures a sense of group ﻿exclusion from politics. 

To construct the index that will be used in the analysis, we initially 
﻿transform the original responses to a -5 to +5 scale, assigning a value 
of 5 to the most extreme expression of resentment. Next, we compute 
an additive index of resentment by summing individuals’ scores on 
the transformed -5 to +5 scale. The scores on this scale range from -35, 
representing the lowest level of resentment, to +35, indicating the highest 
level of resentment. As Figure 3 shows, citizens in our sample harbour 
a relatively moderate degree of resentment, with a mean value of 8.97 
and a standard deviation of 15.02. However, it is notable that there is a 
greater number of individuals with high levels of resentment compared 
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to those with low levels of resentment, which is consistent with the 
widespread democratic ﻿dissatisfaction discussed in the literature.

 Fig. 3.3 Distribution of ﻿resentment index in the data.

Note: The index is created by summing individuals’ responses to the seven 
resentment questions. In this index, a score of 35 represents the highest level of 

resentment, and -35 the lowest level.

When it comes to the five individual-level characteristics examined 
in this study, they are ﻿coded as follows: First, individuals identifying 
as men are ﻿coded as ‘0’, while those identifying as women are ﻿coded 
as ‘1’ (refer to Appendix 1 for descriptive statistics). Individuals with 
no schooling or only primary ﻿education are ﻿coded as ‘1’; those with 
incomplete secondary ﻿education are ﻿coded as ‘2’; those with complete 
secondary ﻿education are ﻿coded as ‘3’; those with tertiary ﻿education (not 
university) are ﻿coded as ‘4’; and those with university ﻿experience are 
﻿coded as ‘5’. Residents of ﻿Flanders are ﻿coded as ‘0’, while residents of 
﻿Wallonia are ﻿coded as ‘1’. Age represents a continuous variable, while 
﻿vote choice consists of a categorical variable with six different response 
options for respondents in ﻿Wallonia (﻿cdH/Les Engagés, ﻿Ecolo, ﻿DéFI, 
﻿MR, ﻿PS, and ﻿PTB), and seven options for respondents in ﻿Flanders 
(﻿CD&V, ﻿Groen, ﻿N-VA, ﻿Open VLD, ﻿PVDA, ﻿Vooruit/SP.A, and ﻿VB). 
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To assess the moderating role of perceived ﻿underrepresentation, 
we utilize a unique battery of questions that gauges perceptions of 
women’s and men’s representation in politics. Our measure of perceived 
representation ranges from -10 to +10 (refer to Table 3.1). Individuals 
who believe that women are significantly overrepresented while men 
are significantly ﻿underrepresented are ﻿coded as +10. Conversely, those 
who perceive women as significantly ﻿underrepresented while men as 
significantly overrepresented are ﻿coded as -10. Individuals who perceive 
an equal level of representation of women and men are ﻿coded as 0.

 Table 3.1 Possible ﻿values on the perceived representation index. 

Women
Very 

under
Under Neither, 

nor
Over Very 

over

Men

Very under 0 +1 +3 +6 +10
Under -7 0 +2 +5 +9
Neither, nor -8 -4 0 +4 +8
Over -9 -5 -2 0 +7
Very over -10 -6 -3 -1 0

Note: The index ranges from -10 to +10, with +10 representing the ﻿belief that 
women are overrepresented and men are ﻿underrepresented, and -10 representing 

the ﻿belief that women are ﻿underrepresented and men are overrepresented.

Method

We conduct multivariate ﻿linear ﻿regressions to examine the correlation 
between the five individual-level characteristics and ﻿political 
resentment. We chose this analytical approach because it allows us to 
isolate the impact of each independent variable (﻿gender, ﻿education, 
﻿age, ﻿vote choice, and ﻿region) on our dependent variable (resentment). 
To mitigate the potential underestimation of the impact of ﻿gender, ﻿age, 
﻿education, and ﻿region on resentment, we employ two separate models. 
In Model 1, a subset of the independent variables is included (﻿gender, 
﻿age, ﻿education, and ﻿region), while in Model 2, all five independent 
variables are included (﻿gender, ﻿age, ﻿education, ﻿region, and ﻿vote 
choice). In both models, ﻿age is included as a squared term to allow for 
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curvilinear relationships. Model 2 is conducted separately for ﻿Flanders 
and ﻿Wallonia, as ﻿vote choice differs between these ﻿regions.

