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CONSTRUCTING LEGITIMACY: A CRITICAL DISCOURSE ANALYSIS
OF KEIR STARMER’S RESIGNATION SPEECH
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Political resignation speeches represent an underexplored genre of political discourse where leaders attempt to
preserve legitimacy while giving up formal authority. In contemporary mediatised democracies, political leadership is often
evaluated not only through policy outcomes but also through the ability to construct persuasive narratives of responsibility,
success, institutional continuity, and public trust. This study investigates the discursive strategies employed in Keir
Starmer's resignation speech and linguistic means of their realisation to research how political legitimacy is reconstructed
at the moment of leadership transition. The research applies Critical Discourse Analysis based on Fairclough's three-
dimensional model, van Dijk's ideological approach, and Wodak's discourse-historical perspective. The analysis focuses
on evaluative language, metaphors, pronoun distribution, narrative construction, and discursive omissions.

The results demonstrate that the resignation speech constructs a transformation narrative from a crisis-ridden past,
successful political leadership to a stable institutional future. Positive self-presentation is emphasised through moralised
vocabulary focusing on decency, fairness, dignity, and responsibility. The distribution of singular and collective pronouns
separates responsibility and political achievement. Metaphors present political change as renewal and progress, while
the omission of internal political conflicts and failures depoliticises the resignation and represents it as responsibility,
not a political failure. Resignation speeches function as means of legacy construction that influence public perceptions
of political authority. The research adds to the conceptualising of resignation discourse as a distinct political genre and
broadens the understanding of legitimacy construction in contemporary political communication.
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MoniTnyHi NPOMOBK NPO BIACTaBKY NPeACTaBNsATb COOOK HEQOCTaTHBO AOCHIAKEHUN XaHP MOMITUYHOMO AUCKYPCY,
y IKOMY Nigepu HamaratoTbes 36epertTi NEriTMMHICTb, BigMOBNAOYMCH Big hopMarnbHOi Baau. Y Cy4acHUX MegiaTm3oBaHmx
AemMoKpaTiax noniTuyHe NiaepcTBO OLIHIOETLCA HE NULLE 3a pesynbraTamu NONITUKKW, ane 1 3a 34aTHICTIO KOHCTPYoBaTH
NepPEKOHNMBI HAapaTUBW BiAMNOBIAANBLHOCTI, YCNiXy, iIHCTUTYLIINHOT 6e3nepepBHOCTI Ta AOBipY cycninbcTea. Lle gocnigaxeHHs
aHanisye AUCKYpPCUBHI cTparerii, BUKOpuUCTaHi y npomoBi npo BiacTtasky Kipa Ctapmepa, Ta MOBHi 3acobu ix peanisauii
ANS 3'ACyBaHHA TOro, K NONITUYHA NErTUMHICTb PEKOHCTPYIOETLCA B MOMEHT nepexody Bnaau. [locnigXeHHs 3acTocoBye
KPUTUYHWI OUCKYpPC-aHani3, 3aCHOBaHU Ha TPMKOMMNOHEHTHIN mogeni Hopmana ®epknada, igeonoriyHomy nigxogi TeyHa
BaH [lenka Ta AUCKYpCUBHO-icTOpMYHOMY niaxoni Pyt Boaak. AHani3 3ocepemKyeTbCs Ha OLUIHHIN nekcuui, metadopax,
BXWBaHHI 3aiMEHHNKIB, HapaTMBHIN NOOyAO0BI Ta AUCKYPCUBHMX 3aMOBYYBaHHSIX.

