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This article, based on the link between institutional changes and
voter bebavior, focusing mainly on the 2015 parliamentary elec-
tions in Greece and the SYRIZA party’s success in Greek Thrace,
aims to understand why the Muslim minority voted significantly
for SYRIZA and how they managed to send four Muslim repre-
sentatives to the Greek Parliament, three of them from the same
party. The article argues that, although there is massive support for
radical-left SYRIZA due to its electoral promises to improve social
services in addition to the party’s rational candidate nomination,
this support reflects a mixture of sociological and issue-voting be-
bavior of the Muslim minority related to their motivation for polit-
ical representation rather than an ideological shift. The changing
political system in Greece since 2012, from a two-party to a multi-
party system with decreasing voter turnout, increased the impact of
the Muslim vote on electoral results in the September and January
2015 elections; however, it also increased social tension between
the majority and the minority.

INTRODUCTION

In the 20 September 2015 Greek parliamentary elections, Synaspismos
Pizospastikis Aristeras (SYRIZA; The Coalition of Radical Left) repeated
its January 2015 electoral success, attracting again a large share of the
Greek electorate with 35.5% of the votes, surpassing its main rival the
Nea Demokratia (ND; New Democracy) party by a comfortable margin
of more than 7%. Although SYRIZA’s seats were reduced from 149 to
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145, the party capitalized on the ability of its leader Alexis Tsipras, who
offered the Greek electorate a radical program. Tsipras renewed SYRIZA’s
previous coalition agreement with Aneksartiti Ellines (ANEL; Independent
Greek Party), giving the new government 155 seats out of 300 in the Greek
Parliament.

The September 2015 national elections also confirmed the role of the
Muslim vote in SYRIZA’s victory and its importance for Greek politics, as
demonstrated in the January general elections when the radical-left party
received the highest percentage of votes nationwide from Greek Thrace
(Rhodopi and Ksanthi) where the Muslim minority is spatially concentrated.
Support for SYRIZA continued above average in the July 2015 bailout ref-
erendum. Although the party lost 9% of the vote in Rhodopi because of
the nomination of a strong Muslim candidate, Tlhan Ahmet, by the liberal
pro-EU Potami River party (7o Potamsi) in the September general elections,
his nomination caused a loss of seats for ND rather than SYRIZA. The re-
sult was a big surprise with the Muslim minority succeeding in sending
four representatives to the Greek Parliament, something that had not oc-
curred since the 31 March 1946 national elections. The importance for the
unstable Greek politics of the election of three Muslim deputies on the
SYRIZA ticket (Mustafa Mustafa and Ayhan Karayusuf from Rhodopi and
Hiseyin Zeybek from Ksanthi) lies not only in the fact that the party took
145 seats in the fragile new government that got a vote of confidence with
only 155 seats but also because, just after the 20 September 2015 par-
liamentary elections, all three Rhodopi seats were held by Muslim mem-
bers of parliament (MPs), and mainstream Greek newspapers presented
this situation as “Islamization” of Greece, giving rise to minority-majority
tension.!

Considering this current win-win situation between the Muslim mi-
nority and SYRIZA, the main aim of this article is to examine what fac-
tors influenced the conservative Muslim minority in Greek Thrace to sig-
nificantly vote for the radical-left SYRIZA party and, hence, to contribute
to its gains. What microlevel (demographic-cultural) and macrolevel (in-
stitutional) factors shape the Muslim voters’ preferences related to the
changing political system in Greece? The article first examines the de-
mographic features of the Muslim minority, followed by a discussion on
the minority’s voting behavior. The second part aims to display how the
Greek political system in relation to microlevel and macrolevel factors is
expected to influence political representation of the minority in general
and to provide a brief analysis of the representation of the Muslim mi-
nority in the Greek Parliament since 1920. In the third part, the SYRIZA-
Muslim-minority conciliation for the 2012 and 2015 parliamentary elec-
tions is scrutinized. The article concludes by discussing the future of the
Muslim-community—SYRIZA accordance in relation to the dynamics in Greek
politics.
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THE MUSLIM MINORITY IN GREEK THRACE

Greek Thrace is often referred to as Western Thrace and is composed of
three provinces: Alexandroupoli in the east, Komotini in the center, and
Ksanthi in the west. Western Thrace was under Ottoman rule from its
conquest in 1364 until the 1913 Balkan Wars. It has been under Bulgar-
ian rule (1913-1919) and under French rule on behalf of the Union States
(1919-1920). Since 1920 it has been under Greek control and political rule.
In the 1923 Lausanne Treaty that was signed following the Turkish War of
Independence, the Greek Orthodox population in Turkey was compulso-
rily exchanged with Muslims of Greece. However, Muslims of Greek Thrace
were exempted from the population exchange, as were the Greek Ortho-
dox people of Istanbul. The Lausanne Convention specified the exchange
between Turkey and Greece, adhering to the traditional religious criterion.
Hence, minority is officially regarded in Greece only as Muslim, which con-
sists of three different ethnic groups: Turks, Pomaks, and Roma.?

Today, Greek Thrace is part of the administrative region of East Mace-
donia and Thrace and consists of three prefectures (also electoral constituen-
cies): Ksanthi (capital Ksanthi), Rhodopi (capital Komotini), and Evros (capi-
tal Alexandroupoli). The overall population of Thrace is 340,000. The precise
size of the Muslim population is a matter of dispute due to their large-scale
emigration over the years and the lack of an official census since the 1950s.
Estimates range from 90,000 to over 120,000 while official accounts put it
between 110,000-135,000.°> In general, approximately half of the popula-
tion in the Rhodopi electoral district and one third of the Ksanthi district
are Muslims, suggesting that when Evros is included, almost one third of
all the voters in the entire region are Muslims. This article focuses on the
Muslim-minority vote in the Rhodopi and Ksanthi electoral districts where
the Muslim population constitutes a significant number and does not include
Evros.

