New Democracy and Centre-Right Dominance in Greece: A New Normal?

Abstract: In the parliamentary elections of 2023, the ruling New Democracy (ND) party of prime
minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis was re-elected triumphantly. ND'’s victory marks an unprecedented
moment of centre-right dominance in Greece since 1974 and goes against the trend of the so-
called ‘crisis of the centre-right’ elsewhere in Europe. This article claims that ND's strategy under
Mitsotakis has been typical of the winning formula of other centre-right parties in Europe in
previous decades. Yet, that this formula is now so successful in Greece owes much to the country’s
post-crisis context, out of which the Mitsotakis leadership emerged. Given the geopolitical position
of Greece and the historical intertwining of the question of its international orientation with major
cleavages of domestic politics, the article argues that the success of Mitsotakis draws particularly
on a certain form of posturing in foreign and European policy that allows him to reconcile
contradictions inside ND's electoral coalition.
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Introduction

The May/June 2023 double parliamentary elections in Greece were remarkable for many reasons.
Since the establishment of the democratic regime in 1974, it was only the second time that a ruling
party, the centre-right New Democracy (ND) of prime minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis, was re-
elected with an increased vote share. At the same time, this was only the third time in almost 50
years that a ND government was re-elected, and contrary to ND’s re-election victories in 1977 and
2007, this time, the party emerged reinforced out of its term in power. Finally, the elections
featured the remarkable collapse of the once powerful SYRIZA, ushering in what appears to be a
long process of reconstitution of the centre-left half of the party system.

These elections are even more interesting from a comparative perspective. ND’s electoral
triumph goes against a major trend in Western democracies in the last decade. For long
preoccupied with the “crisis of social democracy’, scholars only recently started appreciating that
a similar process has been underway on the right of the political spectrum: the crisis of the catch-
all centre-right party (Gidron and Ziblatt 2019, 18; Gomez 2022). This relative lack of interest
reflects a longer-standing neglect of the mainstream right in academic scholarship, even though it
has been arguably the most successful party family in liberal democracies after World War II
(Gidron and Ziblatt 2019, 25; for some reference works on the mainstream right see Bale and
Krouwel 2013; Kalyvas and van Kersbergen 2010). Even today, the study of the mainstream right
receives attention mainly in the context of the debate about the mainstreaming of the populist
radical right (Bale 2018; Bale and Kaltwasser 2021). Consistent analyses of the centre-right on its
own merits — analyzing its distinct strategy, logic, outlook, and voter profile — are still rare.

In this sense, ND’s victory in Greece is both an opportunity to assess a counter-example to the

‘crisis of the centre-right’ thesis and to understand the features and characteristics of mainstream



right politics in action. Contrary to trends in other European democracies, ND managed to maintain
a broad electoral coalition of social conservatives, market liberals, and authoritarian nationalists
through four years in power. Also, contrary to other Western countries, ND managed to do this
without mainstreaming far-right policy positions or sliding into illiberalism in any meaningful
sense of the term. Rather, the party and its leader strategically deployed a multifaceted rhetoric
that appealed to both centrist and conservative audiences, much like centre-right parties in most
European countries had been able to do for decades.

This article argues that ND’s victory follows the logic behind mainstream right success in
previous decades in Western democracies, but also reflects the particular circumstances that make
Greece an outlier in the current context of the crisis of the catch-all centre-right party. The
dominance of ND and Mitsotakis is the long tail of the crisis of the Greek party system in the 2010s
that resulted in the substitution of the social democratic PASOK by the populist radical left
SYRIZA as the main party of the centre-left. ND’s success today is the mirror image on the right
of SYRIZA’s emergence on the left. The election of Mitsotakis to the leadership of ND in 2016,
his victory in 2019, and his triumphant re-election in 2023 were all the result of a persistent and
focused anti-SYRIZA strategy. In this sense, while the victory of ND is consistent with the model
of a successful centre-right party, it is also the outgrowth of the very peculiar context of post-crisis
Greece. What is more, the article argues that a key element of the centre-right political strategy in
Greece has historically been foreign and European policy, and in Mitsotakis’ case, foreign policy
issues and international posturing have been crucial for him to weave together different appeals
and hold together a large and diverse electoral coalition.

The article proceeds as follows. First, it discusses the theoretical literature on the politics of the

mainstream right and explains how New Democracy fits into it. The next section presents the



historical background of centre-right politics in Greece. The third and main section presents the
main contours of Mitsotakis’ strategy that have led to ND’s electoral dominance, focusing
particularly on the three axes along which the mainstream right has historically mobilized
according to the literature: the economy; social values; and sovereignty, hierarchy, and authority.

After this, the article assesses the prospects of ND after its re-election in 2023 and concludes.

