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ABSTRACT
Why do ethnic and religious minorities vote for DENK? DENK is the
first pro-Turkey and pro-Islam party represented in Dutch
parliament, led by Turkish- and Moroccan-origin politicians who
openly profess to practicing Islam. Drawing on an original survey
(N= 905) among Dutch voters in which we oversampled those
with Turkish, Moroccan and Surinamese roots, we put three
possible explanations to the test: issues, discrimination and
in-group favouritism. Each subsample is religiously mixed and
includes Muslims and/or Christians and voters who are not
religious. While ethnic in-group favouritism, feelings of belonging
in the Netherlands, experiences with discrimination and issues
sometimes explain voting for DENK, Muslim in-group favouritism
is the decisive factor. These findings contribute to understanding
voting behaviour in increasingly religiously diverse European
immigration societies.
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Introduction

In 2014, two Dutch-Turkish and Muslim members of parliament, Tunahan Kuzu and
Selҫuk Özturk, founded the political party DENK (meaning ‘Think’ in Dutch, and
‘Equality’ in Turkish). A few months earlier, Kuzu and Özturk were expelled from the
Dutch Labour Party (PvdA) for criticising a minister from their party on his integration
policy. DENK successfully participated in the next parliamentary elections of 2017,
winning three seats. In addition to the two founders, Dutch-Moroccan Farid Azarkan
was elected as an MP for DENK (Kiesraad, 2017). Azarkan became leader of the party
in March 2020. Since their entry into parliament, DENK has retained three seats and
established a considerable presence in Dutch municipalities (Kiesraad, 2022) In 2023,
Stephan van Baarle replaced Azarkan, winning three seats again, with the highest
number of votes ever (Kiesraad, 2023). The Netherlands has a proportional electoral
system with a low threshold compared to other European countries, contributing to
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DENK’s success. While these electoral conditions are unique, the Dutch electorate is not.
Across Europe, there are similar electorates, but no parties like DENK to vote for and to
represent minoritised electorates in parliament.

DENK is outspoken on a wide range of issues, including discrimination, Islamopho-
bia, geopolitical relations with Turkey, and Muslim rights (de Zoeten and Nij
Bijvank, 2021). The politicians of DENK are different from the Muslim politicians in
mainstream parties, where they are often included for symbolic reasons and tend to be
less likely to speak out in favour of the topics Muslim voters care about (Dancygier,
2017). DENK combines ‘descriptive’ and ‘substantive’ representation (Pitkin, 1967),
whereas Muslim politicians are otherwise electorally incentivised to broaden their elec-
toral appeal by distancing themselves from their minority group (i.e. Broadstancing, see
van Oosten, 2024). They are present as Turkish-Dutch, ethnic minorities and/or Muslim
MPs and claim to act in the interests of Turkish-Dutch, ethnic minorities and/or
Muslims. In their representative work, DENK responds to the anti-immigrant and
anti-Muslim rhetoric that has become so prevalent in political debates and policies of
the last decades (Vermeulen, 2018, 2). DENK’s tough language and the platform they
offer to their constituents are seen as an emancipatory process of ‘talking back’ (hooks
as cited in Loukili, 2021a, 119).

Extant scholarship finds that Dutch citizens with a Muslim (Otjes & Krouwel, 2019)
and migration (Vermeulen et al., 2020) background are more likely to vote for DENK,
but we do not know much about the underlying mechanisms. In this paper, we
outline three possible explanations: (1) policy issues and personal attitudes (as suggested
by Otjes & Krouwel, 2019, p. 1159; Vermeulen et al., 2020, p. 445), (2) recent experiences
with discrimination and feelings of belonging (as suggested by Azabar et al., 2020), and
(3) ethnic or religious in-group favouritism (as suggested by van Oosten, 2023).

In our original survey data, we oversampled three ethnic minority groups. Our survey
contains 905 Dutch citizens, of which 201 have a background in Turkey, 136 in Morocco
and 251 in Surinam. Our findings reveal that Muslim in-group favouritism strongly
explains voting for DENK. Turkish or Moroccan in-group favouritism, discrimination,
belonging and issues only do so to a much smaller degree. These findings contribute
to scholarship on affinity voting in general (Bird et al., 2016; Dolan, 2008; van der
Zwan et al., 2020) and Muslim affinity voting in particular (Azabar et al., 2020; Heath
et al., 2015; Otjes & Krouwel, 2019). Given the unique presence of a party like DENK,
the Netherlands serves as a laboratory for all countries with similar electorates. This
study reveals what drives these otherwise hidden electorates and furthers our under-
standing of minority voting behaviour and affinity voting.