Pesynbratv aHanidy nokasytoTb, LIO NPOMOBA NPO BiACTaBKy BUOYOOBYE HapaTuB TpaHcdOpMalLii: Big KpWM30BOro
MWHYJI0rO 0 YCMiLLIHOro NOAITUYHOTO NigepcTBa Ta CTabinbHOro iHCTUTYLIMHOrO Maby THEOrO. No3nTMBHA camMmonpe3eHTalis
MigKpecnioeTbCa  Yepes MoparnbHO 3abapBneHy feKCUKy, WO akueHTye MNopsgHiCTb, CnpaBeanuBiCTb, TigHICTb
i BignosiganbHiCcTb. Po3nogin 3anMeHHUKIB B OOQHWHI i MHOXMWHI pO3MeXO0BYE BiAMOBIAANbHICTb i NONITUYHI OCATHEHHS.
Metacbopu nogatoTb NONITUYHI 3MiHW SK OHOBMEHHS | NPorpec, Todi ik 3aMOBYYBaHHSA BHYTPILLHIX NOMITUYHWUX KOHMNIKTIB
i HeBOa4 genoniTmaye BIACTaBKYy Ta nogae ii SK BignoBidanbHiCTb, a He MOMITMYHY nopasky. [pomMoBu Npo BiaCTaBKy
PYHKUIOHYIOTb SIK 3aCib KOHCTPYOBAHHSA NOMNITUYHOI CMIAALLMHK, WO BNAVBAE Ha CyCNiflbHE CMIPUAHATTSA NONITUYHOI BNagw.
JocnimkeHHs 4ONOBHIOE KOHLeNTyani3awito AMCKYPCY BiACTaBKM K OKPEMOTO NOMITUYHOIO XaHpy Ta PO3LUNPIOE PO3YMiHHS
KOHCTPYIOBaHHS NEFTUMHOCTI B Cy4YacHil NOMITUYHIA KOMYHiKaLii.

KniouyoBi cnoBa: KpUTUYHWI aHanis OuCKypcy, MONITUYHWIA OWUCKYPC, NeriTMMHICTb, Mediatusauis, Hapatus, Kip
Crapwmep, ioeornoris.
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Introduction. Contemporary political com-
munication is often shaped by mediatization and
narrative-driven legitimacy construction [1, p. 93;
2, p. 132]. “Media logic provides an incentive struc-
ture that contextualises, and often shapes, political
processes — particularly those that are dependent on
publicity and public support.” [3, p. 177]. Political
leaders are no longer evaluated only through policy
outcomes but also through their ability to construct
coherent narratives of leadership and institutional
stability. So, resignation speeches function not only
as common institutional announcements, but also
serve as legacy-defining performances where polit-
ical actors try to stabilise interpretations of their
holding of an office.

The resignation speech of Keir Starmer [4] pre-
sents a valuable example for examining how modern
political leaders construct legitimacy at the moment
of their exit. The report is structured by narratives of
transformation and national renewal. His resignation
is framed not as a political defeat but as a rational
and responsible democratic transition. This article
analyzes how discursive strategies and linguistic
means construct the post-authority legitimacy and
fill a gap in CDA research on exit discourse as a
political genre.

Analysis of contemporary scientific papers.
Recent CDA studies emphasise that political dis-
course should be considered in broad structures of
mediatised governance and affective legitimacy [5,
p 25; 6, p. 789]. Critical Discourse Analysis remains
central to understanding the relationship between
language and power in political contexts. Fairclough
[7, p.85] identifies discourse as a dialectical pro-
cess linking textual features with social structures.
Wodak highlights the increasing role of legitimacy
narratives in sustaining political authority in frag-
mented democracies [8, p. 203]. Van Dijk’s ideo-
logical square is applied in analysing how political
actors emphasise in-group achievements while hid-
ing their mistakes [9, p. 30].

Political communication research highlights the
transformation of political leadership into a medi-
ated performance [9, p. 4; 11, p.18]. Leaders often
construct identity through narrative coherence,
emotional framing, and symbolic gestures. This
is particularly relevant for resignation speeches,
which function as visible media events. Leaders
construct “life-cycle narratives” that link past
achievements with future legitimacy [12, p. 74].
And resignation reports represent closuring peri-
ods that are often reframed as moral or institu-
tional decisions rather than consequences of fail-
ure [13, p. 6; 14, p.87].
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Resignation speeches remain underexplored as a
distinct discursive genre as existing CDA research
focused on electoral discourse, populist communi-
cation, crisis rhetoric, parliamentary debates [1, 2,
10, 11, 18]. Little attention has been paid to exit dis-
course and legacy stabilization strategies in parlia-
mentary democracies.