To examine the potential moderating effects of perceived 
representation and ﻿education on ﻿political resentment, we conduct 
additional tests using Model 1. For perceived representation, we include 
an interaction term between ﻿gender and the relative representation 
scale. For ﻿education, we include an interaction term between ﻿gender 
and ﻿education levels. To aid in the interpretation of the findings, 
we concentrate on estimated resentment levels in this chapter. The 
coefficients related to this are presented in tabular form in the Supporting 
Information.

Results

Figure 3.4 presents the estimated levels of resentment based on the 
multivariate ﻿linear ﻿regressions including ﻿gender, ﻿education, ﻿age, and 
﻿region (Model 1). The figure reveals that both men and women exhibit 
a relatively mild degree of ﻿political resentment, with no significant 
difference between them. Although it cannot be demonstrated in 
this research, the absence of significant differences between men and 
women in terms of ﻿political resentment could be associated with the 
presence (though in low levels) of women elected ﻿politicians within all 
the parties of the political spectrum. Moreover, even if women’s levels 
of resentment are equal to those of men, they could still be sufficient 
to drive change in the political system, facilitating meaningful progress 
towards more women’s representation in ﻿parliament. Our results 
should also be read against the fact that not all emotions are legitimized 
in the same way across all gender groups or expressed in the same ways; 
resentful expressions may vary across society which may nuance the 
interpretations and findings we provide here (see for example Dittmar, 
2020).

Figure 3.4 also reveals a minimal disparity in resentment levels 
between the least and most educated individuals, with only a 3.83-point 
difference on the ﻿resentment index (the least educated scoring 11.14 and 
the most educated scoring 7.30). In contrast, there is a notable variation 
in resentment across different ﻿age groups. While individuals aged 18 
demonstrate a very low level of resentment (2.46), those aged 58 exhibit 
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a moderate level (10.81). Furthermore, resentment undergoes significant 
changes as we move towards older ﻿age groups, with individuals aged 88 
showing similar levels of resentment as the ﻿youth. These results challenge 
our initial ﻿expectations regarding ﻿age differences in resentment, as they 
reveal that younger individuals are actually less resentful than some of 
their older counterparts. 

 Fig. 3.4 Estimated resentment across ﻿gender, ﻿education, or ﻿age groups.

Note: Estimates based on Model 1 (excluding ﻿vote choice). 95% confidence 
intervals are reported. See the results in tabular format in Appendix 2.

As anticipated, women tend to ﻿experience greater resentment when they 
perceive a negative bias against women in politics compared to when 
they perceive no bias or even a positive bias. This can be observed in 
the ﻿left panel of Figure 3.5, where a shift from -10 (﻿underrepresentation 
of women, overrepresentation of men) on the relative representative 
scale to 0 (equal representation of women and men) is associated with a 
decrease of 4.30 points on the ﻿resentment index (from 11.94 to 7.64) among 
female respondents. Likewise, a shift from 0 to +10 (overrepresentation 
of women, ﻿underrepresentation of men) is associated with a further 
decrease of 4.31 points (from 7.64 to 3.33). Despite these variations, the 
difference between men and women is statistically significant only when 
there is an overrepresentation of women and ﻿underrepresentation of 
men. In this case, women exhibit significantly lower levels of resentment 
compared to men.
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 Fig. 3.5 Estimated resentment of women and men by representation perceptions 
(top) and ﻿education levels (bottom).

Note: Estimates based on Model 1 (excluding ﻿vote choice). 95% confidence intervals 
are reported. In the ﻿left panel, -10 indicates the ﻿underrepresentation of women and 
overrepresentation of men, while 10 signifies the overrepresentation of women and 

﻿underrepresentation of men. See the results in tabular format in Appendix 3.