Theoretical Framework

Why do ethnic (Turkish and Moroccan-origin) and religious (Muslim) minorities vote
for DENK? Although the literature suggests ethnic (Vermeulen, 2018) and religious
(Otjes & Krouwel, 2019) minority citizens of the Netherlands tend to vote DENK, we
do not know much about the mechanisms that underlie this trend. In order to outline
possible explanations, we turn to three distinct but related literatures: (1) the role of
issues in voting behaviour of ethnic minority citizens, (2) the role of discrimination
and feelings of belonging, and (3) social identity theory.
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Issues

Some researchers have attributed the tendency of ethnic minority citizens to vote for
left-wing parties to their attitudes towards economic redistribution (Bird et al., 2010,
pp. 10–11), though many have questioned this claim (Baysu & Swyngedouw, 2020;
Bergh & Bjørklund, 2011; Sobolewska, 2006, pp. 206–207). Given the growing salience
of cultural issues, such as immigration and Islam (Abou-Chadi & Helbling, 2018; Abou--
Chadi &Wagner, 2019; van der Brug & van Spanje, 2009), it comes as no surprise that these
issues play a much larger role in explaining voters’ choice for DENK than economic issues
do (Otjes & Krouwel, 2019, p. 1159, 1152; Vermeulen et al., 2020, p. 445, 448). Many of
these issues directly influence the way citizens with a Turkish, Moroccan and/or Muslim
background see their place in society (Loukili, 2021a, 2021b). Immigration policy deter-
mines the chances of family reunification, while Islamophobia and anti-discrimination
measures influence inclusion in the labour market, and so on. It makes sense that these
issues would impact voters with a Turkish, Moroccan and/or Muslim background.

In the literature on affinity voting, researchers often argue that voters assume descrip-
tive representatives will represent them substantively (Bird et al., 2010, p. 10; Cutler,
2002; Lee, 2008, p. 469). Especially in low-information elections, voters use heuristics
based on ethnicity to fill in which policy they expect from politicians (Arnesen et al.,
2019; Lau & Redlawsk, 2001; McDermott, 1998), especially when they share the same
background characteristics with these politicians (Lerman & Sadin, 2016). This could
also impact voting for DENK amongst Turkish-/Moroccan-origin and/or Muslim
voters: since the representatives of DENK share their background characteristics, they
assume they will also stand for their individual interests. All in all, the literature offers
plenty of reasons to believe that issues might mediate voting for DENK, although
extant research tells us issues do not explain all of it (Otjes & Krouwel, 2019; Vermeulen
et al., 2020). That is why we also turn to discrimination and in-group favouritism as poss-
ible explanatory factors.

Discrimination
Dutch citizens of Turkish or Moroccan origin experience exceptionally high levels of dis-
crimination in their daily lives (FRA, 2017, 30). Indeed, racism and Islamophobia are
widespread (Awan, 2014; Fernández-Reino et al., 2023; Mansouri & Vergani, 2018),
mobilised electorally (Schmuck & Matthes, 2019, p. 739) and, in turn, predictive of
voting behaviour (Jardina & Stephens-Dougan, 2021; Weller & Junn, 2018). Even
those with more positive attitudes towards immigrants are far more critical towards
Muslims (Helbling & Traunmüller, 2018), suggesting that discrimination based on reli-
gion is much more accepted than discrimination based on ethnicity. The feeling of being
discriminated against based on a group membership helps voters ‘gravitate to one of their
own’ (Goodyear-Grant & Tolley, 2019, p. 143). In line with this, the effect of descriptive
representation increases when discrimination becomes salient in an election (Sullivan &
Johnson, 2008, p. 60).

Feelings of discrimination drive Muslim affinity voting (Azabar et al., 2020, p. 8),
above and beyond religious participation: Muslims who practice their faith more actively
do not necessarily vote for Muslim candidates more often (idem), but Muslims who feel
excluded based on their religion are significantly more likely to vote for a fellow Muslim
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(idem). Indeed, experiences with discrimination shape political views (Nandi & Platt,
2020), also amongst Muslims (Grewal & Hamid, 2022; Phalet et al., 2010). Therefore,
Dutch Muslims may be more likely to vote for DENK as this party addresses discrimi-
nation and Islamophobia in national politics.

