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Abstract 

 

The article examines why issues of mainly symbolic significance often overshadow 

problems of potentially higher security risk for a country. To answer this question, it 

looks at Greek reactions to the use of the name “Macedonia” by the neighboring 

republic since the dissolution of the former Yugoslavia in the early 1990s. It utilizes 

debates from the Hellenic Parliament as the main source of empirical evidence to 

illustrate how the “name issue” became a major priority in Greek politics, sidelining 

arguably more threatening and urgent disputes with Albania and Turkey. The analysis 

demonstrates on Turkish and Albanian issues a sizeable „dovish‟ camp championing 

ideas of reconciliation and compromise. On the contrary, “hawks” succeeded in 

monopolizing framing and fostering an early nationalist consensus on the Macedonian 

issue. As the crisis unfolded, elite consensus on the rightness and efficacy of 

nationalism prevented adaptation to new conditions and reassessment of contrary 

information. Symbolic politics redefined the meaning of security and the country‟s 

priorities, eventually leading to elite entrapment when compromise was desirable and 

necessary.  
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Introduction 

 

 

Scholars have noted that the concepts of symbolic politics and issue framing have 

gained considerable currency across disciplines, citing a proliferation of studies on 

cultural framing and collective action frames (Benford & Snow, 2000; Kaufman, 

2008; Ross, 2008). Leading neo-realist thinkers such as Stephen Krasner have come 

to acknowledge the role of framing ideas in public policy, emphasizing that the 

critical issue in policy is not analysis in the way political scientists conduct research 

aiming to explain past events with more or less full information but how ideas are 

framed (2007). Krasner‟s acknowledgment reflects the power of communication in 

enhancing, modifying and restraining politics in the modern world. Various studies 

have shown that public opinion depends on framing, and that even small changes in 

the wording of question choices can produce different preferences among respondents 

(Iyengar, Peters & Kynder, 1982; Iyengar, 1991; Kynder, 1998). Current literature 

moreover has demonstrated how elite framing becomes embedded in political 

institutions and processes of decision-making, particularly in crisis-prone societies 

(George, 1980; Goldstein & Keohane, 1993; Lustick, 1993; Schimmelfennig, 2001). 

Yet few studies have attempted to decouple framing processes from security or other 

concerns.  

This article aims to examine framing as a theoretical concept by looking at a 

highly symbolic dispute which captured the imagination of the Greek public despite 

other competing priorities facing the country. As the conflict between the Greeks and 

their „ethnic Macedonian‟
1
 neighbors to the north suggests, a close look at 

                                                 
1
 The article uses the terms ethnic Slav Macedonians and Macedonian 

Republic/FYROM to refer to the state officially recognized by the United Nations as 

FYROM (Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia). The normative/legal analysis of 
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communication and framing strategies becomes important in highlighting and 

understanding patterns of moderation and contention. Drawing from Benford & Snow 

(2000), the article examines the concept of elite framing and proposes a methodology 

of selecting and analyzing parliamentary debates, highlighting the significance of 

framing processes in explaining Greek crisis behavior on the Macedonian issue. It 

goes on to demonstrate the implications of framing in guiding policy and the 

generalizability of the findings to other crisis-prone countries.   

 

Framing Processes  

Framing is generally understood as a conscious strategic effort to shape shared 

understandings about a group, its environment, entitlements, and range of possible 

actions, whether cooperative or adversarial (Goffman, 1974; Gamson, 1992; Kynder, 

1998; Benford & Snow, 2000). Goffman uses the concept of framing to denote 

“schemata of interpretation” that enable individuals “to locate, perceive, identify, and 

label” occurrences within their life space and the world at large (Goffman, 1974: 21). 

Following Goffman, Klandermans defines framing as a process in which social actors, 

media, and members of a society jointly interpret, define, and redefine states of affairs 

(Klandermans, 1997: 44). What distinguishes framing from other cognitive structures 

is the degree of strategy involved in negotiating a shared meaning of a given situation 

(Benford & Snow, 2000: 612; Busby, 2007; Zald, 1996: 261).  

Frames reflect the work of social agents, whether political leaders, civil 

society movements, or media. In other words, frames imply agency, deliberation, and 

                                                                                                                                            

the contemporary Macedonian dispute, over which nation in the Balkans is entitled of 

the name of “Macedonia”, is beyond the purpose of the article, although the implicit 

recommendation here is that both sides in the conflict will benefit by finding ways to 

constructively share the name and symbols of the region.   
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even manipulation in the construction of new “realities” (Snow & Benford, 1988). 