In addition to religious-ethnic features and demographic composition,
economic status is also expected to be a determining factor in the voting be-
havior of the minority.* The close relationship between minority status and
economic underdevelopment is also evident by the fact that the prefecture
with the highest concentration of Turkish Muslims, Rhodopi, is the poorest
in the region and in Greece. The Rhodopi gross domestic product (GDP)
per capita is 62% of the nationwide average, ranking it at the very bottom
of the country’s 52 prefectures.’

The main political issues of the minority are stated on various occa-
sions starting with the recognition of their Turkish identity, rather than
being referred to as Muslim, which the Greek state prefers. The second
problem is the nationalization of the lands belonging to the Turkish-Muslim
minority who earn their living through animal husbandry and agriculture.
A third problem is illegal expatriation from Greek citizenship due to the
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enforcement of Article 19, which caused approximately 50,000 minority
members to lose their citizenship. The fourth problem is the management
of properties owned by the vakf (foundations) of the community.® The fifth
one is the election of the Mufti directly by the minority population, which
had been assured by the Lausanne Treaty but began to be violated during
the 1967 junta rule.” The main cultural demand of the minority is further
reform and improvement in the minority education system. Although the
right of the Muslim minority of Western Thrace to receive education in their
mother tongue is provided by the Treaty of Lausanne and educational bi-
lateral agreements, minority students lack opportunities to gain knowledge
of the Greek or Turkish language due to a mixed system of administration,
outdated textbooks, poorly educated teaching staff, and the absence of an
efficient school curriculum.®

Political representation of the community is crucial to expressing its
demands and concerns at the national level, in addition to normalizing re-
lations between the minority and the majority. Since 1977, Muslim MPs in
the parliament have been mentioning the problems outlined above in the
Greek parliament.” In the case of the Muslim minority in Greek Thrace, an
interesting voting pattern is observed where it is determined mainly by par-
ties” candidate nomination and the possibility of political representation. The
following sections analyze voter behavior of this Muslim minority and the
institutional factors that influence that community’s national-level political
representation.

VOTING BEHAVIOR: NO PARTISANSHIP BUT PURSUING
MINORITY POLICY IN THE GREEK PARTIES?

Voting behavior is clearly shaped by short-term and long-term influences.
The chief short-term influence is the state of the economy, which reflects the
fact that there is usually a link between a government’s popularity and eco-
nomic variables such as unemployment, inflation, and disposable income.
Another short-term influence on voting is the personality and public stand-
ing of party leaders.!” The rise of the radical-left party SYRIZA in Greece
since the 2012 national elections is mainly analyzed through reference to
its charismatic leader, Alexis Tsipras'! and through economic-voting theory,
where it is claimed that, due to the deep recession of the 2009 economic cri-
sis, Greek voters punished the incumbent parties in previous governments
for worsening economic conditions.'* Although just after the economic cri-
sis, it was the Panellinio Socialistiko Kinima (PASOK, Panhellenic Socialist
Movement) that won the national elections in October 2009 and became the
first party in the following 2010 local elections with only minor losses by di-
verting the responsibility from his party to the European Union. In the long
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term, however, the great recession not only led to a decrease in the support
for mainstream parties but also increased destabilization of the party system
in Europe including Greece.!?

Greek Thrace constitutes the poorest region in Greece, and except for
the 2004 elections, in the 21st century, the minority has been represented in
the Greek Parliament by either center-left or radical-left parties. Therefore,
the party preferences of the Muslim minority led to this question: What de-
termines their voting behavior: party identification, ideological alignment, or
economic voting? Similar to the Greek voters, minority voters following the
2009 economic crisis — especially in Ksanthi — first voted for PASOK and
then for SYRIZA, and Tsipras’ charismatic leadership assisted in mobilizing
the minority community. However, as this article argues, the minority’s mass
support for SYRIZA should be regarded as a consequence of a long-term
voting pattern based on the link between sociological voting and political
representation maximization rather than just simple economic or emotional
voting.

Due to the 3% national electoral threshold implemented in 1990, Mus-
lim politicians cannot run in the elections as independent candidates nor
does the minority party Dostluk, Esitlik, Baris (DEB; Friendship, Equality,
Peace Party) have a chance to get sufficient votes by mobilizing Christian
voters. However, there is no strong party affiliation with any of the Greek
parties within the Muslim minority."* The Turkish minority of Greece, which
is an agricultural community and bound to the land, has traditional political
behaviors. Although, since 1920, they vote for central-left or central-right
parties (see Supplementary Appendix, “List of Muslim Minority Deputies in
the Greek Parliament, 1920-2015,” online), patron—clientelistic relationships
are more internalized and the community votes for the person/community
leader rather than a party or an ideology. The fact that, in the Turkish par-
liamentary elections, Komotini electorates, including Ksanthi, vote for con-
servative and nationalist Turkish parties such as Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi
(Justice and Development Party [JDP]D and Milliyetci Hareket Partisi (MHP,
Nationalist Movement Party) with strong support ranging between 70-80%, >
suggests that the Muslim minority shares the values of right-wing ideology.
However, political discourses of leftist parties in Greece on social and eco-
nomic justice and human and minority rights are more appealing to the
community, which suffers the most from social and economic inequality.