In-group Favouritism
According to Social Identity Theory, humans strive towards a positive self-image, and a
central strategy to achieve this is in-group favouritism, which is the tendency to prefer
members of one’s own group (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). US-context data shows that
voters prefer politicians from their racial/ethnic in-group (van Oosten et al., 2024a) and
in the Netherlands Muslim voters prefer Muslim politicians (van Oosten, 2023). The
context in which voting for DENK takes place is an optimal environment for in-group
favouritism according to Social Identity Theory: DENK propagates ethnic and religious
group differences as ‘illegitimate’ and ‘unstable’, providing a context in which minority
individuals are more likely to choose ‘social competition’ leading to ‘direct and open in-
group favouritism’ (Haslam, 2001, 25). This mechanism is evocative of the description
of DENK as ‘politically emancipating’ (Vermeulen & Kranendonk, 2019, pp. 197–198)
and ‘fighting fire with fire’ (Loukili, 2021b, p. 21). Voters with high ethnic favouritism
are much more likely to practice affinity voting (Pérez, 2015; Schildkraut, 2013), so we
expect that in-group favouritism will drive support for DENK amongst Turkish/Moroccan
and/or Muslim voters.

Initially, voters with a background in Turkey were more inclined to vote for DENK
(Vermeulen et al., 2020; Vermeulen & Kranendonk, 2019), but in the 2021 national elec-
tions the number of these voters reduced, replaced by voters with a Moroccan back-
ground (Lubbers & Spierings, 2021, p. 135). A possible factor contributing to this
could have been the internal strife within the party following a scandal involving the
former Turkish-Dutch leader Kuzu, which ultimately led to his replacement by the
Dutch-Moroccan politician Azarkan in March 2020. The timing of this scandal and suc-
cession coincided with the data-gathering period for this study. As the leader of the party
switched from someone with a Turkish background to someone with a Moroccan back-
ground, Moroccans might have become more inclined to support DENK as compared to
their Turkish counterparts.

Rather than ethnic affinity voting, Muslim affinity voting may be the primary driver
behind voting for DENK, as the party was headed by a Muslim politician at the time of
data collection. Many Dutch citizens with a migration background from Turkey or
Morocco are also Muslim and it can be challenging to distinguish which in-group they
favour. It is possible that citizens with a migration background from a Muslim-majority
country prefer politicians with the same migration background because they are Muslim,
rather than because of their ethnicity. In other words, is ethnic affinity voting actually a
proxy for Muslim affinity voting (as suggested by Di Stasio et al., 2021; Fisher et al., 2014,
p. 900)? Therefore, treating in-group favouritism as a scale could help disentangle ethnic
and religious affinity voting, enabling a comparison of how significant either factor is to
the voter who identifies as both Turkish/Moroccan and Muslim. Voting for DENK is an
excellent way to examine ethnic and religious in-group favouritism because, at the time
of data-collection, their parliamentary representatives are almost all openly Muslim and
of Turkish/Moroccan descent.
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Methods

Between March and June 2020, we conducted a survey, administered by survey agency
Kantar Public, among 905 Dutch citizens, 597 of whom have a migration background in
Turkey, Morocco and Surinam, of which 234 identify as Muslim (see dataset at van
Oosten et al., 2024b, 2024c, 2024d). The survey agency knows the country of birth of the
parents of the respondents from previous research, and oversampled respondents with a
background in Turkey, Morocco or Surinam. Through government requests for research,
Kantar had permission to gather data using the GBA (Gemeentelijke Basisadministratie,
the municipal personal files of all inhabitants) as a sampling frame. It is very uncommon
for researchers to have access to the GBA; usually, they have to rely on far less exhaustive
sampling frames. After recruiting respondents for government research, Kantar is allowed
to save the contact information of the respondents in their survey panel for future research.
The survey agency invited respondents of their panel to join our survey through an email
with a link to the survey, and there was an overall response rate of 54%. Participants received
the equivalent of two euros for their participation, which they could use to buy small items in
a gift shop. Even though approaching respondents via email might exclude some potential
respondents, the unique reliance on the only possible complete sampling frame in theNeth-
erlands (GBA) makes Kantar’s sampling superior to most other research.

We asked all respondents about their ethnic and religious identification. For ethnic
identification we asked: ‘In terms of my ethnic group, I consider myself to be… (max. 2
answers)’. We presented our respondents a list of 13 answer categories, including
Turkish, Moroccan, Surinamese, Hindustani and Dutch (see Appendix 1 for the full
list). The last questions of the survey were about religious identification. We asked: ‘Do
you consider yourself as belonging to any particular religion or denomination?’ If the
respondent answered yes, we followed up with ‘Which one?’ allowing respondents to
answer ‘Christian, Muslim, Hindu, Buddhist, Jewish, Other, [specify]’ (European Social
Survey, 2016). Respondents were able to indicate that they identified with a max of two
ethnic groups, of which one could be ‘Dutch’, and one religion. Table 1 shows the exact
number of each group of respondents based on their migration backgrounds, and the per-
centage of which identified as Dutch, an ethnic minority group or belonging to a religion.