The purpose of the article is to study the discur-
sive strategies that construct ideology beyond formal
political authority in the resignation speech and to
explore the linguistic means for their realisation.

Methodology. This study applies Critical
Discourse Analysis with Fairclough’s three-dimen-
sional model [15, p.87], van Dijk’s ideological square
[9, p.- 30], Wodak’s discourse-historical approach
[5, p- 25]. We conducted textual analysis (evaluative
language, metaphors, pronoun distribution, omission
and silencing strategies), analysed discursive practice
(narrative structure, audience positioning, intertextu-
ality) and social practice (ideological framing, legiti-
macy construction, political context).

Presentation of the main material. The results
of the research show that the resignation speech rep-
resents the type of political legitimacy reconstruction
where the leadership is interpreted at the moment of
exit. As a result, the report constructs a transforma-
tion narrative: the degraded past that was inherited,
the reformist present while holding the office and a
stable future after the exit, that corresponds to the
contemporary research findings on political story-
telling as legitimacy work [12, p. 74]. The narrative
intensifies crisis framing, redefines political leader-
ship as successful progression and establishes a start-
ing point for redemption:

“Six years ago, I inherited a Labour Party that
was_politically, financially and morally bankrupt.
I was told, time and time again, that my party was
finished.”

“An economy that is stronger. growing faster than
our peers. Wages rising faster than inflation in every
single month since we came to power._Investment
secured, infrastructure being built. An end to austerity,
with the fastest fall in NHS waiting lists for 17 years....
The biggest improvement in rights for workers and
renters in a generation. The biggest uplift in defence
spending since the Cold War. Small boat crossings
falling, asylum hotels closing, protecting young peo-
ple from social media, and half a million children
being lifted out of poverty because of the choices that
1 made....Our reputation in the world restored, with
Britain once again standing up for decency, respect
and the rule of law. Securing trade deals, standing
with Ukraine, standing up for our values, and rebuild-
ing our relationship with our allies in Europe.
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“And I will do everything I can to ensure an
orderly handover of power. I will also give my suc-
cessor my full and unequivocal support...”

So, in Keir Starmer’s resignation speech [4], dis-
course does not mark the end of authority but presents
it as the transformation into symbolic legacy. This
supports Fairclough’s [17, p. 11] view of discourse
as part of social reality, particularly in moments of
institutional transition.

The transfer from detailed negative evaluation to
simplified positive transformation demonstrates what
van Dijk [9, p. 30] identifies as ideological compres-
sion, where complex political processes are reduced
to binary success narratives:

“That we were consigned to history, that a major-
ity at the general election, let alone a landslide
majority, was impossible. But we proved those people
wrong because we changed our party.”

The report aligns the successes to the promises
accentuating the achievements:

“Change promised by a Labour government.
Change fought for by a Labour government, change
delivered by a Labour government.”

The speech emphasizes moral values, such as
“decency,” “fairness,” “dignity,” and “responsibility”
that reflects a wider trend in modern politics, where
leaders seek support by presenting themselves as eth-
ical and trustworthy rather than focusing on ideolog-
ical differences [5, p. 25]:

“To build a fairer country, with dignity and
respect, where everyone is seen, everyvone is valued.”

“Our reputation in the world restored, with Britain
once again standing up for decency, respect and
the rule of law. Securing trade deals, standing with
Ukraine, standing up for our values, and rebuilding
our relationship with our allies in Europe.”

“Every decision I've taken has been about putting
the country I love first.”

Pronoun use demonstrates ideological distribu-
tion: “I”-pronoun is associated with responsibility,
resignation, accountability, while the collective pro-
noun “We” with success, reform, achievement. This
confirms van Dijk’s [9, p. 30] ideological square in
contemporary leadership discourse:

“I will resign as leader of the Labour Party.”

“I will remain in post as Prime Minister until the
contest is complete. And I will do everything I can to
ensure an orderly handover of power.”