ilhan Ahmet, who has served in the Greek Parliament, describes the vot-
ing behavior of the minority as “strategic voting.” Ahmet positions himself
in the Kemalist, modern and liberal wing, which he believes serves minor-
ity rights best compared to the other ideologies. According to Ahmet, “the
community disdains partisanship within the minority but pursues minority
politics within the parties.” He criticizes SYRIZA’s Muslim MPs for ignor-
ing the cultural/religious values of the minority and focusing on their leftist
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ideologies, thus causing partisanship within the community. He declares
that he perceives himself as a minority representative rather than party rep-
resentative because he does not get votes from the Christian electorates. He
also added that the Greek state would like to know with whom the minor-
ity politician aligns; no matter if it is the Greek or Turkish state side, they
would like to eliminate uncertainty about the politicians.'® His political ca-
reer indicates that party identification or ideological alignment of minority
MPs is not a requirement for the Greek parties either. In the 2004 general
elections, TIlhan Ahmet was nominated and elected on the center-right ND’s
ticket; he was not a member of the ND party before his nomination but
was invited by party leader Karamanlis to run in the elections. In addition
to his wide social network as a lawyer, his good command of Greek, and
as the grandson of ex-deputy Osman Ustiiner, Ahmet is an eminent figure
with the potential to mobilize a significant number of votes. In the 2007
elections, PASOK became the leading party in Rhodopi and ND candidate
flhan Ahmet lost the seat with 60 votes. flhan Ahmet later gave a petition
to the court; however, the electoral results remained the same. In the in-
terview we had, he explained the results as a manipulation of the Greek
state to avoid the election of three minority MPs. In the May 2012 elec-
tions, Ahmet was nominated by the Democratic Alliance (Dimokratiki Sum-
maxia [DISI]), a splinter party of ND, and, although he got 10,608 votes, his
party could not pass the electoral threshold and Ayhan Karayusuf won with
only 2,987 votes. In the reelections of June 2012, this time, in order to be
elected, he changed his party and was nominated by the social-democratic
Dimokratiki Aristerar (DIMAR, Democratic Left) and mobilized 12,283 votes;
however, this time due to the close-list electoral system, Karayusuf was bet-
ter at getting the support of Muslim as well as Christian voters and was
elected with 13,676 votes. In the 2015 elections, when Ilhan Ahmet ran with
a To Potami ticket, he managed to increase the party’s votes from 8,445 to
10,221 between January and September and gained his party one seat from
Rhodopi.

The lack of party alignment to Greek parties does not suggest that the
community has always had a unified and simple political orientation within
itself. The emergence and development of the great schism inside the mi-
nority, namely controversies between traditionalists/anti-Kemalists and mod-
ernists/Kemalists,!” had a great impact on the minority’s educational and
sociopolitical development until the 1970s. As this division loses its signifi-
cance today, it can be noted that the Muslim minority adopted a sociological
model voting pattern, which highlights the importance of social alignment
(ethnic/religious community membership) reflecting solidarity beyond class,
income, age, or gender differences.

The Muslim minority realized that the most valid positive implemen-
tations regarding minority problems, such as accepting proposals given by
the minority MPs,'® were achieved in the 2007-2015 period when some
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crucial elements were combined. First, the minority was represented by a
high number of MPs, elected from the same party (Haciosman and Man-
daci from PASOK; Mustafa, Karayusuf, and Zeybek from SYRIZA), secondly,
these parties have leftist ideologies, and, thirdly, they were in power or
served as the main opposition party. These features enable us to under-
stand the voting strategy of the minority based on rational choice: pre-
ferring the Muslim candidate nominated from the party that will secure
seats from Rhodopi or Ksanthi. This strategy cannot be minimized only
by saying that the minority votes for the first party but mainly suggests
that they vote to get the maximum number of representatives in the par-
liament (see Table 1). Moreover, MPs from the radical-left parties have a
greater chance for effectiveness in the parliament because they regard the
minority issue in terms of “human rights and social equality” and man-
age to get the support of other members from their own parties; thus,
the minority’s mass support for center-left PASOK was accelerated be-
tween 2007-2009 and for SYRIZA in recent elections.' Therefore, within
the changing Greek political system, the factors that affect the possibility
of political representation are salient to analyzing and to understanding the
linkage between voting behavior, political representation, and support for
SYRIZA.

ANALYSIS OF MICROLEVEL AND MACROLEVEL FACTORS FOR THE
MUSLIM MINORITY’S POLITICAL REPRESENTATION

Political representation is the activity of making citizens’ voices, opinions,
and perspectives “present” in the public policy-making processes.?’ Some
analyses of the political participation of minorities argue that the class or the
socioeconomic status of a minority group determines its level of participa-
tion, which could help explain why left-wing parties are particularly pop-
ular with ethnic/religious minorities.?! Saalfeld supports the link between
minority political preferences for traditional leftist parties and their low so-
cioeconomic status by asserting that actors will seek alliances with other
actors that share the same socioeconomic interests.?? On the other hand,
other sociological and anthropological studies point to the fact that simi-
lar ethnic groups use different participatory strategies, which is inconsistent
with the expectations of both class and socioeconomic approaches.?®> Fur-
thermore, recent studies also found that these approaches do not explain
why the same ethnic minority groups have different levels of participation
in different countries.?* Confirming the assumptions of Barth, the political
behavior of the Muslim minority of Western Thrace has been shaped by
the political, social, and economic conditions under which they have been
living. Although since 2007 support for leftist parties has been increasing,
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this alliance cannot be explained only through their class or socioeconomic
status.

At this point, Karen Bird’s work on the opportunities and constraints
related to political representation of minorities, which suggests a detailed
analysis of microlevel and macrolevel factors, is needed in order to under-
stand the possibility for representation and its influences.?> While macrolevel
factors are related to the political systems of the home countries, features
of the relevant minority community determine microlevel factors. The mi-
crolevel factors that are expected to influence the political representation of
the minority are group size, spatial concentration, participation in minority
associational life, political cohesiveness and mobilization, language skills,
and length of residency. Macrolevel factors include electoral rules, party
competition, candidate nomination, and selection processes. By referring to
Bird, this article claims that, in addition to the improvements of Muslim
MPs’ education and mobilizing capabilities, the changing political system in
Greece as reflected in higher competition, lower voter turnout, a favorable
electoral system, and changing party system enhanced the bargaining power
of the Muslim community and helped the consolidation of SYRIZA’s political
power in the region.