Frames should conform with reality, but not necessarily perfectly, nor as the only 

possible conceptualization of reality (Krasner, 2008). Frames most often build on a 

pre-existing cultural stock drawn from the symbolic politics of a community 

(Desrosiers, 2008; Kaufman, 2008; Ross, 1997, 2008). Moreover, by their nature, 

“frames are constraining; by directing us to perceive and interpret an event in a 

particular way, they reduce our options of seeing the event in other ways” (Gamson & 

Herzog, 1999). Frames become embedded in institutions and symbolic politics 

thereby reshaping the meaning of security, national entitlement and opportunity for 

mobilization and violence (Author, previous work).  

Generally speaking, frames determine what a group considers possible or 

impossible, natural or unnatural, problematic or inevitable (Lustick, 1993: 6). In 

shaping foreign policy, hawks aim at monopolizing political thinking and 

marginalizing pacifist forces or ethnic antagonists, thereby determining patterns of 

adversarial behavior at both state and civil society levels. Doves on the other hand, 

frame messages of peace and reconciliation and oppose violence on the not only on 

moral and humanitarian grounds but also on the basis of solid political reasoning 

(Cortright, 2008: 4). Hawks and doves often rely on similar strategies such as 

mobilizing core constituencies, drawing alliances and marginalizing rival forces. 

Overall, framing by doves and hawks guides decisions and links ideas with 

policymaking, a central theme in the theory and practice of International Relations 

(George, 1980; Goldstein & Keohane, 1993). 

Whether aiming at peace or war, frames have essentially two components: a 

diagnostic component which includes grievances, threats and more generally a 

definition of the problem and its source, and a prognostic component, focusing on the 
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identification of appropriate opportunities and strategies for redressing the problem 

(Snow & Benford, 1988; Entman, 1993; Alimi, Gamson & Ryan, 2006). For Homer-

Dixon, these two components, motivation and opportunity, dominate explanations of 

civil violence but “one or other isn‟t enough by itself; lots of both are needed to 

generate upheaval” (Homer-Dixon, 2006: 255). And in explaining war, Van Evera 

emphasizes the coincidence of victimization and power, arguing that this combination 

brings together the motive and the capacity to make trouble (Van Evera, 1994). In 

other words, it is necessary to see how elites and followers come to see previously 

legitimate and unimportant relationships as now illegitimate and important, and how 

confrontational action suddenly becomes a possible and manageable option. A 

number of studies show how frames influence such political outcomes by becoming 

embedded in social norms, public identities, and definitions of national interest 

(Schimmelfennig, 2001; Lustick, 2006). Yet few studies have examined the 

connections between analysis of framing and analysis of political institutions. More 

specifically, most studies have generally ignored how issues are debated at the core 

institutions of parliamentary democracies.  

 

The Hellenic Parliament 

The Hellenic parliament has acted as the central site/institution in the 

formulation and reformulation of Greek nationalism for about two centuries. Since the 

creation of the Greek state in the 1830s when more than half of Greeks lived under 

Ottoman rule, political elites have addressed war and peace in their political rhetoric, 

thus accumulating a rich cultural repertoire of contention and moderation (Tilly 1978; 

Tarrow 1993). The most prominent historical example is that of Megali Idea, the 

principle of territorial and cultural expansion of the 19
th

-century Greek Kingdom. It 
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was articulated and presented as a viable political program in 1844 during a 

discussion on the amendment of the third article of the Greek constitution on the 

rights of ethnic Greeks born outside the Greek Kingdom (Kitromilides, 1979). 

Although not the only place to study how elites think and act, a country‟s 

parliament has several advantages over other sources, such as local newspapers, 

evening news reports, or interviews with experts. In contemporary Greek politics 

parliamentary debates provide accessible links between elite framing and 

policymaking, with both constituting a representative sample of thinking at the 

highest echelons of the government and the major opposition forces. Unlike the 

information gleaned from interviews, records of parliamentary debates are easily 

accessible, and therefore, findings can be confirmed and re-tested. Second, unlike 

interviews which might take place years after a given event, parliamentary debates, 

particularly those occurring at times of crisis, do not allow participants to rethink and 

to reconstruct their positions. Finally, even though citizens might not directly follow 

most parliamentary debates, it is possible for research purposes to identify “high 

impact” sessions cited in the international press (a selection process based on the 

assumption that international media will show a preference for the most influential 

debates). References and citations in newspapers provide a consistent measure for 

selecting the most influential debates, although admittedly citations are not the only 

possible way of evaluating the importance of a particular debate.  