“I _have heard the answer of my parliamentary
party.”

“I will also give my successor my full and une-
quivocal support...”

In the report, success is consistently collectivised

and realised with collective pronouns (“we”, “our”):
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“We proved those people wrong.”

“«

We changed our party.”
“And look at what we've achieved in just two

years.”

“Our_reputation in the world restored, with
Britain once again standing up for decency, respect
and the rule of law.”

So, this distribution of pronouns constructs a dual
identity structure where the speaker has moral author-
ity and shares success with a collective subject.

Metaphors play a key role [18, p. 5] in simplifying
and moralising political transformation. In the fol-
lowing examples, metaphors frame political change
as inevitable progression:

“A page in our country's history turned.”

By using this metaphor (“The journey to that
point was not easy”), the author strengthens the
image of a committed leader with much perseverance
and encourages the audience to positively evaluate
his political service:

“The chance to change the lives of millions of
people for the better. That's what I came into politics
for. The journey to that point was not easy.”

The expression (“ripping out the poison”) con-
structs a metaphor, where the political party is com-
pared with a biological organism and antisemitism as
a contaminant. The implication is that internal reform
is not political disagreement but purifying:

“Ripping out the poison of antisemitism.”

This metaphorical framing aligns with Wodak’s
[5, p 25] argument that contemporary political dis-
course greatly relies on moralisation strategies to sta-
bilise legitimacy.

The speech is characterised by the systematic
removal of political antagonism: direct mentioning
of conflicts, internal opposition, leadership com-
petition, or policy disagreement. This proves what
recent literature describes as “conflict suppression
discourse”in elite political communication (Terrana
et al. [19, p. 10], [16, p. 190]) and “re-national-
ized centrism” in contemporary European politics
[1, p. 93; 11, p.18]. Communication strategies neu-
tralise antagonism to preserve institutional and eco-
nomic stability, institutional trust, rule of law, and
international credibility. The result is a depoliticised
narrative of natural and smooth transition rather than
political exit with contest:

“The question my party is asking now is whether
1 am best placed to lead us into the next general elec-
tion. I have heard the answer of my parliamentary
party to that question. And I accept that answer with
good grace.”

So, the discursive strategies and lexical choices
separate political legitimacy from ideological com-
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petition to ethical universals. This supports Bennett
and Livingston’s [2, p. 132] argument that contempo-
rary political communication increasingly relies on
moral framing. Resignation is defined not as loss of
power but as ethical responsibility that corresponds
to Roselle et al. [12, p. 77] statements, who report
that political actors increasingly construct exit nar-
ratives as part of broader legitimacy strategies. As a
result, resignation is presented as a continuation of
service-oriented leadership.

Conclusions. The analysis of Keir Starmer’s
resignation speech was conducted with the applica-
tion of a Critical Discourse Analysis to understand
how political exit discourse helps construct leader-
ship legitimacy. The results of the study demonstrate
that resignation speeches operate as strategic events
where political actors construct how their leadership
will be remembered and evaluated. The research
demonstrates that Starmer’s speech creates a narra-
tive of political transformation in which the Labour
Party is an institution that has transitioned from the
crisis to the stability under his leadership. Positive
self-presentation, strategic pronoun distribution, met-

aphorical framing, and selective omission of politi-
cal conflict construct the legitimising discourse that
represents successful governance and responsible
resignation.

At the text level, such linguistic means as eval-
uative adjectives (“stronger,” “fairer”) and moral-
ised vocabulary (“decency,” “respect”) positively
represent political actions. At the discursive level,
the resignation is presented as a democratic transi-
tion period, not as a consequence of political pres-
sure and conflict. At the social level, the resigna-
tion speech demonstrates ideological assumptions
about leadership as service and governance as moral
responsibility.

The article highlights discursive silence as a part
of political meaning. Omitting of leadership contes-
tation and policy failures is a deliberate strategy of
depoliticisation that helps create a narrative of the
speaker’s legacy.

Future research may focus on studies of polit-
ical systems or leaders to research how resignation
reports differ in legitimacy and political identity
construction.
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