Groups’ Size, Length of Residency, Language Skills, Localism, and
Political Mobilization

Muslims in Greek Thrace, which were inherited from the Ottoman state,
constitute a significant population size of approximately one third of the
total and have a spatial concentration in the region that increases their bar-
gaining power in the general and local elections. The social organization of
the Muslim minority encountered a new situation when the Muslims ceased
to be the ruling element. Learning the Greek language was not a priority
within the minority even after the accession to Greece in 1920.%° Interest-
ingly, lack of fluency in Greek and social organization were not obstacles
for the Muslim candidates to gain access to the Greek parliament. A signifi-
cant population size combined with a high level of localism guaranteed the
political representation of the Muslims despite their weak integration into
the Greek society.

Beside the group size, “localism,” described as the proportion of
deputies born in the constituency that they represent, should be included
in the general literature as a microlevel factor, because when “localism”
combines with an open-list electoral system, it positively influences politi-
cal representation. As the population of the constituency decreases, localism
increases in Greek elections. Related to their territorial constraint, Muslim
Turkish minority MPs have never been nominated outside Western Thrace
since 1920. It is so restricted that the localism effect functions even between
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Rhodopi and Ksanthi, mainly due to the open-list proportional electoral sys-
tem adopted for the Greek general elections, which increases the connection
between the candidate and the electorate. The second factor is psychologi-
cal, where it is believed among the Christian majority that a Muslim minority
MP cannot represent Christian constituents. However, the psychological fac-
tor is weaker for the parties and candidates that have a deep ideological
basis, as observed for the Muslim candidates nominated by the radical left-
wing parties such as the Kommounistiko Komma Ellddas (KKE, Communist
Party of Greece), Synaspismos, and SYRIZA, whose Muslim candidates also
represented Christian voters.

Related to weak party identification, political mobilization of the minor-
ity does not follow conventional strategies. During an electoral campaign,
it is customary that the minority candidates do not make party propaganda
and avoid using party slogans and symbols. They try to explain why the
party that nominated them is the best option for the community. “Turk’s
vote is to Turks” is the common slogan for political mobilization during the
electoral campaign, especially in Ksanthi where minority voters also vote
for Christian candidates. Regular Friday prayer is another tool for political
mobilization besides the press.

Electoral Rules, Voter Turnout, Party Competition, and Candidate
Nomination and Selection

In addition to the microlevel factors discussed above, macrolevel factors de-
termined by the political system of Greece have impacted the Muslim vote
and its alignments with the Greek parties. As electoral systems determine
how seats in parliaments are distributed and affect the candidate-nomination
process, it is the most influential factor. From 1920 to 1936, the electoral sys-
tem in Greece was altered several times in an unstable political atmosphere,
but the number of Muslim MPs remained stable, due mainly to the electoral-
college implementation and a significant population size (see Supplemen-
tary Appendix). When it was a majority system the MPs were elected from
a single party; however, when it was a proportional representation system,
minority seats were distributed between two major parties (the Venizelist Lib-
eral Party and the anti-Venizelist/royalist People’s Party). The 30 November
1963 general election was the last time the Muslim minority was represented
by three MPs until the 22 September 1996 elections, which was not repeated
until the 2012 elections.

The influence of electoral system changes is more obvious for the pe-
riod 1974-2015. According to Greek electoral law, three seats in the Par-
liament are given to Rhodopi (reduced from four to three after the 1981
census) and three seats to the Ksanthi electoral districts (in total six seats).
In Rhodopi and Ksanthi, each Greek party can nominate a maximum of
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five candidates. Each voter in Rhodopi and Ksanthi has a single vote to
choose among the candidates declared on the party lists, whereas crosses of
preferences increase in other districts up to four according to population
size.?” The idea of running with the independent ticket emerged within the
minority in 1985, when the close-list electoral system was adopted and the
major parties hesitated to nominate Muslim candidates from the first rank to
avoid criticism from the press. In the 1989-1990 elections, all minority MPs
were elected on independent tickets. This political participation method con-
tinued until the Greek state implemented a 3% national threshold for small
parties and independent candidates, which effectively closed the way for
the independent votes. Since 1974, Greece has been enforcing the open-list
reinforced proportional representation (PR) system (except in the 1985, June
2012, and September 2015 elections),?® which favors the major parties in the
second and third distributions of the seats and gives extra seats to the win-
ning party (40 seats in the 2007 and 2009 elections, 50 seats in the 2012 and
2015).

Open list favors the voters’ preferences and keeps MPs closer to their
constituency’s wishes, whereas closed list favors each party’s preference for
selection of its parliament members and is expected to yield tighter party
cohesiveness. Moreover, when there is a strong minority presence, PR with
preferential voting increases representation.”? However, in the Greek case
the open-list system increases the competition among the Muslim candidates
in mobilizing the minority votes as well. Hence, Greek parties try to decrease
the chance of minority candidates by nominating more than one Muslim
candidate and by dividing the Muslim vote, which in many cases has caused
nonrepresentation of the minority in Ksanthi (1974, 1981, 1989, 2000, 2004
elections). Both elections in 2012, and those of 2015, reflect the significant
changes that have taken place in the Greek political system and society.
They also clearly showed that the premium of 50 seats is in no way sufficient
for the first party to achieve a majority of consensus in parliament. When a
close-list PR system was implemented in the 2015 September elections, in
Rhodopi and Ksanthi three Greek parties (SYRIZA, To Potami, and Antarsia)
nominated Muslim MPs from the first ranks in order to get a secure seat
from Thrace, which, with the assistance of the electoral system,* resulted in
the election of four Muslim MPs from Western Thrace where Rhodopi was
left without Christian representatives. In general, although comparison of the
plurality system and the PR system does not suggest any sufficient difference,
this article shows that while “close-list PR” created better opportunity for
political representation it also increased minority—majority tension.