The Politics of Success: The Mainstream Right in Liberal Democracies
The academic interest in the mainstream right has been low relative to its level of success since
World War II. A reason may be that, contrary to the relative cross-border homogeneity of other
party families, the mainstream right in some countries crystallized around classical conservative
parties, while in others, it consolidated around religious-inspired Christian-democratic parties.
This contextual nature of the mainstream right perhaps hampered its comparative analysis,
although national case studies have of course long existed (see indicatively Bale 2011; Charlot
1971; Green and Turner 2015). More often than not, the assessment of its strategies and social
bases was conducted as part of broader analyses of party systems in Europe (Kriesi et al. 2008).
The relative neglect of the mainstream right was even more apparent in Greece (Pappas 2001, 224),
where interest in New Democracy, the major centre-right party since 1974, was dwarfed by
preoccupation with social democracy, owing to PASOK’s dominance after 1981, the far right and,
more recently, the radical left (for exceptions in the Greek literature see Alexakis 2001; Bratakos
2002; Diamantopoulos 1994; Pappas 1998).

Whether of classical conservative or Christian-democratic provenance, large parties of the
mainstream right eventually converged to a common centre-right profile after World War II (Bale

and Krouwel 2013; Gidron and Ziblatt 2019, 24). They coalesced voters who opposed progressive



politics across multiple dimensions. In the economy, this concerned opponents of socialist
economics and redistribution. In social issues, conservative voters felt threatened by modernization,
secularism, and new demands of personal emancipation and individualism. In questions of order
and authority, authoritarian and nationalist voters opposed curbs to national sovereignty, as well
as a loosening of social norms of public order, hierarchy, and discipline. In Rokkanian terms, the
centre-right came to encompass the anti-progressive ends of most major cleavages of European
politics: national, religious, and class (Gidron and Ziblatt 2019, 23-24).

As Gidron (2022) explains, parties of the right benefit from an anti-progressive impulse of
voters. Generally, voters need to be anti-progressive in only one issue to decide to vote for a party
of the right. Thus, even if they hold progressive social values, market cosmopolitans will turn to a
liberal party of the right on the basis of their economic preferences. Similarly, even if they stand
to gain from more progressive economic policies, working and middle-class social conservatives
and nationalists and authoritarians will vote for equivalent parties of the right on the basis of their
values. The upshot is that a voter must be consistently progressive across all dimensions to vote
for a party of the left. Parties of the right, on the other hand — conservative, liberal, Christian,
agrarian, nationalist — can attract a more ideologically loose audience on the basis of targeted anti-
progressive appeals to at least one anti-progressive impulse (Gidron and Ziblatt 2019, 21).

In Western democracies after World War 11, the dominant trend was of a major catch-all centre-
right party dominating the right half of the party system. This constellation owed to the ability of
major conservative and Christian-democratic parties to appeal to different anti-progressive
audiences and reconcile them in a common moderate and pragmatic platform in party systems
where economic and cultural issue dimensions aligned (Gidron and Ziblatt 2019, 27; Pardos-Prado

2015). Thus, successful conservative parties such as the British Conservatives historically relied



on a strategy of appealing to broad segments of society on the basis of popular mass-based
identifications like the monarchy, the established religion or the nation and foreign policy in order
to undercut the economic/material appeals of left-wing parties (Ziblatt 2017). Similarly, Christian
democratic parties reached out beyond their original Catholic core, first by appealing to all
Christians and then all classes on the basis of humanist values (Kalyvas 1996). Christian democrats
also embraced the welfare state, shaping it according to their priorities while infusing the practice
of centre-right politics with a cross-class appeal that went beyond ideational identifications to
include socioeconomic concerns (Van Kersbergen 1995). As a result, the centre-right utilized an
electorally potent recipe of moderate free market economics, social conservatism, and hierarchical
positions on sovereignty, law and order, and immigration, thriving during and after the Cold War.

This winning formula has reached its limits in recent years. The reason is that, due to economic,
value, and demographic changes in Western societies, the electorate of centre-right parties is
becoming fragmented and polarised. These parties were able to reconcile different audiences like
economic liberals and social conservatives, but these groups were relatively smaller than the core
centre-right audience of consistent conservatives — voters with anti-progressive positions in all
major policy issues. Today, however, the anti-progressive electorate is becoming polarised
between market cosmopolitans — voters who support free market economics but also tend to hold
more progressive social values — and welfare chauvinists — voters who oppose economic
liberalization (especially as it undercuts national sovereignty) while holding authoritarian views
on immigration, citizenship, and social issues (Gidron 2022).

The growth of both these cohorts and the diminution of the core centre-right audience of
consistent conservatives is reflected in the multifaceted crisis of the mainstream right in almost all

Western democracies today. In countries like Italy and France, formerly dominant centre-right



parties have been eclipsed by challengers on both their right and left offering a much more targeted,
pure appeal to welfare chauvinists and market cosmopolitans respectively. Where big centre-right
parties remain in place, like the US and the UK, they are torn internally between free market
interests embracing also social liberalism and hard positions on immigration. In many other
countries, the big centre-right parties face an electoral decline, usually to the benefit of the far right.

It is within this context that the case of New Democracy in Greece appears particularly interesting.