For each ethnic group and religion respondents selected, the respondents then received a
list of four statements with answers ranging from 0 (disagree) to 10 (agree), which together
form an ethnic in-group favouritism scale (Bizumic et al., 2009). Respondents received this

Table 1. The exact number of each group of respondents based on their migration backgrounds, and
the percentage of which identified as Dutch, an ethnic minority group or belonging to a religion.

Most common ethnic and religious identification per migration background

Ethnic Religious

Migration background Dutch Other Muslim Christian N

Netherlands 98% 0% 31% 308
Turkey 53% Turkish: 81% / Kurdish: 2% 63% 3% 201
Morocco 48% Moroccan: 55% / Berber: 24% 63% 0% 136
Surinam 63% Surinamese: 44% / Hindustani: 31% 7% 15% 251
Other 9
Total 905

Note: The respondents could answer one or two ethnic groups, which is why the percentages can add up to numbers
greater than 100.
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battery of four statements between zero and three times, depending on howmany ethnic or
religious groups they identifiedwith. Table 2 lists these four statementsmeasuring ethnic in-
group favouritism.Respondentswhodid not indicate any ethnic group orChristian/Muslim
religion were coded with zero on ethnic or Christian and Muslim in-group favouritism,
respectively. Table 2 shows the descriptive statistics of our in-group favouritism variables.

Figure 1 demonstrates the relationship between ethnic and religious in-group favour-
itism. Ethnic and religious in-group favouritism are mildly related amongst Turkish-
Dutch and Moroccan-Dutch citizens, yet there is ample evidence of citizens scoring
high on one factor, and low on the other.

To gauge whether discrimination explains voting for DENK, we measured feelings of
belonging and experiences with discrimination. First, we asked people to answer a very
broad question on a scale from 0 to 10: ‘Do you feel generally accepted as belonging to the
country you live in?’ Second, we asked more specific questions about real-life experiences
with discrimination: ‘In your day-to-day life, do any of the following things happen to
you?’ and offered 10 possible ways in which people could feel discriminated, ranging
from ‘You are treated with less courtesy than other people are’ to ‘People act as if they
are afraid of you’. If respondents indicated having such experiences, they received a
follow-up question: ‘What do you think is the main reason for these experiences?’
with the possibility to answer many reasons, including ‘Your ancestry or national
origin’, ‘Your race’ or ‘Your religion’. We recoded these three answers in three
dummy variables, for ancestral, racial and religious discrimination, respectively.

We measured issue stances in both the cultural and economic dimensions, split into
eight issues: taxing the rich, social benefits, climate change, fuel prices, immigration,
Islam, equal pay for men and women, and LGB rights. We standardised all independent
variables to run from 0 to 1. For our exact measurements of issues, belonging in the Neth-
erlands and experiences with discrimination, age, gender and level of education, see the
full list of survey questions in Appendix 1.

As the dependent variable, we measured propensity to vote (PTV) for DENK by
asking respondents:

Please indicate the likelihood that you will ever vote for the following parties. If you are
certain that you will never vote for this party then choose 0; if you are certain you will
vote for this party someday, then enter 10. Of course you can also choose an intermediate
position. (as formulated in LISS, 2018)

Table 2. Descriptive statistics of our in-group favouritism variables.
Level of In-group Favouritism Amongst Dutch Citizens who Identify as…

N Mean SD Min Max Median

Muslim 234 0.30 0.23 0.02 0.98 0.27
Christian 143 0.27 0.21 0.02 1.00 0.24
Turkish 161 0.35 0.21 0.02 1.00 0.34
Moroccan 74 0.22 0.17 0.02 0.76 0.20
Surinamese 119 0.25 0.19 0.02 1.00 0.22
Hindustani 77 0.30 0.21 0.02 1.00 0.27

Notes: Levels of ethnic and religious in-group favouritism on a scale from 0 to 1. We asked respondents to answer the
following questions on an 11-point scale: (1) In general, I prefer doing things with [ethnic or religious group] people. (2)
The world would be a much better place if all other groups are like [ethnic or religious group] people. (3) I don’t think it
is good to mix with people from other groups. (4) We should always put [ethnic or religious group] interests first and
not be oversensitive about the interests of others. We conducted principal component analysis and the Chronbach
Alpha for the ethnic scale was 0.87 and for the religion scale it was 0.80.
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Figure 1. Levels of ethnic and religious in-group favouritism on a scale from 0 to 1. We asked respon-
dents to answer the following questions on an 11-point scale: 1) In general, I prefer doing things with
[ethnic or religious group] people. 2) The world would be a much better place if all other groups are
like [ethnic or religious group] people. 3) I don't think it is good to mix with people from other groups.
4) We should always put [ethnic or religious group] interests first and not be oversensitive about the
interests of others. We conducted principal component analysis and the Chronbach Alpha for the
ethnic scale was 0.87 and for the religion scale it was 0.80.
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We also measured the PTV for all other parties in parliament at the time of gathering
data, allowing for a relative PTV measure as well (see Appendix 3). In Appendix 4 we
replicate the analyses with this relative PTV measure for robustness.