Despite the intense party competition in Greece since 2007 and the
relative transition from a two-party system to a multiparty system, as seen
in Table 1, almost 40% of the Greek voters did not vote in the 2012-2015
parliamentary elections and the ratio remained under the national average
in Rhodopi and Ksanthi. The Muslim vote/general vote ratio is crucial in
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demonstrating that the Muslim vote has been increasing relative to the gen-
eral vote since 1996. Although in the 2004, 2007, and 2009 general elections
the total Muslim vote in Rhodopi was higher compared to the 2015 par-
liamentary election, due to low voter turnout (decrease in general vote),
the Muslim community secured three representatives by unifying their votes
under one party. This shows decreasing nationwide voter turnout has accel-
erated the impact of the Muslim vote when it is concentrated to ideologically
left-oriented parties. In Ksanthi, although the vote for Muslim candidates in
percentage has increased in every electoral term, the crucial jump occurred
in 2012 when Hiuseyin Zeybek managed to mobilize Christian electorates
for SYRIZA and the Muslim community reduced the dispersal of their votes
between candidates and parties.

In terms of party system, the number of minority MPs in the parliament
decreases under a two-party system. The number of Muslim MPs increased
to three only in the periods when radical-left parties managed to get minority
votes — as seen in 1996, 2012, and 2015 elections. A comparison of the peri-
ods reveals that party alignment has changed within the Muslim community.
Until 1981, the center-right parties were receiving most of the votes. Since
the 2004 elections, the center-right ND party has been unable to get a seat
with the minority votes. The latest elections show that the minority vote has
begun to swing toward the center-left, especially for radical-left parties. As
pointed out, the Muslim minority usually votes for the party and candidate
with the highest chance to win a seat in the parliament. It would be a mis-
take, however, to reduce the preference of the minority for PASOK and later
for SYRIZA to merely their chances of winning the election. In the January
2015 parliamentary elections, fragmentation of the Muslim vote among the
Greek parties was less than in previous elections, with almost 75% voting
for SYRIZA, thus managing to extract two seats representing both districts
where the three winners were Turkish-speaking Muslims.?! In the 25 January
2015 parliamentary elections, eight Muslim candidates from Rhodopi were
nominated for six different parties and nine Muslim candidates from Ksan-
thi were nominated for seven different parties. For the 20 September 2015
elections, the electoral system had changed from an open-list to a close-list
system. The number of Muslim candidates increased to 14 where in addi-
tion to SYRIZA’s three previous MPs, To Potami’s candidate Ilhan Ahmet was
elected as well. As discussed in the previous section, this outcome highlights
a change in political behavior of the minority, shaped by the 2009 economic
crisis in combination with their long-term sociological voting pattern. The
fact that in September 2015 To Potami’s candidate flhan Ahmet mobilized
around 10,000 votes signifies that the minority candidates matter more than
parties. Therefore, the candidate-nomination process is another influential
factor for the political representation and political behavior of the minority.

The relationship of Greek political parties with minority candidates has
been characterized by distance and the logic of vote maximization mainly
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present during preelection periods. As a consequence, minority representa-
tives had little loyalty to party positions and ideology, while the benefits they
could extract for their Muslim supporters were limited to selective distribu-
tion of favors, for example, allowing the issuing of a driver’s license for an
individual.?> Nomination of loyal Muslim candidates by the left-wing parties
played an important role in decreasing the mistrust between the minority
and Greek society. For the ideologically oriented parties, candidates’ reli-
gion or ethnicity loses significance. Considering the 2012 and 2015 general
elections, decreasing voter turnout at the national level favored the parties
that have a deep ideological basis and are able to sustain voter loyalty. In the
September 2015 elections, while To Potami succeeded by nominating a pop-
ular Muslim MP Ilhan Ahmet for the 2012 and 2015 parliamentary elections,
SYRIZA chose Muslim candidates who have strong party affiliation and they
were successful in mobilizing Christian as well as Muslim voters rather than
just choosing popular names. This strong relation suggests SYRIZA’s MPs
have higher chance to communicate with the party leader and to contribute
in the parliament on behalf of the minority.

Aarbakke stated that there was an established distribution of seats
among the Muslim candidates: In each prefecture of Ksanthi and Rhodopi,
the deputies are shared with the bigger party taking two seats and the
smaller party taking one seat.’> The 2015 parliamentary elections broke
this formula with the election of the three Muslim MPs from the largest
party ticket and especially in the September 2015 elections when Rhodopi
elected only minority deputies. Before analyzing the SYRIZA-Muslim-
minority conciliation process, it is necessary to discuss the minority MPs’
effectiveness® in the Greek parliament in order to evaluate chronological
changes.

EFFECTIVENESS IN THE PARLIAMENT (1920-2015)

Until 1974, it was not the custom for the Turkish-Muslim-minority members
to participate in parliamentary debates; therefore, they did not leave a mark
in the parliament. The community’s trust in minority candidates was the rea-
son for their election for several terms even though the Greek political sys-
tem was not stable. The cases of Muderris Hafiz Ali Galip, who was elected
to the Greek Parliament from Komotini/Glmiilcine (Rhodopi) district for six
terms between the years 1920-1936, and Osman Nuri Fettahoglu (Xanthi),
who had been elected to the Parliament for eight terms (1946-1963), are two
examples. For the period from the accession of Western Thrace to Greece
in 1920 until suspension of the Greek Parliament by Metaxas in 1936, eight
national elections were held; the Muslim minority won 29 seats in those
elections that were filled by 16 different MPs. Although most of the Muslim
MPs from Ksanthi had a Kemalist affiliation in contrast to Komotini, the main
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generalization about this period should be the support for a Venizelist party
and indifference toward the community’s Kemalist-traditionalist divide.?
Muslim MPs belonged mainly to the clergy, merchants, and the landowner
class. Their weak command of the Greek language, an inability to mobilize
Greek people, and their deficiency in parliamentary work were not obstacles
to their election and reelection. Yet, this does not suggest that political rep-
resentation was unimportant for the minority. For instance, although it may
seem strange that in the post-1923 period until 1933, the minority favored
the Liberal Party of Venizelos, champion of the “Megali Idea” (a larger Greek
state encompassing all areas traditionally parts of Greece) that was the main
party in power and Muslim candidates had greater chances of being elected
through the Liberal ranks and achieving a greater degree of influence over
minority affairs.