Centre-right Politics in a Centre-left Country: New Democracy until 2015
It is ironic that, while its success is the exception to the crisis of the centre-right today, New
Democracy was the first centre-right party to experience the rapid erosion of its electoral coalition
by competitors to its right and left. In the elections of May 2012, at the height of the economic
crisis in Greece, ND was severely punished by voters as one of the parties responsible for the
country’s bankruptcy. In that election, ND scored the worst result of its history with only 19%,
suffering losses towards new populist and nationalist far-right parties opposing austerity and the
EU, and liberal and free market parties supporting the economic reforms of the bailouts. Faced
with the rise of SYRIZA as the new anti-austerity force on the left, ND recouped its losses in the
second elections of June 2012, reaching 30% of the vote and forming a new government
(Teperoglou and Tsatsanis 2015). It roughly held on to that percentage in the two elections of
January and September 2015, when it came second behind SYRIZA.

Ever since its founding in 1974, ND had had a moderately conservative outlook on most issues.
The party’s founder, Constantine Karamanlis, sought from the beginning to distance the new party
from the authoritarian and anti-Communist profile of the post-War right in Greece (Pappas 1998).

As the main political cleavages in Greece did not revolve around class or religion but the memory



of big ideological conflicts of the 20" century, ND lacked the ideological distinctiveness of other
conservative and Christian-democratic parties (Mavrogordatos 1984; Nicolacopoulos 2005).
Having said this, in various junctures, ND functioned like a typical centre-right party as described
above. In the 1980s, it adopted a more pronounced pro-free market profile. Similarly, in the 2000s,
ND tried to address concerns about national sovereignty and identity in light of Greece’s deepening
enmeshing in EU integration and growing immigration. However, it did this less by turning sharply
rightwards on cultural issues like other West European centre-right parties at the time (Kriesi et al.
2008) and more by establishing a catch-all moderate and centrist profile (Pappas and Dinas 2006).

Scoring routinely around or above 40% of the vote throughout the 1980s, 1990s, and 2000s,
ND was one of the electorally strongest centre-right parties in Europe. Yet it was in power for a
mere total of eight years in the 30-year period between 1981, when its rival PASOK first gained
power, and 2011, when ND and PASOK were forced into a coalition together to manage the
economic crisis, essentially putting an end to the old two-party system. While ND attracted a broad
range of ideological and occupational groups, its electoral coalition remained minoritarian at a
time of an entrenched centre-left majority in the Greek party system, which benefited PASOK and
its potent strategy of ‘anti-right polarisation’ (Kalyvas 1997; also Dinas 2017).

A galvanizing factor for ND’s coalition of anti-progressive but diverse ideological traditions
and socioeconomic preferences has historically been commitment to EU integration. Given the
experience of the civil war of the 1940s, the strength of leftist and communist sympathies in Greek
society during the Cold War, and the sense of vulnerability of conservative voters in the face of a
progressive social majority since at least the 1960s, the Greek right has always seen in alignment
with the West a powerful external counterweight to its domestic weakness. For this reason, ND

differed from other European conservative parties like the British Conservatives and the French



Gaullists, who were historically very reserved towards the EU (Marks and Wilson 2000). Contrary
to other European countries, social conservatives and even authoritarian nationalists in Greece
could very well espouse EU integration if it was seen as consistent with Greece’s national interest
and a guarantee of its socioeconomic order. Thus, ‘Europe’ always served as a vague signifier for
ND leaders, appealing to market liberals, social conservatives, and nationalists all at the same time.

In sum, Greece’s history and geopolitical position meant that after 1974, ND could construct a
moderately conservative profile that included also support for EU integration, yet was also
disadvantaged by an entrenched social and electoral centre-left majority. This left/right dynamic
of party competition was upset by the economic crisis of the 2010s. Although the crisis initially
benefited populist parties like SYRIZA, the realignment of competition around the question of
austerity and Eurozone membership also meant that the ideological left/right competition that
favoured the centre-left weakened. Instead, what became important was precisely one of the issues
that strengthened the unity of ND’s coalition: Greece’s position in the EU (Katsanidou and Otjes
2016). The intensity of the new cleavage reached its apex in June of 2015 when SYRIZA leader
Alexis Tsipras staged a referendum on a new austerity package. Despite the crushing defeat of the
pro-European ‘Yes’ camp that only won 40% of the vote, the referendum campaign brought
together the traditional base of New Democracy with centrist and even centre-left voters who
opposed SYRIZA’s populism and Euroscepticism. Even though it did not appear so at the time,

this experience was already paving the ground for New Democracy’s future dominance.