We prepared our data using the R-package ‘tidyr’ (Wickham, 2020) and visualised
regression models with ‘ggplot2’ (Wickham et al., 2020). We present a series of
models, ranging from how age, gender and education explain voting for DENK, to
which ethnic and religious groups are most likely to vote for DENK, followed by why
they are most likely to do so using mediation analysis. In all models, we control for
age, gender and education.

Results

To answer why ethnic (Turkish- and Moroccan-origin) and religious (Muslim) minority
voters tend to vote for DENK, we take a number of steps. In Figure 2, we first review the
impact of three demographic control variables – age, gender and education – which offer
little explanation of voting for DENK. In Figure 3, we present four models showing that
migration background and religion indeed impact voting for DENK. We then inspect
what explains the impact of migration background and religion, by adding issues to
the model in Figure 4, followed by discrimination in Figure 5, and in-group favouritism
in Figure 6. Lastly, we present the full model with control, issue, discrimination and in-
group favouritism variables for a subset of Muslim voters in Figure 7. Muslim in-group
favouritism is shown to be by far the largest driver of voting for DENK.

In Figure 3, we present the impact of migration background and religion on the like-
lihood of voting for DENK across four models. Model 1 of Figure 3 shows that, indeed,
citizens with a migration background score significantly higher on the DENK PTV score.
On a scale from 0 to 10, they report a 2.00 points higher propensity to vote for DENK
than citizens without a migration background. When distinguishing between countries
of origin in Model 2, we see that there are large differences between voters of Surinamese
descent on the one hand and voters of Turkish or Moroccan descent on the other.
Although voters of Surinamese descent still score a statistically significant 0.76 points
higher on the DENK PTV score than voters without a migration background, voters
of Turkish or Moroccan descent score, respectively, 3.28 and 2.72 points higher than
voters without a migration background. Model 3 of Figure 3 shows that Muslim

Figure 2. Coefficients returned from linear regression model. Adjusted R-squared, Turkey: 0.01968,
Morocco: 0.01485, Surinam: 0.001435, Netherlands: 0.02272. Dependent variable: PTV for DENK – Pro-
pensity to vote for DENK measured on a scale from 0 to 10. Error bars represent the 95% confidence
interval.
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Figure 3. Coefficients returned from linear regression model. Dependent variable: PTV for DENK – Pro-
pensity to vote for DENK measured on a scale from 0 to 10. Controlled for age, gender and education.
Error bars represent the 95% confidence interval. Adjusted R-squared, model 1: 0.1539, model 2:
0.2608, model 3: 0.3135, model 4: 0.3296. Reference categories consist of respondents without a
migration background (models 1 and 2), non-religious respondents (model 3) or non-religious respon-
dents without a migration background (model 4).
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Figure 4. Coefficients returned from linear regression model. Dependent variable: PTV for DENK: Pro-
pensity to vote for DENK measured on a scale from 0 to 10. Error bars represent the 95% confidence
interval. The higher the issue-scores, the more leftist (higher taxes, higher fuel prices, more immigra-
tion, more equal pay, etc). Adjusted R-squared: 0.4321. Controlled for age, gender and education.
Reference categories consist of non-religious respondents without a migration background.
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voters, on average, indicate a 4.06 points higher propensity than non-religious voters to
vote for DENK. Hindu voters score 1.08 points higher and Christian voters score slightly
lower than non-religious voters.

In Model 4 of Figure 3, we add ethnic and religious background characteristics to the
model. The effect of ethnicity is severely diminished compared to Model 2, whereas the
effect of religion remains roughly the same compared to Model 3. This suggests that reli-
gion partially mediates the effect of ethnicity. In other words, religion explains most of
the effect of ethnicity we see in Model 2 of Figure 3, while ethnicity does not explain
the effect of religion we see in Model 3 of Figure 3.