From the transition to democracy in 1946 until the beginning of the
junta regime in 1967, Greeks voted in nine general elections. During those
years, the Muslim minority won 27 seats, shared among only eight differ-
ent MPs, which shows the position of Muslim MPs as stable figures within
the community despite their lack of parliamentary work. Political mobiliza-
tion through local communication tools such as newspapers replaced taking
the floor in the parliament. The Muslim minority again preferred the old
parties under the polarized multiparty system of the 1950s, but their party
identification was weak, as is reflected in the changing positions of their
MPs. However, in general all MPs were elected on center-parties’ tickets;
radical parties failed to mobilize Muslim votes during that period. The dis-
dain toward communism is a common point for the minority MPs and the
community, which can also be observed in their support for rightist parties
in general until 1996 when Mustafa Mustafa was elected with Synaspismos’
ticket. In this period, while political cleavages between the Kemalists and
traditionalists continued, the second generation from some Muslim families
managed to be elected as well, similar to the custom in Greek politics.

Since Greece’s transition back to democracy in 1974, the features of the
minority candidates have altered so that Muslim MPs have become more ef-
fective in the parliament. Leaders advocate the need to acquire good knowl-
edge of Greek alongside education in Turkish. From 1974 until the 2015
general elections, 17 elections took place and the Muslim minority won 36
seats, shared by 18 different MPs thus showing a decrease in patron clien-
telism. Beginning in 1981, with the rise of PASOK, center-left parties also
began to mobilize minority votes under the two-party system, constituted by
PASOK and ND.¥ The average number of Muslim MPs in the Greek Par-
liament had reduced; however, as the minority began to elect candidates
with professional occupations such as doctors, lawyers, pharmacists, engi-
neers, and architects, the MPs’ effectiveness in parliament increased on is-
sues related to minority and general matters (see Supplementary Appendix).
Yet, the effectiveness of the Muslim MPs brought a new dilemma for them.
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If they mentioned the problems of the minority community too much in
parliament, they lost their chance for renomination in the next elections. If
they did not work in parliament for the benefit of the minority community,
they lost their chance for mobilizing the minority votes for the next elec-
tions. Therefore, Muslim deputies make ambiguous electoral campaigns and
avoid declaring their loyalty to the Greek state or to their party in their par-
liamentary speeches. Yet, except the independent Muslim MPs who served
between 1989-1990 parliamentary terms, the minority MPs usually use the
words “minority,” “Western Thrace minority,” or “minority of the region”
rather than referring to the ethnic origin of the community.

When Synaspismos’ Muslim candidate for Rhodopi, Mustafa Mustafa,
was elected in 1996, the most conspicuous feature of the result was that
for the first time the minority voted massively for a candidate of a left-wing
party (see Table 1). Synaspismos’ minority politicians were well integrated
within the party organization and the party, unlike the other large parties,
did not worry about finding appropriate candidates. He also continued to
be well respected among the minority, which led to his several nominations
and reelection in 2015 on the SYRIZA ticket. However, Mustafa’s ability to
influence was restricted by several factors in 1996. First, he represented a
small party outside the government. Second, his commitment to the party
meant that to a certain degree he was restricted by the ideological and
political limitations of Synaspismos. Still, with the initiatives of Mustafa in
addition to other KKE MPs, the reaction to Article 19 was intensified and it
was abolished in 1998.37 In 1999, the minority representatives raised a ques-
tion in parliament regarding Greece’s refusal to sign the European Council’s
“Framework on the Protection of Minority.”?® They declared that a minority’s
ethnic identity should be recognized.

For the parliament established after the 2015 legislative elections,
Mustafa Mustafa, having been elected from the leading party in the coali-
tion government, has more ability to be effective in the parliament along
with the contributions of the other Muslim MPs — Karayusuf, Zeybek and
lately Ahmet — who were very effective representatives in terms of giv-
ing written interpellations and parliamentary speeches.’ The Muslim MPs of
SYRIZA support the electoral campaign “Turks’ vote is to Turks”; they be-
lieve with their party’s support they can find a more longstanding solution
to the minority problems, one based on a “human-centered” approach. They
work for issues relevant to the whole nation as well as the economic prob-
lems of the region, rather than specifically for minority rights. Their work for
the minority is mainly about problems regarding education. They prefer to
discuss their written interpellations with party colleagues and to make the
Christian MPs sign the interpellation as well.*’ For instance, in 2013 when
Karayusuf and Zeybek explained to their party leader and to other SYRIZA
MPs why the “240 Imam Law” should not be approved, 69 SYRIZA MPs
voted against that bill.*! In general, the parliamentary work of the Muslim
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MPs in the period 2007-2015 suggests that minority MPs can be more effec-
tive in parliament when they get seats through a left-oriented party that is in
power.

SYRIZA-MUSLIM-MINORITY CONCILIATION IN THE 2015
PARLIAMENTARY ELECTIONS

SYRIZA'’s electoral success in Rhodopi and Ksanthi is significant for analyz-
ing the changes in the relations between the minority electorate and the
Greek parties. As aforementioned, while the microlevel and macrolevel op-
portunities increased the impact of the Muslim vote in the region, so also
did the popularity of the candidates and alternation in the community’s po-
litical behavior when it switched to the radical-left party and thus enabled
SYRIZA to mobilize the majority of the votes. SYRIZA’s economic plan and
its rhetoric on improvement of the social services following the 2009 eco-
nomic crisis attracted the minority, which inhabits the poorest region of the
country. In addition to these factors, SYRIZA’s discourses on human rights
and minority rights serve as a security shield against the rising nationalism
in Greece particularly through the Golden Dawn Party.