From Opposition to Political Dominance: Kyriakos Mitsotakis’ Centre-Right Strategy
New Democracy suffered three bitter defeats in 2015. In January, it lost the election that brought

SYRIZA to power. Then, in July, ND was on the losing side of the referendum, that delivered a



powerful repudiation of EU-mandated austerity. Finally, in September, ND lost again to SYRIZA
in a snap election. Despite these defeats, ND held on to a considerable basis of around one-third
of the electorate, (Tsatsanis, Teperoglou and Seriatos 2022). At the end of 2015 and early 2016,
ND held a primary among its members to elect its new leader. Kyriakos Mitsotakis was considered
a strong candidate, although an outsider for two reasons. First, he represented the liberal wing of
a party seen as overwhelmingly conservative and traditionalist. Second, his pitch was to lead ND
on a frontal attack against SYRIZA, contradicting the instincts of many in ND who preferred a
return to a more consensual style of opposition like the one the party had followed in the 1990s
and 2000s against PASOK.

Mitsotakis’ victory in the primary was, therefore, a surprise. Clearly, large parts of the ND base
that had stuck with the party through the crisis longed for an activist opposition against the most
left-wing government Greece had had since 1974. On the other hand, Mitsotakis appealed to
moderate, pro-European voters, even those with origins in the centre-left space once occupied by
PASOK, who were resentful of the rise of SYRIZA. By appealing to both audiences, Mitsotakis’
election could consolidate the electorate of “Yes’ in the 2015 referendum on the basis of both pro-
EU and anti-SYRIZA sentiments (Chryssogelos 2016). It was on the basis of this calculation that
Mitsotakis proceeded to implement a consistent centre-right strategy that matched the

opportunities provided to ND by the transformation of party competition after SYRIZA’s rise.

a) Framing the New Strategy: The Concept of ‘Anti-Populism’
In an effort to define a new polarity in party competition, similar to the anti-right sentiment that
PASOK had cultivated between 1981-2011 and the ‘anti-memorandum’ (i.e. anti-austerity)

cleavage that SYRIZA rode to power, Mitsotakis employed the notion of ‘anti-populism”’ (for this
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concept generally see Stavrakakis and Katsambekis 2019). Populism was understood by ND in
politicized and highly combative ways. Building on widely held stereotypes associated with the
term, populism was presented as a combination of irresponsible economics, a precursor to
authoritarianism and a threat to democracy, and a polarising and embarrassing style of politics, all
traits associated with Tsipras and his meteoric rise to power during the Eurozone crisis.

The emphasis on (anti)populism served many purposes for Mitsotakis. As Tsipras’ term in
power coincided with the Trump election, Brexit, and the victories of populists around Europe,
presenting SYRIZA as part of the same populist wave threatening liberal democracy and the
international order undercut Tsipras’ appeal internationally. At the same time, anti-populism
functioned, much like populism, as a floating signifier that allowed different audiences to define
their opposition to SYRIZA in many different ways. Centrists and liberals understood populism
as irrational Euroscepticism, a danger to Greece’s institutions and place in the EU. Conservatives
and authoritarians, on the other hand, used anti-populism as a euphemism for their resentment
against a party of the left, still using imagery and rhetoric reminiscent of the civil war of the 1940s.

Three years after his primary victory, Mitsotakis’ strategy culminated in the victory of ND in
the 2019 elections. By winning 39% of the vote, ND had its best result since 2007 and before the
Eurozone crisis. Post-election surveys confirmed that ND was supported overwhelmingly by
market liberals, conservatives, and nationalists, precisely the groups that the relevant literature has
identified as being at the core of successful centre-right strategies (Chryssogelos 2022). As will be
shown, Mitsotakis pursued precisely the kind of appeals and policies to attract these groups while

trying to minimize any contradictions or tensions between them.
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b) Attracting Free Market Liberals: Words Speak Louder than Actions?

Being a well-known proponent of liberal ideas in economic matters, after becoming leader
Mitsotakis immediately steered ND towards a free-market and pro-business direction. This could
have been costly in a country historically suspicious of such policies. However, the fact that
SYRIZA was implementing a painful austerity package centred on high taxes for businesses and
private property allowed Mitsotakis to formulate an economically liberal message as an optimistic
alternative. Mitsotakis spoke repeatedly of ‘the middle class’ that was being squeezed by
SYRIZA'’s taxes to pay for the bill of the disastrous renegotiation of the first half of 2015 (Amaro
2019). The promise of lower taxes and market-based solutions to escape the crisis appealed both
to ND’s middle-class base and to wavering voters who had voted for SYRIZA in 2015 in the hope
of ending austerity.

New Democracy had initially entered power optimistic that its pro-business reforms would
deliver the high rates of economic growth that SYRIZA’s austerity and heavy taxation had
hindered. In its first months in power, the new government delivered on promises to reduce
taxation on property and businesses (Hope 2019). Very soon, however, Greece was faced with a
major crisis in the Covid pandemic. Mitsotakis was forced to abandon many of his free market
tenets. Following the example of almost all countries, he instituted a harsh lockdown in the spring
of 2020 and again in the winter of 2020-21. As elsewhere, lockdowns brought about a recession at
a time when the new government had hoped for a resumption of growth after the crisis. As in other
countries, Mitsotakis used subsidies and tax breaks to support businesses and workers during
lockdowns. This opened the space for a much different economic trajectory than the one originally