The top panel of Figure 3.5 highlights, in turn, that women with higher 
educational levels display lower levels of resentment in comparison to 
women with lower levels of ﻿education. Specifically, there is a notable 
(though statistically insignificant) decrease in resentment from 11.13 to 
6.69 among female respondents. However, the anticipated ﻿gender gap is 
not more pronounced among individuals with low levels of ﻿education. 
This indicates that ﻿education does not lead to varying levels of a ﻿gender 
gap in resentment.
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Turning to ﻿vote choices, Figure 3.6 reveals significant variations 
in resentment among supporters of parties. Specifically, in ﻿Flanders, 
supporters of ﻿Open VLD (2.18), ﻿CD&V (3.25), ﻿Groen (3.30), and ﻿Vooruit/
SP.A (5.38) exhibit relatively low levels of resentment. In contrast, ﻿N-VA 
(11.72), ﻿PVDA (12.78), and ﻿VB (16.36) ﻿voters demonstrate higher levels 
of resentment. These findings confirm our ﻿expectations regarding the 
relationship between ﻿vote choice and resentment. More specifically, 
resentment tends to be higher among supporters of parties that attract 
﻿protest ﻿voters. However, our ﻿expectation regarding ﻿Groen ﻿voters is not 
confirmed. Despite the party’s appeal to ﻿protest ﻿voters, ﻿Groen supporters 
do not differ significantly in terms of ﻿political resentment from supporters 
of liberal, socialist, and Christian-democratic parties (refer to Chapter 6 
for tests on the link between ﻿policy ﻿congruence and resentment).

 Fig. 3.6 Estimated resentment across ﻿vote choices.

Note: Estimates based on Model 2 (including ﻿vote choice). 95% confidence 
intervals are reported. See the results in tabular format in Appendix 2.
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Similar patterns are observed in ﻿Wallonia. Political resentment is higher 
among ﻿PTB and ﻿DéFI ﻿voters compared to ﻿voters of the three most 
established parties in the Walloon ﻿party system (﻿MR, ﻿PS, and ﻿cdH/
Les Engagés), as well as among ﻿Ecolo ﻿voters. These findings validate 
the ﻿PTB’s ability to attract ﻿voters who harbour resentment. More 
importantly, they confirm that ﻿voters of ﻿protest parties in ﻿Wallonia 
exhibit higher levels of resentment, though ﻿Ecolo ﻿voters show similar 
levels of resentment as ﻿voters of other parties. In this sense, it appears 
that ﻿protest ﻿voters not only have higher levels of distrust in ﻿politicians 
and democratic ﻿discontent, but they seem to ﻿experience a profound 
sense of ﻿exclusion from the political system. Substantively, this finding 
suggests that the message associated with ﻿protest voting may be related 
to this sense of ﻿exclusion in addition to a distrust of ﻿politicians or general 
democratic ﻿dissatisfaction. Note that the limited number of ﻿DéFI ﻿voters 
in the sample cautions against drawing conclusions about the observed 
resentment levels among these ﻿voters.

While ﻿protest ﻿voters are more resentful than their counterparts, Figure 
3.7 demonstrates that resentment levels are remarkably similar between 
residents of ﻿Flanders (9.56) and ﻿Wallonia (8.39). In other words, despite 
the prevalence of ﻿protest parties in ﻿Flanders, Flemish citizens are overall 
no more resentful than Walloon citizens. Our ﻿expectation regarding a 
regional difference in ﻿political resentment is therefore disconfirmed.

  Fig. 3.7 Estimated resentment across ﻿regions.

Note: Estimates based on Model 1 (excluding ﻿vote choice). 95% confidence 
intervals are reported.
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Robustness check using individuals’ feelings about 
politics

Although our focus in this chapter has been on a measure of resentment 
that combines cognitive and affective dimensions, we also investigate 
disparities in resentment using an alternative measure based on an 
﻿emotion index. This index draws on individuals’ responses to the 
question, ‘When you think of Belgian politics in general, to what extent 
do you feel each of the following ﻿emotions: Anger, Bitterness, Anxiety, 
Fear.’ Similar to the ﻿resentment index, we recode the responses on a 
scale ranging from -10 to +10. For instance, individuals who ﻿experience 
a high level of ﻿anger are ﻿coded as +5, while those who do not feel any 
﻿anger are ﻿coded as -5. By recoding the responses, our ﻿emotion index 
captures ﻿values between -20 (indicating the lowest levels of ﻿emotions) 
and +20 (indicating the highest levels of ﻿emotions).