In Figure 4 we analyse whether issue preferences explain voting for DENK. Besides the
religion and ethnicity variables, we added eight economic and cultural issue positions of
respondents. The only statistically significant issue positions are those on climate change,
immigration and LGB rights. The more a respondent believes that immigrants are an

Figure 5. Coefficients returned from linear regression model. Dependent variable: PTV for DENK: Pro-
pensity to vote for DENK measured on a scale from 0 to 10. Error bars represent the 95% confidence
interval. On belonging, higher scores indicate a higher feeling of belonging. Adjusted R-squared:
0.4389. Controlled for age, gender and education. Reference categories consist of respondents
without a migration background, non-religious respondents or respondents who never experienced
religious, ancestral or racial discrimination.
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Figure 6. Coefficients returned from linear regression model. Dependent variable: PTV for DENK: Pro-
pensity to vote for DENK measured on a scale from 0 to 10. Error bars represent the 95% confidence
interval. On in-group favouritism, higher scores indicate higher levels of in-group favouritism.
Adjusted R-squared: 0.4567. Controlled for age, gender and education. Reference categories consist
of non-religious respondents without a migration background.
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Figure 7. Coefficients returned from linear regression model. Dependent variable: PTV for DENK: Pro-
pensity to vote for DENK measured on a scale from 0 to 10. Error bars represent the 95% confidence
interval. The higher the issue-scores, the more leftist (higher taxes, higher fuel prices, more immigra-
tion, more equal pay, etc). On belonging, higher scores indicate a higher feeling of belonging. Experi-
encing religious, ancestral and racial discrimination is indicated with a 1, reference categories did not
experience any of these three forms of discrimination. On in-group favouritism, higher scores indicate
higher levels of in-group favouritism. See Table 2 for an overview of what items this score consists of.
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asset to the Netherlands, the more likely they are to vote for DENK. The more a respon-
dent believes in the need to combat climate change and supports same-sex adoption, the
less likely they are to vote for DENK and vice versa. Further analyses, reported in Appen-
dix 4, show that the impact of climate change views on DENK voting is driven mostly by
respondents with a Moroccan background, while the impact of views on LGB rights are
mostly driven by their Turkish counterparts. Appendix 4 also reveals that respondents
with a Surinamese background and those without a migration background are most
likely to reveal a positive relationship between immigration views and voting for
DENK, while this is much less likely amongst respondents with a Turkish and Moroccan
background.

Most importantly, adding the eight issues to the model only reduced the coefficient of
Muslim religion by 16%, from 3.57 to 3.01. Likewise, the coefficients of Turkish, Moroc-
can or Surinamese descent scores are only reduced a little, by 0.25, 0.35 and 0.10 points,
respectively. The impact of a Moroccan and Surinamese background lost its significance
after adding the variables, though only a small reduction in the effect size was necessary
to make this happen. The impact of identifying as Hindu remained the same. Thus, there
is little evidence to support the claim that issue positions substantially mediate the
relationship between ethnic or religious background characteristics and voting for
DENK.

In Figure 5 we analyse whether discrimination explains voting for DENK, by adding
the belonging scale and three discrimination items to the model with religion and ethnic
background (Model 4 of Figure 3). Feeling accepted as belonging in the Netherlands
negatively predicts voting for DENK by 0.75 points, meaning that the less you feel
accepted, the higher you indicate your likelihood of voting for DENK. Ancestral and
racial discrimination do not have significant independent effects on voting for DENK.
Experiences with religious discrimination predict propensity to vote DENK by 1.18
points, which is in line with the party’s position on discrimination against Muslims.
Adding these discrimination items to the model slightly reduced the effect of being
Muslim, by about half a point or 15%. Thus, similar to issue positions, religious discrimi-
nation only slightly explains why Muslim voters tend to vote for DENK. Meanwhile, the
reduction in the effects of being of Turkish or Moroccan descent resulting from adding
the discrimination items was negligible, suggesting that Turkish- and Moroccan-Dutch
DENK voting is not substantially mediated by experiences with discrimination.

In Figure 6 we analyse whether in-group favouritism explains voting for DENK. To do
this, we added ethnic identification variables and in-group favouritism scales to the
model with religion and ethnicity (Model 4 of Figure 3). We also controlled for respon-
dents who identified with other religions (Buddhism, Hinduism, Judaism or others),
which resulted in a model in which the reference category consists of only non-religious
respondents without a migration background.

Turkish, Surinamese and Hindustani identification does not have an independent
effect on voting for DENK, but Moroccan identification does. At the same time,
however, Moroccan in-group favouritism has a negative effect on DENK vote propensity.
Thus, there is a positive baseline effect of identifying as Moroccan, but the stronger a
Moroccan identifier expresses in-group favouritism, the more this positive effect is can-
celled out. Less surprisingly, Turkish and Surinamese levels of in-group favouritism
impact voting for DENK positively. Most importantly, though, Muslim identification
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and in-group favouritism impact voting for DENK positively, by 1.91 and 4.88 points,
respectively. Muslim in-group favouritism has by far the highest effect size of all
models. The more a voter favours their Muslim in-group, the more likely they are to
vote for DENK.