envisaged.
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Initially winning plaudits for controlling the spread of the virus, Greece saw its infection and
death rates grow, applying huge pressures on a public health system already decimated by a decade
of economic crisis. In the end, Greece avoided neither a high death toll nor an economic recession.
In terms of political strategy, however, this crisis provided political opportunities for ND. In the
early phases of the crisis, Mitsotakis used an inclusive and consensual discourse, calling on
national unity to fight the pandemic (Ladi, Angelou and Panagiotatou 2021). As disgruntlement
grew first with lockdowns and then with vaccinations, however, the government saw opportunities
to politicise the pandemic. Framing the health emergency as a question of ‘science’ against the
irrationality of populists and conspiracy theorists, Mitsotakis used the pandemic to update and re-
deploy the message of anti-populism he had used in opposition (Katsambekis and Stavrakakis
2020, 26-27; for discursive uses of ‘populism’ during the pandemic, see Galanopoulos and
Venizelos 2022). By foregrounding its science-based approach and presenting lockdowns and
vaccinations as a question of law and order and national duty, ND articulated the pandemic crisis
in a way that galvanized its electoral coalition, despite the scaling back of its free-market promises.

Although in opposition, ND had castigated the economic ‘populism and statism’ of SYRIZA,
in power, it found itself instituting a comprehensive system of subsidies, first in response to the
pandemic, and then after 2022 in response to the inflationary pressures brought about by the war
in Ukraine and the global rise of energy prices (Reuters 2023). In addition, public social protection
expenditure (welfare) increased in the first two years of the government’s term by almost 10%
(Hellenic Statistical Authority 2023). As a result, Mitsotakis entered the 2023 election cycle with
a double-pronged message of promising yet more free-market reforms and economic growth while
displaying his government’s commitment to protecting the general welfare of society — a message

very close to the successful mix of free market and welfare policies characteristic of the golden
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era of West European Christian democracy (Van Kersbergen 1995). In a country where
economically liberal ideas have traditionally been weak, this was the best possible balance for a
self-declared free-market party like New Democracy. As a result of this pragmatic management of
the economy, and despite the pandemic shock, the government could make a plausible claim that
Greece was turning an economic corner after the crisis, contributing to the sense that its overall

economic record was, under the circumstances, quite positive (Tsirbas 2023).

¢) Social Conservatism: Bringing in Change through the Back Door
When he became leader of ND, Mitsotakis had to navigate his personal liberal preferences and
need to attract centrist voters against the conservative outlook of ND’s base. Issues of individual
rights and new social agendas always had the potential to act as a wedge inside ND. This became
evident in late 2015, in the midst of the ND leadership primary, when a bill put forward by
SYRIZA to extend civil partnerships to same-sex couples saw the ND parliamentary group split
four ways, with a quarter of MPs voting in favour (including Mitsotakis), a quarter abstaining, a
quarter voting against the law, and another quarter not turning up at all (including two ex-prime
ministers, Kostas Karamanlis and Antonis Samaras) (Proto Thema 2015). Faced with such
divisions, Mitsotakis tried to balance a more liberal profile on social issues with deferential
posturing on questions of traditional authority (for example, on the role of the church in public
life). He preferred to focus on questions of law and order and issues like policing of universities
and the penal code, where both liberals and conservatives agreed that SYRIZA’s rule was
extremely permissive and soft on crime.

Of all the components of the centre-right strategy, the one from which Mitsotakis distanced

himself the most during his first term in power was social conservatism. While he and his ministers
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were always careful to speak with respect about Greece’s religious identity and Orthodox traditions,
his government exhibited a very advanced profile on a number of social issues. In 2020 Mitsotakis
proposed for the post of president of the republic Katerina Sakellaropoulou, a prominent supreme
court judge. After being elected by parliament, Sakellaropoulou became the first woman president
of Greece. In her capacity, she has adopted a modernizing discourse on a number of issues, from
women’s rights and gender identity to multiculturalism and the rights of immigrants. Mitsotakis
also became the first Greek prime minister with officials in his government who are openly gay.
Mitsotakis’ social liberalism was perhaps the main vulnerability in an otherwise consistent
centre-right strategy. Issues like the pandemic provided an opportunity to update the discourse of
anti-populism against SYRIZA and other opposition parties as a way to strengthen the unity
between otherwise ideologically heterogenous audiences. Still, by the time of the 2023 election,
there was much activity in the space to the right of ND, as various political entrepreneurs sensed
that Mitsotakis’ liberal profile provided an opening for parties with stronger positions on social

issues, individual rights, law and order and immigration to attract conservative voters.

d) Borders, Europe Security: Squaring the Circle of a Centre-Right Strategy
In 2015-16, Greece was shaken by a refugee crisis, when almost a million migrants and refugees
crossed through Greece on their way to Western Europe. Many of them became stranded after
other European states along the Balkan corridor shut their borders and, eventually, the EU and
Turkey struck a deal under which Greece was forced to detain arriving migrants in islands until
they were relocated or repatriated.