We find a striking similarity between the analyses conducted using 
our ﻿resentment index and our ﻿emotion index. Specifically, women are 
not more ﻿emotional than men, and the middle-aged exhibit higher levels 
of ﻿emotion compared to both the ﻿youth and the elderly (see Appendix 
4). This is important to highlight given gender-based stereotypes on 
who expresses emotions in society and the broader fact that gender 
roles define which emotions are suitable to express, and which are not, 
and crucially by whom. The only notable difference is that ﻿education 
is now found to be insignificantly associated with ﻿emotion, whereas in 
our main findings, it showed a significant but marginal association with 
resentment.

The findings pertaining to ﻿vote choice follow a similar pattern. 
Supporters of ﻿N-VA, ﻿PVDA, and ﻿VB in ﻿Flanders, as well as ﻿DéFI and 
﻿PTB supporters in ﻿Wallonia, tend to score higher on the ﻿emotion index 
compared to supporters of other parties (see Appendix 5). Furthermore, 
residents of ﻿Flanders and ﻿Wallonia do not significantly differ in terms of 
their ﻿emotions (see Appendix 6). These results provide reassurance that 
the lack of substantial findings for ﻿gender and ﻿region, the weak findings 
for ﻿education, and the strong findings for ﻿age and ﻿vote choice are not 
driven by our use of the ﻿resentment index. They persist even when we 
utilize an alternative measure of ﻿political resentment.
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Discussion and conclusion

This chapter examined whether resentment is unequally distributed 
among the Belgian population. Our investigation revealed significant 
variations in resentment levels based on ﻿age and ﻿vote choices. Specifically, 
we identified a curvilinear relationship between ﻿political resentment 
and ﻿age, with resentment peaking around the ﻿age of 50. Furthermore, 
our findings indicate that supporters of ﻿N-VA, ﻿PTB-﻿PVDA, and ﻿VB tend 
to display higher levels of resentment compared to supporters of other 
parties. Surprisingly, women and residents of ﻿Flanders do not display 
higher levels of resentment than their counterparts, and the differences 
in these levels across ﻿education groups are relatively limited. Moreover, 
moderation tests reveal that the effect of ﻿gender on resentment is 
significant when women are perceived as overrepresented and men 
as ﻿underrepresented in politics, but not when the opposite scenario 
is observed. In contrast, ﻿education does not influence the association 
between ﻿gender and resentment. 

By identifying who feels resentful along a set of socio-demographic 
variables, this chapter ﻿hopes to inform collective efforts to understand 
and respond to the resentment expressed across the population. It seems 
particularly important to address the middle aged and individuals who 
vote for ﻿protest parties as they harbour more resentment than their 
counterparts. One of these efforts may be ﻿direct democracy initiatives. 
By allowing citizens to have a more active role in ﻿decision-making and 
﻿policy formulation, these initiatives have the potential to contribute to 
a greater sense of ownership and inclusion within the political system 
(refer to Chapters 5 and 8 of this book for a related discussion). 

In contrast, the absence of a (strong) connection particularly between 
﻿gender and resentment opens up important questions about who is 
allowed to express resentment, and suggests that different social groups 
may choose different affective repertoires to express their ﻿dissatisfaction 
with politics. While this finding may cast doubt on the ﻿efficacy of 
diversity ﻿policies aimed at augmenting the number of women MPs to 
reduce resentment, from a normative standpoint, diversity should be 
valued for its intrinsic worth. Consequently, even when women do not 
perceive themselves as more ﻿excluded than men, it is still relevant to 
undertake initiatives that address and mitigate ﻿inequalities in political 
representation.
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Since our study focuses on ﻿Belgium, it is important to emphasize 
that our findings may not necessarily generalize to other political 
contexts, nor to other socio-demographic variables which were not 
included in our analysis. Therefore, ﻿future research could explore the 
extent to which the individual-level factors examined in this study 
correlate with resentment in different political contexts. By conducting 
cross-contextual investigations and studying resentment across more 
diverse social groups of citizens, we would gain a more comprehensive 
understanding of the distribution of resentment, including whether the 
observed levels of resentment among marginalized groups and ﻿protest 
﻿voters are exclusive to ﻿Belgium or not. Such research endeavours will 
increase our understanding of ﻿inequalities in ﻿political resentment and 
how we can reduce it in the population.
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Supporting Information