 

Alternative Explanations of the Macedonian Puzzle  

The historical context of the Macedonian issue is important in situating how the 

conflict is understood in the Greek parliament and in Southeast Europe in general. 

The Greeks arrived in the region in the 12
th

 century BC, and the ancient Macedonian 
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Kingdom had organic cultural ties with the Greek cities in the South long before the 

arrival of the Slavs in the Balkans in the 7
th

 century AC (Stavrianos, 1958; Rossos, 

2008). Nonetheless, Macedonia hosted many different cultures for centuries, and its 

inhabitants considered themselves Macedonians, regardless of language or nationality. 

At the heart of the contemporary dispute since the 1990s is the name and the cultural 

symbols of ancient Macedonians and whether one of the ethnic groups in the region 

could monopolize them, either on the basis of ancient cultural ties (Greek 

Macedonians) or recent presence and statehood (ethnic/Slav Macedonians) or 

alternatively whether the names and symbols could be constructively shared by the 

two groups in conflict (Danforth, 1995; Ramet, 2005a, 2005b; Rossos, 2008).  

Macedonia, particularly the “name issue,” dominated ethnic politics in Greece 

in the early 1990s. In their narrative, the Greek side points to memories of the Balkan 

wars of 1912-1913, Bulgarian occupation of parts of Greek Macedonia in WWII, the 

Yugoslav involvement in the 1944-1949 Greek civil war, and recent territorial claims 

by ultra-nationalists in the neighboring republic (Kofos, 1964; Koliopoulos, 1999). 

While Greeks resent any attempts or claims to redraw their northern borders, in their 

own historic narratives ethnic Macedonians lament the 1913 partition of geographic 

Macedonia (Rossos, 1981). As in many conflicts around the world one nation‟s 

partition of a historic homeland is another nation‟s legitimate border, thereby any 

normative judgments by third parties are extremely difficult (Lustick 1993, O‟Leary 

2007). More importantly, in the recent decades ethnic Slav Macedonians have pointed 

to the negation of the Macedonian national identity by all neighbors, primarily the 

Greeks, and the involuntary assimilation of Slav Macedonian speakers into the Greek 

national community (Danforth, 1995; Rossos, 1996, 2008).  
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Although Greeks have legitimate historical concerns in Macedonia concerning 

Bulgarian and Yugoslav territorial ambitions, Greek mobilization in the 1990s 

targeted the new Yugoslav republic which arguably could not be held primarily 

accountable for crimes committed in the name of Bulgarian or Yugoslav 

“expansionism.” Even if the principle of “collective punishment” were to be endorsed 

in this instance, it will be an exaggeration to extend it to include the inhabitants of the 

new Republic in order to legitimize sanctions for Bulgarian or Yugoslav war crimes 

committed decades ago in a completely different historical context.  

Civil War grievances are also a weak explanation for the current conflict.  Slav 

Macedonians fought with the losing side of the Civil War (the Greek Communists) 

while Asia Minor refugees predominantly supported the Greek Right. However, as 

Kalyvas argues the civil war was by no means an ethnic war (Kalyvas, 2006: 312) and 

despite its pronounced ethnic character particularly in the Slav speaking areas of 

Greece it has not been understood as such in the Greek or Balkan historiographies 

(Ibid; Kofos, 1964; Rossos, 1996).  

Moreover, following the Civil War Greece enjoyed a close relationship with 

both Tito‟s Yugoslavia and Bulgaria. Strategic priorities and worsening of relations 

with Turkey after the invasion of Cyprus in 1974 as well as rising tensions in the 

Aegean in the 1980s dictated closer ties with northern neighbors (Heraclides, 2001). 