The refugee crisis initially wrongfooted ND. Coming just months after the near-bankruptcy of

the country, ND was hesitant to adopt a hard-line position at a time when the EU mainstream in
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Brussels and Berlin adopted a ‘humanitarian line’ to which Tsipras’ government subscribed.
Eventually, however, the migration issue developed in a way that allowed ND to adopt a position
more in line with that of other centre-right parties in Europe. As one after the other, all EU
members adopted a hard stance on border protection, Greece had to care for tens of thousands of
migrants housed in camps under very bad conditions. Tsipras resisted as much as possible EU
pressures for tougher policing of the camps and borders. Coupled with growing concerns over
criminality and law and order, ND accused SYRIZA of being too lax on uncontrolled migration,
while failing to properly provide for migrants despite EU assistance. By focusing on SYRIZA’s
failures on this issue rather than the EU’s (Dimitriadi and Sarantaki 2018), Mitsotakis tried to
reconcile anti-immigrant and law and order concerns of conservative voters with the European
values of centrists.

ND pursued the same gambit in 2018 when Tsipras concluded a deal with North Macedonia
(then recognized by Greece as the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia), resolving the name
issue. The Macedonia issue had been the most inflammatory foreign policy issue for Greek politics
since the 1990s. By promoting a solution on this issue, Tsipras did not only seek to bolster his
image as a statesman in the eyes of Greece’s European and US allies, but also hoped that ND
would again split over Macedonia the way it had in the 1990s when Mitsotakis father was prime
minister (Chryssogelos and Stavrevska 2019).

To the surprise of many, even inside his party, Mitsotakis came out strongly against the deal.
Correctly sensing that there was big popular opposition and that this issue was extremely salient
for the right wing of ND, Mitsotakis decided that his electoral gains were bigger than the hit his
reputation would take in Brussels and Washington (who strongly supported the Athens-Skopje

agreement), and any discontent that liberals and centrists might have with his stance. Despite his
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loud tones, Mitsotakis’ position was actually quite nuanced. The official position of ND was that,
while the party supported a negotiated resolution of the name issue, the specific agreement signed
by Tsipras was bad for Greece’s interests. Mitsotakis made clear, however, that while he would
vote against the deal in parliament, he would not abrogate it if he came to power, thus preserving
his European credentials in the eyes of centrists and liberals. Even so, his opposition to the
agreement made ND a natural choice for voters who wanted to punish Tsipras (Skoulariki 2020).

Shortly after entering power, the new government of New Democracy faced it first major crisis
in early 2020 when a group of migrants in Turkey attempted to forcefully enter Greece from the
land border of the river Evros. They were assisted by Turkish police and military and it became
clear that this was an attempt by Turkey to weaponize migrant flows. Greece responded forcefully
by fortifying the border and deploying military forces. The intensity of Greece’s response alienated
some international media, but it won plaudits in Greece, especially as it contrasted with a perceived
policy of open doors under SYRIZA in 2015-16. Mitsotakis secured diplomatic backing by
inviting the presidents of EU institutions to Evros, where they expressed support for Greece
(Rankin 2020).

The experience shaped Mitsotakis’ approach on migration. The ND government invested
political capital in minimizing the flows of illegal migration in the Aegean, as well as managing
housing, asylum, and relocation procedures of arrivals more competently than the previous
government. Although otherwise very sensitive to the issue of Greece’s international image, on
migration Mitsotakis was unwavering, dismissing criticisms by international media and NGOs that
Greece was pushing back migrants.!

Just like in opposition to the Macedonia name issue, in government as well ND found

opportunities in foreign policy to project an image of forcefully protecting the national interest and
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security while aligning Greece with its European and Western allies. After the border crisis with
Turkey in early 2020, in the summer of that same year, Greece was faced with a new rise in tensions
with Ankara, this time in the Aegean Sea. In response to Turkish provocations, Mitsotakis ordered
the deployment of the Greek navy and air force to demonstrate resolve against any efforts by
Turkey to undermine Greek sovereignty in the region. Like with the land border crisis of January,
the Aegean crisis of the summer of 2020 was appreciated by Greek public opinion as a resolute
response to Turkish aggression (Smith and Henley 2020).

This incident, however, was a stark reminder that Turkey was becoming ever more aggressive
and unpredictable. In response to this, Mitsotakis sought to deepen Greece’s links with its
European and Western partners. Although at the beginning of its term the new government hoped
to reduce defence spending, it ended up agreeing on major armament deals with France and the
US. Greece also signed a very publicized defence agreement with France (Reuters 2021) and it
renewed a mutual security pact with the US (Reuters 2022). While these moves made sense from
a foreign policy perspective, they also translated very well in public opinion, especially because
they vindicated the Greek centre-right’s historical position that Greek national interests can only
be served within the framework of strong partnerships with the West, the EU, and NATO.