Appendix 1. Descriptive statistics of variables in the analysis

Mean Standard 
Deviation

Minimum Maximum N

Political 
Resentment

8.97 15.02 -35 35 2,035

Gender 0.52 0.50 0 1 2,031
Education 3.25 1.01 1 5 2,035
Age 49.70 16.76 18 90 2,035
Vote Choice 
(﻿Flanders)

4.49 1.90 1 7 760

Vote Choice 
(﻿Wallonia)

3.70 1.31 1 6 609

Region 0.50 0.50 0 1 2,035
Perceived 
Representation

-2.64 3.65 -10 10 1,823

Emotions 3.40 8.87 -20 20 2,035

Note: Data comes from the 2021 RepResent ﻿cross-sectional survey.
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Appendix 2. Association between political resentment  
and the five variables (gender, education, age, vote choice,  

and region)

DV: Political Resentment
Model 1 Model 2 

(﻿Flanders)

Model 2

(﻿Wallonia)
Gender -0.851 -0.930 -1.099

(0.672) (1.057) (1.184)

Education -0.936** -1.188* 0.163
(0.327) (0.496) (0.615)

Age 0.641*** 0.418* 0.698**

(0.124) (0.196) (0.215)

Age squared -0.006*** -0.004 -0.006**

(0.001) (0.002) (0.002)

Region -1.212
(0.659)

﻿Groen -0.283
(ref: ﻿CD&V) (2.586)

﻿N-VA 8.355***

(ref: ﻿CD&V) (2.068)

﻿Open VLD -1.293
(ref: ﻿CD&V) (2.451)

﻿PVDA 9.199***

(ref: ﻿CD&V) (2.515)

﻿VB 12.639***

(ref: ﻿CD&V) (2.076)
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﻿Vooruit/SP.A 1.846
(ref: ﻿CD&V) (2.216)

﻿Ecolo -4.770
(ref: ﻿DéFI) (3.174)

﻿MR -5.076
(ref: ﻿DéFI) (3.004)

﻿PS -4.979
(ref: ﻿DéFI) (3.025)

﻿PTB 2.393
(ref: ﻿DéFI) (3.028)

﻿cdH/Les 
Engagés

-5.376

(ref: ﻿DéFI) (3.511)

Constant -3.147 -2.553 -7.995
(3.080) (5.212) (6.181)

N 2031 760 608
R2 0.029 0.157 0.073

Note: The estimates presented in this table are based on ﻿linear ﻿regressions, 
with standard errors indicated in parentheses. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 
0.001. Political resentment is measured by means of an index derived from the 
summation of individual responses to seven resentment items. Scores range from 
-35, representing the lowest level of resentment, to +35, representing the highest 
level of resentment. Gender is ﻿coded as ‘1’ for female and ‘0’ for male. Education 
is categorized into five levels, with ‘1’ indicating no schooling or only primary 
﻿education, and ‘5’ corresponding to university ﻿education. Region is ﻿coded as ‘0’ 
for ﻿Flanders and ‘1’ for ﻿Wallonia. The reported effects of the ﻿socio-demographic 
variables in columns three and four may be underestimated due to the inclusion 

of ﻿vote choice in the models.
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Appendix 3. Association between gender and political 
resentment moderated by perceived representation or 

education

DV: Political Resentment
(1) (2)

Gender -2.318** 0.725
(0.877) (2.215)

Perceived 
representation 0.077

(0.139)

Gender* -0.540**

Perceived 
representation (0.194)

Education -1.446*** -0.686
(0.351) (0.468)

Gender* -0.487
Education (0.652)

Age 0.657*** 0.645***

(0.129) (0.124)

Age squared -0.006*** -0.006***

(0.001) (0.001)

Region -1.360* -1.205
(0.693) (0.659)

Constant -1.103 -4.037
(3.257) (3.303)

N 1819 2031
R2 0.038 0.030



86� Bitter-Sweet Democracy?