SYRIZA’s Candidate Nomination and the Muslim Vote

The open-list PR system applied in the elections enables us to measure
the successes of the individual candidates in mobilizing the voters. More-
over, mobilizing the minority votes with the correct candidate is likely to
bring a definite seat in the parliament, especially in Komotini. According to
Karayusuf, it is difficult to motivate people through political consciousness,
and there are certain factors that mobilize the minority’s vote: the party’s
possibility of coming to power; a Turkish candidate at the first ranks; the
Turkish candidates’ possibility of election; and the popularity of the candi-
date (that is, to be a person who is loved).*?

Table 1 shows that SYRIZA became the first party in Ksanthi in four
consecutive elections since the 2012 elections, when pharmacist Hiseyin
Zeybek, who served in the left-wing movement for decades, also utilized
the name of his eminent family that has served the Muslim community as
politicians, and it shows that, in Ksanthi, SYRIZA increased its seats to two in
the 2015 elections. As seen in Table 1, minority in Ksanthi was left without
representation in 2000 and 2004 when, due to high fragmentation of minority
votes, PASOK’s Muslim candidates carried water to their Christian candidates.
This fragmentation began to decrease in 2007. Table 1 also indicates that the
small Greek parties need minority support in order to pass the threshold and
to sustain a seat in the parliament; moreover, it emphasizes that SYRIZA has
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replaced PASOK in Greek politics and increased its vote share nationwide
vis-a-vis ND, especially in Rhodopi and Ksanthi since 2012.

In the January 2015 general elections, almost half of the electorate
in the poorest district in Greece, Rhodopi, voted for SYRIZA, and that
province is registered as having cast the highest share of its total votes
for SYRIZA, where SYRIZA’s Muslim MPs got 72% of the party’s total votes
(21.998/30.476). It is necessary to note that Muslim candidates attained not
only Muslim votes but also managed to appeal to Christian voters — even
more than their Christian party members. The close-list PR electoral sys-
tem in September 2015 elections this time enabled flhan Ahmet to mobilize
some portion of Haciosman’s votes for the To Potami party, and, although
SYRIZA'’s votes were reduced to 39.5%, the minority increased its represen-
tatives to four.

Although the minority’s support for SYRIZA broke the disdain or fear
of the radical-left within the community, this does not suggest that they
had abandoned their political views in favor of a leftist ideology. SYRIZA’s
electoral campaign, based on an economic program following the 2009 eco-
nomic crisis and more democratic rhetoric against the rising nationalism in
the country, best served the community’s needs and interests; hence, its eco-
nomic performance and inclusive discourses are crucial to the consolidation
of its power.

SYRIZA’s Economic Program and Approach to Minority Rights

According to Rhodopi SYRIZA MP Mustafa Mustafa, “the reasons behind the
Turkish minority’s inclination toward the left are the inability of the pre-
vious governments to bring a permanent and rational solution to minority
policies and the effects of the economic crisis.”*3 SYRIZA based its electoral
campaign mainly on the promise to provide the deprived masses with eco-
nomic recovery. In accordance with its leftist political views, SYRIZA openly
supports human rights, democracy, equality, and social justice, which are
crucial values for a minority that has security concerns due to rising nation-
alism and Islamophobia in Europe. Although SYRIZA’s electoral campaign
and economic plan did not include any special promises regarding the mi-
nority, among all of the Greek parties that ran in the 2015 parliamentary
elections, only SYRIZA’s economic promises appealed to the Muslim voters.
Compared to the other parties, SYRIZA has an impartial attitude towards
all religious groups in the society; moreover, in 2012, the party declared in
its 40-point program that it would negotiate a stable accord with Turkey.
These statements were welcomed by the Turkish-speaking Muslim commu-
nity, which has been struggling to protect its cultural and religious identity
and seeking normalized, improved relations between Greece and Turkey.
The East Macedonia-Thrace region is ranked second in unemployment
at 28.1%, which is above the country average of 26.4%, as recorded by
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the Hellenic Statistical Authority (Elliniki Statistiki Arkbi, ELSTAT). Among
minority youth, unemployment is more than 45% in Rhodopi, and 40% in
Ksanthi.** This factor, in addition to the discontent with the previous gov-
ernments’ failure in economic redemption, explains why SYRIZA’s electoral
slogans “hope is coming” (H eAwida €pxetar) for the January elections and
“we win tomorrow” (Kepdicovue 1o avpto) for the September elections are
broadly acknowledged by the minority and countrywide. Minorities have
been affected most by the economic crisis, as most people are peasants or
workers and a much smaller number are government employees. Their main
agricultural production is based on tobacco cultivation and, as the support
from Europe decreased, they entered rough times. SYRIZA’s 40-point plan
signals that the party will work to improve the living standard of lower-
class citizens and needy groups in the society by raising the minimum wage
and providing free health benefits. Its promise to guarantee human rights
in immigrant detention centers and to facilitate the reunion of immigrant
families emphasized the party’s humanitarian approach to the problems of
society.

According to Ayhan Karayusuf, SYRIZA is the only party with policies
to preserve national identities compared to the previous governments, all of
which suppressed its identity. In his electoral campaign, Karayusuf used the
slogan “continue down the road with our values and faith” by referring to his
potential for reelection and suggesting that a vote for socialist SYRIZA would
not threaten the cultural and religious values of the minority. Karayusuf’s call
to all Greek electorates to vote for and unite under SYRIZA for a struggle
against discrimination, injustice, racism, and crisis was crucial to merging
the interests of the minority with those of the entire population.’> Karayusuf
also mentioned that the Muslim MPs had been elected not merely because
of their religious identity but also because of their leftist political positions.
Moreover, he pointed out, the main problem of the minority people is related
to education, which they are demanding be offered in their mother tongue
(Turkish) in minority kindergartens. Hence, it is understood that the main
expectations are about the recognition of Turkish identity and education
rather than Muslim identity.