Mitsotakis had an opportunity to demonstrate his commitment to the West again in early 2022,
when Russia invaded Ukraine. International observers had long considered Greece as one of the
weak links in the West’s resolve against Russia. Mitsotakis, however, came out strongly in favour
of Ukraine, condemning the Russian invasion, supporting all sanctions packages of the EU, and
arguing powerfully for Greece to remain ‘on the right side of history’ of liberal Western values
(European Parliament 2022; Kathimerini 2023). The decision to support Ukraine was not

uncontroversial in Greece, not least because of the economic hit of sanctions and high energy
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prices. However, support for the West was something that all constituencies of ND’s centre-right
coalition agreed on, while support for Russia among ND’s opponents on the left and right could

be condemned as another example of irrational populism.

Prospects: New Democracy after the 2023 Elections

Greece held two elections in the spring and summer of 2023 because Mitsotakis wanted to form a
single-party government again, which was difficult under the system of proportional representation
that applied in the first election of May 2023. The success of ND in the second election in June
was a foregone conclusion after the first poll produced a crashing victory for ND (see Table 1).
Post-electoral analyses pointed to Mitsotakis’ multi-pronged centre-right strategy, aiming to attract
voters of liberal, conservative, and nationalist outlooks, with foreign policy playing a particularly
important symbolic role (Protagon 2023). Voters also rewarded what was perceived as a positive
economic record of the government (Tsirbas 2023). With ND’s majority assured and minor
movements among the parties of the left and the centre-left, interest turned to the unlikely
beneficiaries of the double election cycle: the three parties to the right of New Democracy that

surprisingly all cleared the 3% threshold in the second election and entered parliament.
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Table 1: The two elections in Greece in 2023

May 2023 June 2023
Party Vote share % Seats* Vote share % Seats*
New Democracy 40.8 146 40.6 158
Syriza 20.1 71 17.8 47
PASOK 11.5 41 11.8 32
Communist Party 7.2 26 7.7 21
Hellenic Solution 4.5 16 4.4 12
Victory 2.9 0 3.7 10
Course of Freedom 2.9 0 32 8
DIiEM25 2.6 0 2.5 0
Spartans N/A N/A 4.7 12
Others 7.5% 0 3.6% 0

*151 required for majority; May elections took place under a proportional electoral system, June elections under

a majoritarian one; 3% threshold to enter parliament; parties in bold represented in the 2019-23 parliament

Despite important ideological and cultural differences between them, these three parties — the

20

extreme right Spartans, the populist-nationalist Hellenic Solution, and the conservative Victory —
represent a sizable part of the electorate that Mitsotakis’ centre-right and anti-SYRIZA strategy
did not manage to contain. Together, these three parties scored the highest percentage of the
electorate that has gone to parties of the far right since 2015. At the same time, it is telling that the
power of the far right increased at a time of a rise of the ND vote share — contrary, for example, to
the 2019 elections when ND’s increased vote also came at the expense of the far right (especially
the Neo-Nazi Golden Dawn who failed to enter parliament) (Tsatsanis, Teperoglou and Seriatos

2022). The concurrent increase in the strength of both the centre-right and far-right means that, for




the first time in 40 years, the broad centre-left no longer forms a popular/electoral majority in
Greece.

Looking at the elements of Mitsotakis’ strategy and the issues around which those three parties
mobilize, it seems that the area where ND’s centre-right coalition became more exposed was social
conservatism. As we saw, this is the one area where Mitsotakis was consistently less capable (or
less willing) to appeal simultaneously to centrist and conservative audiences relative to issues like
the economy, foreign and European policy, and migration. Strong nationalist, anti-migrant,
authoritarian, and populist sentiments, of course, still contribute to the strength of the far right. But
social conservatism in the shape of politicized religiosity and anti-LGBT and anti-feminist
sentiments seems to be the new major ingredient in the vote to the right of ND, exploiting a gap
that ND’s strong posture on foreign policy had not managed to fill. This is the case, especially for
Victory, a surprising newcomer in comparison to Hellenic Solution (who were already in
parliament since 2019, owning to their strong opposition to the Macedonia name-issue deal) and

the Spartans (widely seen as the front for jailed Golden Dawn neo-Nazi ex-MP lIlias Kasidiaris).
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Table 2: New Democracy and parties of the far-right in elections since 2012 (vote share %)

May 2012 June 2012 | January 2015 | September 2015 2019 May 2023 June 2023

New Democracy 18.9 29.7* 27.8 28.1 39.9* 40.8 40.6*
Golden Dawn 7.0 6.9 6.3 7.0 29 N/A N/A
ANEL 10.6 7.5 4.8 3.7 N/A N/A N/A
LAOS 29 1.6 1.0 N/A N/A N/A N/A
Hellenic Solution N/A N/A N/A N/A 3.7 4.5 4.4
Victory N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 29 3.7
Spartans N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 4.7
Others - - - - 0.7 0.8 0.9
Total far right 20.5 16.0 12.1 10.7 7.3 8.2 13.5