Note: The estimates presented in this table are based on ﻿linear ﻿regressions, 
with standard errors indicated in parentheses. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 
0.001. Political resentment is measured by means of an index derived from the 
summation of individual responses to seven resentment items. Scores range from 
-35, representing the lowest level of resentment, to +35, representing the highest 
level of resentment. Gender is ﻿coded as ‘1’ for female and ‘0’ for male. Perceived 
representation ranges from -10 to +10, with +10 representing the ﻿belief of women 
being overrepresented and men being ﻿underrepresented, and -10 representing 
the ﻿belief of women being ﻿underrepresented and men being overrepresented. 
Education is categorized into five levels, with ‘1’ indicating no schooling or only 
primary ﻿education, and ‘5’ corresponding to university ﻿education. Region is 

﻿coded as ‘0’ for ﻿Flanders and ‘1’ for ﻿Wallonia. 

Appendix 4. Estimated emotion across gender, education,  
or age groups

Note: Estimates based on Model 1 (excluding ﻿vote choice). 95% confidence 
intervals are reported. See the results in tabular format in Appendix 7.
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Appendix 5. Estimated emotion across vote choices

Note: Estimates based on Model 2 (including ﻿vote choice). 95% confidence 
intervals are reported. See the results in tabular format in Appendix 7.

Appendix 6. Estimated emotion across regions

Note: Estimates based on Model 1 (including ﻿vote choice). 95% confidence 
intervals are reported. See the results in tabular format in Appendix 7.
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Appendix 7. Association between political resentment, 
measured by individuals’ emotions and the five factors 

(gender, education, age, vote choice, and region)

DV: Political Resentment (Emotions)
Model 1 Model 2  

(﻿Flanders)
Model 2  

(﻿Wallonia)
Gender -0.449 -1.285* 1.016

(0.398) (0.642) (0.668)

Education -0.377 -0.336 -0.067
(0.194) (0.301) (0.347)

Age 0.419*** 0.267* 0.270*

(0.073) (0.119) (0.121)

Age squared -0.004*** -0.003* -0.002
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Region 0.201
(0.391)

﻿Groen 0.671
(ref: ﻿CD&V) (1.570)

﻿N-VA 4.480***

(ref: ﻿CD&V) (1.256)

﻿Open VLD -0.766
(ref: ﻿CD&V) (1.488)

﻿PVDA 6.618***

(ref: ﻿CD&V) (1.527)

﻿VB 7.202***

(ref: ﻿CD&V) (1.260)



� 893. Who feels resentful?

﻿Vooruit/SP.A 2.711*

(ref: ﻿CD&V) (1.346)

﻿Ecolo -3.470
(ref: ﻿DéFI) (1.790)

﻿MR -3.213
(ref: ﻿DéFI) (1.695)

﻿PS -2.949
(ref: ﻿DéFI) (1.706)

﻿PTB 1.141
(ref: ﻿DéFI) (1.708)

﻿cdH/Les 
Engagés -1.148

(ref: ﻿DéFI) (1.981)

Constant -5.045** -4.102 -2.811
(1.828) (3.165) (3.487)

N 2031 760 608
R2 0.021 0.125 0.074

Note: The estimates presented in this table are based on ﻿linear ﻿regressions, 
with standard errors indicated in parentheses. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 
0.001. Political resentment is measured by means of an index derived from the 
summation of individual responses to four ﻿emotion items. Scores range from 
-20, indicating the lowest levels of ﻿emotions, to +20, indicating the highest levels 
of ﻿emotions. Gender is ﻿coded as ‘1’ for female and ‘0’ for male. Education is 
categorized into five levels, with ‘1’ indicating no schooling or only primary 
﻿education, and ‘5’ corresponding to university ﻿education. Region is ﻿coded as ‘0’ 
for ﻿Flanders and ‘1’ for ﻿Wallonia. The reported effects of the ﻿socio-demographic 
variables in columns three and four may be underestimated due to the inclusion 

of ﻿vote choice in the models.