During the 1987 Greek-Turkish Sismik crisis, PM Andreas Papandreou dispatched his 

Minister of Foreign Affairs and current President of Greece Karolos Papoulias to 

Bulgaria to secure the country‟s support (Cowell, 1987). More interestingly, as Ramet 

notes, even when Minister of Foreign Affairs Antonis Samaras was accusing Bulgaria 

of “endangering security” by recognizing Macedonia in 1992, agreements for military 
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cooperation were being made by Greece and Bulgaria, including close contact 

between combat units in the two countries (Ramet, 1992). 

Further to this, a close look at the 20
th

-century history of Macedonia suggests 

that Greeks were on the “winning side” in Macedonia, unlike conflicts with Albania 

and Turkey, where Greeks had grievances, some of which were more visible, and in 

the case of the latter documented by international organizations (e.g. UN resolutions 

contemning Turkish actions on Cyprus). Moreover, when compared to conflicts with 

Albania or Turkey in the same period, the Macedonian issue had little potential to 

endanger Greek security. The new Republic had no current or future military 

capabilities while Greece maintained both short-term and long-term strategic, political 

and military advantages.   

Yet the conflict roused the Greek public and led to a tough-resolve political 

approach to the situation in the early 1990s. As Michas argues, “It would not be an 

overstatement to say that Greece‟s foreign policy during the first half of the last 

decade was dominated by a single issue: Macedonia” (Michas, 2002: 42). What is 

more intriguing is the engagement of ordinary citizens in the making of foreign 

policy, through petitions, demonstrations, and consumer boycotts against EU 

countries supporting the new republic (Smith, 1992:10). Two major demonstrations, 

one in Thessaloniki (February 14,
 
1992) and the other in Athens (December 10, 1992) 

attracted at least a million people each.
2
 No other issue related to Turkey or Albania 

has received this type of attention from ordinary citizens, despite collective memories, 

recent ethnic antagonisms, and an alleged “civilizational divide” (Kaplan, 1993). 

More importantly, no other issue has provoked official government embargoes by two 

                                                 
2
 For informal figures, see Alexandri (1992) and Toronto Star (1992). 



 

 

10 

consecutive Greek governments on both the left and right.
3
 In the South of Greece, the 

Macedonian issue was virtually unknown,
4
 and unlike comparable cases of ethnic 

conflict (Kaufman, 2001, 2008; Ross, 2008), the escalation of Greek-Macedonian 

conflict cannot be attributed to a straightforward elite or mass mobilization of existing 

memories and symbols.  

In fact, other incidents during the same period reinforce the observation that it 

is not always possible or desirable to “stir up nationalist passions” (Levy, 1989; 

Brubaker, 1998: 275, 289). For example, despite the diversionary potential of Greek-

Turkish crises at a time of political instability, the Mitsotakis government managed to 

break the cycle of confrontation with the Turkish minority in Thrace in the early 

1990s (Anagnostou, 2001: 103). Further, the country‟s general policy towards Albania 

was generally cooperative, despite incidents involving the Greek minority in Southern 

Albania and difficulties associated with the arrival of almost half a million new 

Albanian immigrants.
5
 Nonetheless, the Greek government failed to use its EU 

credentials to help stabilize its former Yugoslav border in the North, choosing, rather, 

to follow a course of collision that destabilized Greece domestically. The course of 

events eventually led to the fall of moderate Constantinos Mitsotakis
6
 and the return 

                                                 
3
 The Mitsotakis government introduced an oil embargo against the landlocked 

republic between January 1992 and September 1992, while Andreas Papandreou 

introduced a seven-month frontier embargo (excluding food and medicine) on 

February 16, 1994 (Agence France Presse, 1994; see also Hislope, 2003: 136). 
4
 There is plenty of evidence showing that both the average Greek citizen and key 

experts had little knowledge of the Macedonian issue. For example, Greek politicians 

had no idea of how many Greeks lived in the Macedonian republic/FYROM; a brief 

sampling elicits the following estimates: Christides, 10,000; Zoulas, 250,000; 

Vakalopoulos, 200,000; Minister Tsitsikostas, 300,000; Tsathas, 250,000; Greek 

General Staff, 239,000; Ambassador Dountas, 0 (cited in Eleftherotypia 1992) 
5
 One should not downplay problems in these areas; see Poulton (2000); Demetriou 

(2004); Tzanelli (2006).  
6
 Greek Prime Minister, Center Right Nea Demokratia (ND), 11 April 1990-13 

October 1993.  