Ksanthi MP Huseyin Zeybek defines his identity as “minority and
Greek.” He is a partisan believing in socialist ideology; however, he de-
fined “minority issue” as his red line. He stated that SYRIZA has a positive
positioning against the ban on using the term “Turkish” for the minority as-
sociations. Zeybek says his party accepts the Turkish identity.*® According
to him, in the new parliament, there are three minority representatives in
the party and it is impossible for SYRIZA not to enter into dialogue with the
community. However, such a tendency seems to be offset by the strong con-
servative/nationalistic positions of their coalition partners, the Independent
Greeks. The Minister of Education’s decision to close nine minority schools
in addition to previous ones made during the PASOK period due to budget
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cuts created disappointment within the community, which regards education
as the primary issue.?’

“Negotiation of a stable accord with Turkey” is another statement of
SYRIZA that the minority welcomed. Another positive expectation is that
of no change in Greece’s support for Turkey’s EU membership. After the
troubled period of the late 1990s, because PASOK was the initiator of the
rapprochement with Turkey through earthquake diplomacy in 1999 and
its Foreign Minister Georges Papandreou acknowledging the right to self-
identification of minorities, Greece’s Turks voted massively for PASOK in
the 9 April 2000 parliamentary elections and two Muslim MPs were elected
from PASOK (see Table 1). Therefore, the possibility of the continuation of
good Turkish—Greek relations and Tsipras’ not so nationalist, more moderate
voice towards Turkey would be satisfactory for the minority. However, the
minority community did not welcome attendance of SYRIZA MPs Mustafa
and Karayusuf at the Commemorative Ceremony for Asia Minor Genocide
in Rhodopi,*® which signified that they were representing the whole region
rather than only the minority.

Similar to the 2012 parliamentary term, the 2015 Greek elections ap-
peared to offer an opportunity for the minority with four effective MPs
where three of them are from the same party serving in the parliament.
On the other hand, there are some obstacles for them to solve the long-
standing problems of the minority. First, in the parliament, the existence
of the ultranationalist — even fascist — party Golden Dawn prevents them
from naming the problems of the minority in the parliamentary speeches
where the issue is always regarded as Turkish—Greek relations, and their
loyalty to Greece is questioned. Moreover, the nationalist party ANEL as the
coalition-government partner would deter SYRIZA from pursuing policies
that satisfy the minority. Second, Greece is in a deep economic crisis and
national issues are made a priority over minority rights.

CONCLUSION

This article points out that electoral engineering such as increasing the na-
tional threshold to sustain political stability and to control minority’s political
participation does not always work. As it is argued the rise of party com-
petition following the change in Greece since 2012 from a two-party to a
multiparty system increased the impact of microlevel and macrolevel fac-
tors on electoral behavior of the Muslim community and opened up new
opportunities for them to access Greek politics. In Greece where localism
is a very high priority for the candidates, a suitable combination—electoral
system type (open-list reinforced proportional representation) with the nom-
ination of left-wing-oriented popular candidates by a party having the
potential to win the elections—enabled the Muslim voters to concentrate
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on a single party and to facilitate SYRIZA’s advance in Greek Thrace. In the
January 2015 elections, with a set of electoral strategies offering social ser-
vices and good relations with Turkey, SYRIZA managed to mobilize almost
75% of the Turkish-speaking Muslim vote in Western Thrace where the un-
employment rate is the highest and voter turnout is lower than the national
average.

The study also claims that, despite the fact that Rhodopi was not repre-
sented by any Christian deputy in the September 2015 elections and main-
stream Greek media presented the results as Islamization of Greece, because
SYRIZA’s Muslim MPs also attracted Christian voters due to their ideological
orientation, their presence in the parliament can contribute to the normal-
ization of minority—majority relations in Greece, rather than creating tension.
The analysis on Muslim MPs’ discourses indicates the scope of their parlia-
mentary work alters according to their voter profile (Muslim and/or Chris-
tian). The analysis of the previous parliamentary work displays how Muslim
and other SYRIZA MPs prefer to act together on issues relating to the inter-
ests of the minority, the region as well as the nation as a whole. SYRIZA’s
Muslim MPs Karayusuf, Zeybek and Mustafa were active in the parliament
when their party was in opposition and today they are still effective and
confident of attracting more than half the Muslim voters. By working to ad-
dress the economic and social problems of the whole region, emphasizing
issues related to education rather than religion, and collaborating with their
colleagues in their written interpellations, Muslim MPs have shown balanced
politics that will help to consolidate SYRIZA’s votes in the region.

In Greek Thrace, ethnic Turks hold a dominant position within the
Muslim community, allowing them to impact on electoral results and to
influence the choices of party candidate nominations in their favor. In or-
der to secure their political representation in the Greek parliament, the mi-
nority in Greece vote for the candidates and parties that have the high-
est potential to come to power. Therefore, although the minority, despite
its conservative character, began to vote for the center-left and radical-
left parties in recent years, in order to mobilize minority votes in future
elections, SYRIZA has to maintain its contention for power. The data on
party preferences also suggest that the right-wing parties need to ques-
tion why their connection with the minority has been weakened since
1996.

Moreover, the minority’s expectations are higher of SYRIZA compared
to the previous governments and beside amelioration of the economic
crisis in Greece and in the region, their electoral support will be deter-
mined by SYRIZA’s performance regarding minority issues, especially in
the field of education as the interviews with minority MPs suggested. Until
now the majority of problems have remained unresolved by the SYRIZA-
ANEL government, and on the contrary the closing of minority schools cre-
ated discontent within the community. Providing rational responses to the



178 B. Tagkin

reactions of nationalist parties in the Greek parliament and satisfying the
demands of the minority constitute a challenge for SYRIZA in the near
future.
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“Islamization” but also Turkish influence in the region (22 Sep. 2015).
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