*ND Formed government; far right results in bold party entered parliament; ‘others’ far-right parties > 0.4% of vote
Golden Dawn: Neo-Nazi; ANEL: populist-nationalist; LAOS: populist-nationalist; Hellenic Solution: populist-

nationalist; Victory: religious-nationalist; Spartans: extreme nationalist

In his first moves after re-election, Mitsotakis appears not only relatively relaxed about losses
to his right, which in the past he had strived to minimize, but also willing to deepen the gap between
ND and the far right. His appointments in various positions of officials with a background in
PASOK and the liberal centre-left also speak to a strategy to move ND, now safely re-elected, to
the centre. While maintaining a strong anti-SYRIZA, anti-populist, pro-European, and pro-free
market profile promises to keep ND’s core centre-right coalition united, Mitsotakis seems
unwilling to countenance any further gestures to his right. Not only that, but he chose to
consciously antagonize these voters by making the adoption of same-sex marriage the first major
legislative initiative of his re-elected government (Stamouli 2024). He is also more confident on
questions of economic liberalization and deregulation that are bound to create reactions among

vocal constituencies in Greece, such as allowing the functioning of non-public universities.
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If this assessment proves correct, then the case of New Democracy is even more interesting
from a comparative perspective. Not only does its victory represent a major counter-example in
the ‘crisis of the centre-right’ thesis. It will also have done so, avoiding the trend of most other
centre-right parties in Europe to pivot sharply to the right (Bale and Kaltwasser 2021). On their
current trajectory, Mitsotakis and New Democracy appear to have adopted a strategy of ‘reverse
Macronization.” If in France Macron emerged from the centre-left to ultimately occupy the space
between the left and the far right formerly dominated by the mainstream centre-right, Mitsotakis
is taking a party of the mainstream right, with roots well into the right end of the political spectrum,
and moving it to the centre and even centre-left. The gamble may be that, by minimizing the space
for any governing alternative to emerge from the left/centre-left and splitting the opposition in two
incompatible camps of left and far right, Mitsotakis will succeed just like Macron in making his
party the sole structurally feasible governing force.

Of course, every political ascendancy contains within it the seeds of its own undoing. Freeing
up the space to the right of New Democracy may seem like an appealing strategy, especially since
this space is divided between multiple small, amateurish, and feuding parties. However, this also
means that a sizable far right is now entrenched in the Greek party system, and any exogenous
shock to ND’s and/or the far right’s consolidation around a capable political entrepreneur can
expose ND to further losses. This became evident in the European Elections of June 2024, when
New Democracy’s result dropped below the symbolic benchmark of 30% while three parties on
its right won a combined 17% and elected four MEPs, prompting an internal debate inside ND
about whether the party had veered too much to the centre and away from its core values and voters.
If a ‘French scenario’ looks right now like the most probable and intended outcome of Mitsotakis’

strategy, crises or accidents may well shift things towards an ‘Italian scenario’, where the radical
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right progressively challenged the primacy, and in the end, replaced the mainstream right as the

major force of the entire right.

Conclusion

From a theoretical perspective, developments since the double 2023 elections indicate that Greece
may again be seeing the unbundling of ideological dimensions between socioeconomic and
cultural issues that lies behind the success of parties of the radical right and the weakening of big
catch-all parties of the centre-right and centre-left (Gidron 2022; Pardos-Prado 2015). Indeed, the
persistence of a two-party system between the early 1980s and the late 2000s reflected the fact that
the dominant left/right dimension of competition absorbed all political, economic, cultural, and
historical cleavages in Greece. After 2010, the left/right was cut across by the new issue of austerity,
relations with the EU, and legitimacy of the political system, which led, as expected, to the collapse
of the old two-party system and the emergence of challengers like Syriza.

With Syriza establishing itself as the new major party of the centre-left however, and through
four years of a Syriza-led government implementing high taxation, liberal social policies, and
resolving a major foreign policy issue on a progressive basis, all major competition dimensions of
the Greek party system (the crisis issues of austerity and relations with the EU as well as older,
typical dimensions of socioeconomic policy and cultural issues) re-bundled again in a new single
left/right axis. This benefited, as expected by the theory, the major mainstream party of the Greek
party system, New Democracy. The consolidation of a strong far right (albeit still divided and
disorganised) signals perhaps the re-emergence of a cultural dimension that had first become
crystalized in the years of the Eurozone crisis (Katsanidou and Otjes 2016). As Gidron (2022) and

Pardos-Prado (2015) argued, this unbundling of dimensions of competition should benefit new
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challenger parties and hurt established mainstream ones like New Democracy. Paradoxically, this
unbundling and the mobilization around cultural issues to the right of New Democracy, allowing
the party to turn to progressive voters in the centre-left, seems to be precisely Mitsotakis’ strategy.

It remains to be seen if his gamble will pay off.

! An emblematic incident was Mitsotakis’ acrimonious exchange with a Dutch journalist during a press conference in
November 2021. Although controversial in Greece as well, the incident generally bolstered Mitsotakis’ standing on
the migration issue. See Tsimitakis and Michalopoulos (2021).
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