 

 

11 

to power of populist Andreas Papandreou in 1993 (Barber, 1993; Ottaway, 1993: 

A12).
7
 

Alternative explanations of Greek reactions to the use of the name and 

symbols of “Macedonia” focus primarily on the role of identity and memory. In their 

efforts to explain the issue, scholars have explored a number of explanations, 

variables and theoretical avenues, including social identity theory (Triandafyllidou, 

1998; Kotsovilis, 2005), collective memory (Mazower, 1995; Roudometof, 2002; 

Tzanelli, 2006), the unresolved wounds of the Greek Civil War (Pettifer, 1999), ethnic 

nationalist ideology (Danforth, 1995; Michas, 2002; Karakasidou, 1997; Rossos, 

2008), political manipulation (Zahariadis, 2005), and the influence of the media 

(Demertzis, Papathanasopoulos & Armenakis, 1999).  

For one thing, many of these explanations are present and often more visible 

in analyzing Greek nationalism towards Albania and Turkey and therefore cannot 

account for the variation in Greek crisis behavior. For another, elite framing reflects 

many of these variables since framing and discursive hooks more generally do not 

operate in a vacuum but simultaneously reflect and institutionalize specific material or 

other interests (Agathangelou & Ling, 1997: 23). Even when frames correlate to, or 

reflect, other causes commonly associated with mobilization and conflict, these 

variables might remain unnoticed unless elites bring them into public attention and 

eliminate alternative interpretations. Ultimately, how causal variables are understood 

and framed in political discourse might be more important than the initial causes 

(Author, previous work). More interestingly, framing highlights interactive processes 

                                                 
7
 Greek Prime Minster, Panhellenic Socialist Movement (PASOK), 21 October 1981-

2 July 1989; and 13 October 1993-22 January 1996. 
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such as the contest between “hawks” and “doves” which often takes a life of its own 

overshadowing proximate or background conditions.  

Hawks usually draw from grievances, hatred, and security dilemmas (Gurr, 

1970, Jervis, 1978; Kaufman, 2001; Petersen, 2002), while doves point to 

transcendent identities, mutually-hurting stalemates and opportunities for 

compromise, and the need for reconciliation (Zartman, 1995; Kelman, 1999; 

Heraclides, 2001). Many of these variables result from a “mixture of objective and 

subjective factors” (Homer-Dixon, 2006: 255) which are hard to be quantified or 

compared in isolation.  Framing analysis on the other hand is a tool for integrating 

variables that are otherwise hard to isolate or define based on “objective” criteria. 

Here and elsewhere in this special issue (under review in this journal), framing 

analysis synthesizes a vast array of theoretical concepts and variables into a simple 

but also coherent explanation of the dynamics of ethnic politics and foreign policy 

(Desrosiers, 2008; Kaufman, 2008; Ross, 2008).  

As the analysis of parliamentary speeches demonstrates below, the explanation 

for the Greek reactions on the Macedonian issue lies primarily in the early framing of 

a nationalist consensus in the country‟s important political institutions. On the 

contrary, on issues with Albania or Turkey, arguably with a deeper “historical” or 

“security-driven” background, a sizeable moderate camp championed ideas of 

reconciliation and compromise, particularly in the 1980s. Greek parties on both the 

right and the left had moderate factions who emphasized the need for compromise and 

noted the futility of confrontation. Moderates on the right emphasized the possibility 

of settling issues with Turkey within the framework offered by the European 

Community and NATO while moderates on the left emphasized solidarity with 

socialist Albania. In each case, moderate factions prevented a homogenization of the 
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framing of a particular situation or crisis. In contrast, on the Macedonian issue, all 

parties even the communist left avoided (for reasons of political expediency) any past 

association with the ethnic/Slav Macedonians.  

 

 ñAn Exclusive Homeland for the Greeksò 

The degree to which the presence of “ethnic others” is acknowledged, 

opposed, or misrepresented in the national narrative of a dominant group provides a 

taste of a particular type of nationalism. In the Greek parliamentary debates, for 

example, Greece has been seen as the exclusive homeland of the Greeks. Thus, any 

expression of cultural diversity, especially with respect to Macedonia, has been 

instantly linked with past threats against the country‟s territorial integrity 

(Kostopoulos, 2000). During the period 1978-1991, ethnic Slav Macedonians who 

were forced to leave the country after the Greek Civil War were at the center of this 

discourse. In a debate in the Greek parliament, even playing a song from this “enemy” 

country was presented as a crime – while reading a police report in 1978, Minister 

Anastasios Balkos mentioned the following incident: 

 [A]round nighttime in the village of Koryssos, Kastoria, during the 

celebrations for Carnivals a Bulgarian song was played that could be 

translated „Let‟s go Vasili to Bulgaria.‟ But who was responsible for 

playing this „pretty‟ song? ….[F]rom the investigation, it was found to 

be a resettling  refugee who had committed this crime before in the past. 

