
  
 
 
 
 

On July 7, New Democracy scored a landslide victory in Greek elections, securing 39.8% of the popular vote 
and a comfortable majority of 158 seats in the 300-seat Parliament. Although the defeat of leftist Syriza was 
anticipated after the recent results of the European elections, the forceful return of the scandal-burdened 
center-right party may puzzle foreign observers, given the hard-won international prestige of incumbent Prime 
Minister Alexis Tsipras. With the elections already well behind us, it is time to dispassionately assess Syriza’s 
achievements and shortcomings, and explore what is in store for the new government. 

Although new PM Kyriakos Mitsotakis has at times been unfairly harsh with Mr Tsipras, his overall assessment 
that the former PM “overpromised but underdelivered” is reasonably accurate. Syriza came to power as a 
radical left party determined to stand up to austerity measures imposed by the so-called Troika, wage a war 
against oligarchic interests, raise salaries and end the evictions of families and the foreclosure of their homes. 
Instead, Mr Tsipras agreed to a bailout and imposed unpopular austerity measures that led to a massive 
exodus of young educated Greeks. To cut a long story short, he failed miserably in the management of voter 
expectations. Mr Mitsotakis, on the contrary, excelled on this front. During the electoral campaign, he avoided 
pompous language and overly optimistic goals in order to avoid creating bloated expectations. In this way, he 
emerged as a pragmatic, moderate and credible leader who believes more in deeds than in words.  

As much as economic hardships bruised Mr Tsipras’s image, they were by no means the decisive factor behind 
his defeat. After all, the Greek economy is in better shape now than it was when Syriza took over, and small 
victories like introducing regulations for nationwide television licenses kept the party’s popularity relatively high. 
What condemned Mr Tsipras was that he failed to understand the importance of “homeland, religion, family” 
(“πατρίς, θρησκεία, οικογένεια”) to the Greek society. This famous slogan indicates the three pillars upon which 
the society is built and has almost mystical powers over the majority of Greeks. Syriza’s progressive agenda 
underestimated the appeal of these values and pursued reforms that ran contrary to them, at least in the eyes 
of a large part of the society.  

First, the “Prespes Agreement”, which ended a decades-long bitter name dispute by recognizing the 
neighboring Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia (FYROM) under the name of North Macedonia, became 
highly contentious. The agreement was praised in international fora and won an Ewald von Kleist Award and 
a Nobel Peace Prize nomination for Alexis Tsipras and Zoran Zaev. In Greece, however, the majority of the 
population perceived the agreement as a treasonous act by an unpatriotic PM and thousands took to the 
streets to protest against it.  

Second, Mr Tsipras, a self-declared atheist, wanted to establish a clear distinction between Church and state, 
take the clergy off the state’s payroll and reform religious education at school. Given that the Church is one of 
the most powerful institutions in Greece, many believers were mobilized to oppose Syriza’s efforts to redefine 
the state-Church relations through an amendment of the Constitution.  

Third, in a country where same-sex marriage is illegal and traditional notions about family and parenthood 
remain largely unchallenged, Syriza promoted the expansion of civil union to same-sex couples and put 
forward a bill that would grant them the right to foster children. However, these laudable steps were opposed 
by the Orthodox Church, which still considers homosexuality unnatural and a disruptive force of the traditional 
family.  
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The aftermath of Greece’s recent elections already lends itself to significant conclusions. Now that the 
first Syriza government is part of history, it is time to look back and reflect on what went wrong for 
incumbent Prime Minister Tsipras and how Mr. Mitsotakis managed to rally Greek voters around his blue 
banner. Of course, while analyzing past shortcomings and achievements and interpreting the election 
results makes for a useful exercise, focusing on the new government’s first moves and the challenges it 
may face is just as important.  
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Apart from these backlashes, Syriza took another blow following last year’s devastating wildfires in Mati that 
claimed the lives of 102 people. Inevitably, the lack of evacuation plans and the mind-boggling unpreparedness 
of the state apparatus turned public opinion against the ruling party.  