Most notably, the effect of identifying as Muslim drops substantially when adding
these identification and in-group favouritism measures to the model: from 3.56 to 1.91
points, or a reduction of 46%. Moreover, the effect of being of Turkish descent drops
by more than half a point and is no longer significant when adding these variables.
The impact of being of Moroccan descent also loses significance, though this effect
was not high to begin with. As the effect of being Muslim is still statistically significant,
in-group favouritism does not explain all of the Muslim effect, but the difference is still
considerable. Indeed, in-group favouritism explains why Muslims vote DENK much
more clearly than discrimination and issues do.

The analyses that we have presented thus far comprised the entire sample of respon-
dents, with non-religious respondents without a migration background forming the
reference category to the migration background and religious variables. To zoom in
specifically on why Muslims vote DENK, we now analyse a subset of only the Muslim
respondents. Figure 7 comprises all the explanatory independent variables of our ana-
lyses in one model: issues, discrimination and in-group favouritism. Taken together,
we find only two variables significantly explain why Muslims vote for DENK: position
on immigration (2.36 points) and Muslim in-group favouritism (4.83 points). We also
analyse the impact of issues, discrimination and identification on Turkish, Moroccan,
Surinamese and Dutch subsets of the sample. For the minority subsets, Muslim in-
group favouritism also turns out to be the explanation for DENK voting with the
highest explanatory power, overall issue and discrimination variables.

Discussion

The outcomes of this research contribute to the literature on affinity voting (Bird et al.,
2016; Dolan, 2008; van der Zwan et al., 2020). In-group favouritism and, to a lesser
extent, experiences with discrimination and views on immigration are key to understand-
ing why minority citizens vote for DENK, a party consisting of members of parliament of
Turkish or Moroccan descent and/or Muslims. In-group favouritism, discrimination and
issues should become a standard part of understanding the electoral behaviour and atti-
tudes of minority citizens as they reveal how they experience their relationship to – and
what sets them apart from – majority citizens. In-group favouritism and discrimination
could also shape how minority citizens relate to the society around them and should
therefore receive careful consideration beyond the literature of affinity voting as well
(as already done by Fischer-Neumann, 2014; Fleischmann et al., 2011; Leszczensky
et al., 2020; Scuzzarello, 2015; Simon & Ruhs, 2008; Slootman, 2016, 2018, 2019; Sloot-
man & Duyvendak, 2015; van Heelsum & Koomen, 2016; Verkuyten & Yildiz, 2009).
In this section, we discuss the caveats to this study and implications for future research.

First, it is striking that we did not find that positions on the Islam-related issue variable
explain why minority Dutch citizens vote for DENK. One explanation might be that the
issue we studied, i.e. ‘Islam should be restricted by law’, was particularly broad or difficult
to interpret. More specific and clear statements might explain voting for DENK more
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fully, e.g. we need to do more to end Islamophobia/discrimination, cartoons with the
prophet Mohammed should be forbidden, or halal meals should be available in
schools. More ethnonationalist-related items might also relate to voting for DENK,
e.g. we should not criticise Erdoğan, the Armenian genocide never took place, the
Grey Wolves are not a danger to Turkey, or Turkish and Moroccan Dutch citizens
should be allowed to have two nationalities.

Second, the discrimination and in-group favouritism variables are vulnerable to endo-
geneity. In this paper, we have assumed that the causality runs from ethnic background
measured through parental place of birth (an unquestionably exogenous variable) and
religious background (less exogenous, but still very much a product of the family you
were born in) to experiences of discrimination and in-group favouritism (both arguably
endogenous), all leading to voting for DENK. The causality could also be the other way
around: voting for DENK could raise awareness of discrimination, making voters more
likely to state they have experienced it. Voting for DENK could also heighten Muslim in-
group favouritism because the party puts Islamophobia on the agenda. Particularly due to
the lagged effect experiences of discrimination tend to have (Fleischmann et al., 2019),
multiple waves of panel studies over time are needed to clear up in which direction
the causality runs: is DENK expressing or fuelling discontent amongst voters (to
borrow the terminology from Rooduijn et al., 2016)?

Third, the primacy of Muslim in-group favouritism underlines an important step in
the continuingly relevant ‘identity-to-politics-link’ (Lee, 2008). Future research should
not only understand identity as a top-down category, but also ask respondents what
they consider to be their in-group and to what extent they favour one in-group over
the other. One cannot understand the relationship between identity and politics if
one is not critical about what in-group, amongst many possible in-groups (Muslim,
Moroccan, Dutch, Rotterdammer, Amsterdammer, immigrant), they favour. This
research indicates that Muslim in-group favouritism is much more important than
ethnic favouritism in understanding voting for DENK, which already shows that
merely seeing citizens in terms of their migration background is improvident. Expand-
ing the categories one can identify with even further might be a fruitful avenue for
further research.