(Greek Parliament Debates, 20 January 1978: 371)  
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And in a 1980 speech, MP Stephanopoulos (future President of the Hellenic Republic) 

revealed the following:  

You know there are regions in this country with sensitive population 

balances. You know there are regions with older and modern history and 

you know that there are people there with reduced national 

consciousness. Whoever understands, understands. I cannot say more 

and I imagine everyone understands what I say. (Greek Parliament 

Debates, 14 April 1980: 3763)  

 

In contradiction with international norms on minority rights and even Greek positions 

on refugees in Cyprus, Stephanopoulos added that if Civil war refugees were allowed 

to resettle in Greece, the country would face a major national threat (Greek Parliament 

Debates, 14 April 1980: 3763). Further, parliamentarians labeled anyone supporting 

the “propaganda” of the ethnic Slav Macedonian minority as a traitor to Greece, 

making it clear that “such traitors existed in the country.” As MP Athanasios Kontaxis 

argued in 1984, “Only Greek traitors that have betrayed Greece – and continue 

unfortunately even today to exist – could have supported the propaganda of the 

Skopjian, Slavomacedonian, Macedonian State” (Greek Parliament Debates, 10 May 

1984: 6484). Such treatment of dissent by Greek officials was reflected in many 

occasions. In fact, one of the saddest aspects of the Macedonian crisis in the 1990s 

was the vicious attack on Greek academics and human rights activists (Karakasidou, 

1993; Dimitras et al., 1996). As Lustick argues in his influential work, the treatment 

of dissent as evidence of treason, criminality and insanity rather than contrary opinion 

is part of hegemonic politics that help sustain conflicts around the world (2002).  

Moreover, in the parliament MPs narrated horror stories from their visits to 

Melbourne or Toronto, noting the advances of ethnic Slav Macedonian “propaganda” 

there (Greek Parliament Debates, 23 April 1986: 6378). To this point, MP Ioannis 

Varvitsiotis accused the government of appointing as the press officer in Australia a 
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person lacking any skills required to confront the “unacceptable, incomprehensible 

and undocumented propaganda” (Greek Parliament Debates, 23 April 1986: 6483) on 

the Macedonian issue. This comment suggests a demand to preserve a practice in 

Greece and elsewhere in conflict-ridden societies of appointing national-minded 

individuals in key government positions, therefore embedding and preserving 

nationalist worldviews through a country‟s bureaucratic institutions.  

 Even moderate politicians fell into the trap of speaking of minorities as threats. 

Such references were adopted by moderates like PM Mitsotakis and Secretary of the 

communist Coalition of the Left, Leonidas Kyrkos. While pointing to the many gaps 

in Greek policy towards minorities (a rare admission in the parliament), Kyrkos 

warned that minority issues were barrels of gunpowder (Greek Parliament Debates, 12 

February 1991: 5973, 5981). Mitsotakis challenged Kyrkos to acknowledge that there 

was no Slavomacedonian minority in Greece, something the leader of the communist 

party did (Greek Parliament Debates, February 12, 1991: 5975).  

The communist left could have challenged this elite consensus on the 

Macedonian issue. During the civil war, ethnic Slav Macedonians “fought along” with 

Greek communists; at the time, the party emphasized equality and protection of 

national rights of ethnic Slav Macedonians in Greece (Rossos, 2008: 190). Yet as 

Rossos argues, even when they needed each other during the Civil War, ethnic Slav 

Macedonians and Greek communists acted as “incompatible allies” (Rossos, 1997) 

aiming at different objectives from the civil war. In Slav Macedonian nationalism, the 

communists saw elements of disloyalty to the Greek state, while in their Greek 

comrades‟ nationalism, the former saw a betrayal of their national rights (Rossos, 