In any case, the recent elections show that Syriza did not lose because its disenchanted voters abandoned 
the party in massive numbers. Compared to the September 2015 elections, Syriza only lost some 140,000 
voters, roughly a 4% decrease. Conversely, New Democracy attracted almost 700,000 more votes compared 
to the previous elections, an impressive 12% growth. So, how did New Democracy manage to turn the scales 
in its favor so dramatically?  

First, the center-right party ran a clever campaign. Kyriakos Mitsotakis put a lot of effort into whitewashing his 
image as a well-protected scion of a political dynasty and heir to a family name that opens many doors in 
Greece. Cultivating the image of a self-made, well-educated leader, as opposed to “squatter” Tsipras, became 
a key objective for Mr Mitsotakis. To promote the narrative that his ideas and political style are diametrically 
opposed to those of Mr Tsipras, Stanford and Harvard-educated Mitsotakis routinely mocked the former PM’s 
English speaking skills, the time it took him to graduate from university and his unorthodox option not to wear 
ties. Mr Mitsotakis claimed to be a supporter of excellence and meritocracy, while  accusing his political 
opponent of penalizing entrepreneurship and indulging in nepotism. However childish this blame-game may 
seem, it became New Democracy’s main communication strategy, scoring the party important points. In 
addition, Mr Mitsotakis became the first party leader in Greece to appear in several talk shows, anxious to 
promote the image of a next-door-leader.  

Second, the new PM successfully played the nationalist card once he smelled blood in the water. When Mr 
Tsipras concluded the “Prespes Agreement”, New Democracy unleashed an aggressive campaign to mobilize 
Greeks against the allegedly onerous conditions of the deal. Funnily enough, however, the Greek PM stated 
that he would abide by the agreement almost immediately after he took office.  

Third, New Democracy repeatedly promised that it would renegotiate the country’s fiscal constraints that oblige 
it to produce yearly primary budget surpluses of 3.5% of GDP. Promises were also made to cut taxes, and 
promote employment, investments and lucrative privatizations. Unfortunately, the new PM was given a brutal 
reality check only hours after his electoral victory, when Eurogroup President Mario Centeno delivered a telling 
warning that “commitments are commitments, and if we break them, credibility is the first thing to fall apart. 
That brings about a lack of confidence and investment”.  

Although the new government was sworn in only very recently, there are already some good reasons to worry. 
For one, gender equality seems to rank low on New Democracy’s agenda. When BBC reporter Zeinab Badawi 
asked the new PM why there were only 5 women among 51 cabinet ministers and technocrats, he replied that 
women were more hesitant than men to step forward and take the positions. Alternative explanations, however, 
abound, including the conservative mindset of the male-dominated party and the PM’s own outdated views 
about gender roles. After all, he recently said: “I am fully aware that the basic chores at home are the landlady’s 
responsibility”.  

For another, Mr Mitsotakis has already proved that family traditions and old habits die hard. One of his first 
moves as Prime Minister was to establish some red lines, the most prominent of which was to prohibit the 
hiring of relatives. But before the rooster crowed, the Greek PM had appointed his own nephew, Grigoris 
Dimitriadis, as Chief of the Prime Minister’s Office. The appointment of Mr Dimitriadis, former lawyer and close 
associate of business man Aristidis Floros who was convicted of embezzling 256 million euros, has numbed 
many Greeks, as it brought back awkward memories of the Prime Minister’s own implication in the shocking 
Siemens bribery and corruption scandal. Last but not least, Mr Mitsotakis has rushed to centralize power by 
putting the Greek National Intelligence Service and the General Secretariat for Media and Communication 
under his direct supervision.   

Now that the dust of the post-election exaltation about the collapse of the far-right anti-immigrant Golden Dawn 
has settled, the new PM’s first actions leave little room for optimism. Mr Mitsotakis has a mountain to climb 
and the promises that he will right the ship after the end of the “Left parenthesis” will remain void if he 
underestimates the magnitude of the challenges ahead. The recent Halkidiki storms have already tested the 
new government’s reflexes and Turkey’s provocative plans to drill for oil and gas in an area claimed by Cyprus 
will only multiply headaches. What is more, the economy is not out of the woods yet: unemployment is still 
around 18% and low wages and precarity are the norm. Under such conditions, stopping the country’s brain 
drain, attracting investments and creating a strong middle class will be very daunting tasks. 
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