The in-group favouritism scale consisted of four separate items, see Table 2. In an
exploratory analysis, we examined all four of these statements separately. We found
that the in-group favouritism score for voting for DENK is mostly driven by the state-
ment ‘We should always put Muslim interests first and not be oversensitive about the
interests of others’, followed by ‘The world would be a much better place if all other
groups are like Muslim people’, ‘In general, I prefer doing things with Muslim people’,
and ‘I don’t think it is good to mix with people from other groups’. The latter three
only have a very marginal impact on voting for DENK, pointing towards the importance
of interest representation for Muslim voters.

Moreover, the importance of Muslim interest representation also points towards
what sets DENK apart from almost all political parties in Europe. Although the Nether-
lands has a particularly rich history of descriptive representation of ethnic minority
politicians in parliament (Bloemraad, 2013, p. 659; Fernandes et al., 2016, p. 2), this
does not mean that this always included proud and open Muslim politicians, as
many party selectors opt for symbolic inclusion of Muslim politicians who do not
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profess their faith openly (Dancygier, 2017). For various reasons, not all Muslim poli-
ticians are always open about their faith (Aktürk & Katliarou, 2021, p. 392), while the
parliamentarians of DENK have always been active advocates of Islam (Loukili, 2021a,
2021b).

DENK thereby combines descriptive representation of Muslims with substantive rep-
resentation. Mainstream parties struggle with dilemmas of inclusion (Dancygier, 2017):
Left-wing parties are more inclined to (have voters who) value diversity, yet they fear
adding Muslim politicians to their party lists will upset their voters who also value
gender equality, freedom of expression and gay rights. They are therefore more likely
to opt for representatives who do add to the diversity of their list, but who do not
openly and unapologetically profess their Muslim faith (idem). DENK shows that the
unique combination of descriptive and substantive representation (terminology from
Pitkin, 1967) might enhance the extent to which voters feel represented and therefore
are more likely to vote for in-group politicians. Future research on affinity voting
should include variables on in-group favouritism, whilst also scrutinising whether
descriptive or substantive representation is driving voting.

Conclusion

Why do ethnic and religious minorities vote for DENK? We outlined three possible
explanations: issues, discrimination and in-group favouritism. Our findings reveal that
Muslim in-group favouritism drives the DENK vote the most, followed by immigration
attitudes and experiencing discrimination for being Muslim, while other issues only offer
a very limited explanation for voting for the party. We find that religious background
explains much of the effect of ethnic background. Dutch citizens of Turkish or Moroccan
descent tend to vote DENK mostly because of being Muslim, not because of their
migration background. Relatedly, only religious discrimination explains voting for
DENK, while ancestral or racial discrimination do not. Indeed, Muslim in-group favour-
itism is what is driving results: even when controlling for experiences with religious dis-
crimination and the effect of a lack of feeling accepted as belonging in the Netherlands,
Muslim in-group favouritism persists above and beyond any other explanatory variable.

The outcomes of this research provide an addition to existing scholarship on the
voting behaviour of minority citizens by indicating the importance of Muslim
in-group favouritism over favouring of the ethnic in-group. This research also consoli-
dates existing research pointing towards experiences with discrimination as a reason
why Muslims tend to vote for Muslims (Azabar et al., 2020). All of this suggests the
primacy of being Muslim in shaping voting behaviour. Future research needs to take
voter religiosity into account more, while remaining attentive to the importance of alter-
nate identities, as the salience of each identity depends on contextual factors. In the case
of DENK voters, the context of widespread Islamophobic rhetoric has undoubtedly
shaped the dynamics leading to the outcomes we find in this research. DENK’s origin
story underlines the importance of understanding the party as a reaction to widespread
Islamophobia underpinning the conditions under which the founders of DENK were
forced to leave the Dutch Labour Party (PvdA).

As far as we know there is no other political party in Europe like DENK: no other party
in Europe has mostly Muslim politicians, maintains a sustained presence in parliament
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and voices otherwise unheard policy positions in favour of Muslims and in reaction to
Islamophobic narratives. The fact that DENK was able to emerge in the Netherlands
could be characterised as a perfect storm: an unlikely consequence of structure (election
system, prerogative to leave party and keep seats, proportional representation) and
agency (the Dutch Labour Party minister of Social Affairs presenting themselves as an
immigration-hardliner, the founders of DENK’s criticism of their turn to the right,
their refusal to back down when being threatened to be ousted from the Labour Party
and their choice to remain in parliament under the header of DENK). This does not
mean that the Dutch electorate is in any way unique. Across Europe there are
Muslims who are likely to react similarly to a party like DENK, if they have the
chance to vote for a party which represents them both descriptively and substantively
as unreserved and unapologetic Muslims.
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