2008).  
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After 1974 and following the fall of the junta, Greek communists (and the 

socialist left) appropriated leftist resistance, adding a nationalist twist by emphasizing 

resistance against Nazism. The Greek communists implicitly dropped any references 

to ethnic Slav rs in „exchange‟ for their own participation in normal democratic 

politics. Moreover, Greek communists were allowed to return from exile while non-

Greek Macedonians refugees were denied the right of return (Kostopoulos, 2000). For 

the left any association with ethnic Macedonians could have delegitimized its 

nationalist credentials and more importantly reopened the unresolved wounds of the 

Greek Civil War (Pettifer, 1999: 22). Thus Greek democratization did not benefit 

ethnic Macedonians but paradoxically buried their own concerns under the new 

consensus of the democratizing Greek elites.  

Moderates on the right also unintentionally contributed to the shaping of a 

nationalist consensus. Mitsotakis played down the importance of the name issue with 

the Macedonian Republic/FYROM but did so by pointing to what he considered the 

real problem, the “creation” of a new minority issue in western Greek Macedonia. He 

later argued that “with an open Cyprus issue and the stalemate in Greek-Turkish 

relations if one could add a Slavomacedonian minority issue to the many problems of 

the Muslim minority in Thrace, then the situation will become unbearable for Greek 

foreign policy” (Mitsotakis, 1995: 3). While these statements might appear 

contradictory with contemporary norms on minorities and cultural diversity, Greek 

politicians at the time still operated with the painful memories of Cyprus where a 

„minority issue‟ has led to the Turkish occupation of the northern part of the island 

(Heraclides, 2001: 43) 

Such a view of minorities, shared by most Greek politicians, led to an 

interpretation of human rights reports as acts hostile to the nation‟s territorial 
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integrity. For example, a US Department of State report in early 1991 on human rights 

in Greece (one of the first to mention the presence of ethnic Slav Macedonians) 

triggered the unprecedented ire of Greek parliamentarians (see Greek Parliament 

Debates, 12 February 1991; see also 1990 Human Rights Report, Greece 1991; US 

Department of State, 1 February 1991). Overall, the Greek case demonstrates what 

Alexander George defined as “consensus politics” to describe how policymakers often 

make wrong decisions on the basis of what most people want and will support rather 

than attempt to master the cognitive complexity of the problem by means of analysis 

(George, 1980).  

 

Greek Victimization and Threat Framing 

More generally, the theme of a victimized Greece was a prominent element in Greek 

elite framing. As Kyrkos stated in Parliament, “.. we had 500,000 dead in WWII. A 

huge loss of blood. And Turkey, what did it have? Not even one dead. Who was the 

one who benefited from the war and afterwards?” (Greek Parliament Debates, 12 

February 1991: 5974). In the cartoon 1 below, the mythological Greek hero Sisyphus
8
 

becomes the embodiment of Modern Greek victimization narrative. The cartoon 

expresses Greek indignation with foreign threats facing Greece and the lack of 

support from long-standing allies. On his shoulders, Sisyphus (ironically in Modern 

Greek folklore uniform) bears the weight of the Cyprus issue, Bulgarian irredentism, 

“Skopje,” and Turkish provocations. He says: “Think what would have happened to 

me if I had not fought for the freedom and the liberty of the Western world.”  

                                                 
8
 In ancient Greek mythology, Sisyphus betrayed the gods‟ secrets and chained the 

god of death so the deceased could not reach the underworld. His punishment was to 

roll a block of stone up a steep hill; it tumbled back down when he reached the top of 

the hill. It started all over again, and lasted all eternity. 



 

 

18 

 

----------- insert Cartoon 1 about here ------------------- 

 

 

The parliamentary debates also provide evidence of conspiratorial elite 

framing concerning the intentions of neighbors and third countries, including 

traditional Greek allies. In fact, on many occasions, the disagreement is not whether 

the country is facing a threat, but what type it faces. In a debate aimed at defining the 

threat facing Greece after the collapse of Yugoslavia, Andreas Papandreou said, 

“Today a new axis is in the making Ankara-Skopje-Tirana and there is also Kosovo” 

(Greek Parliament Debates, 12 February 1991: 5969). Prime Minister Mitsotakis 

replied: „There is an axis in the making. Not the way Mr. Papandreou had described it. 

But one that starts from the north Bosnia-Herzegovina and ends at the so-called 

Macedonia of Skopje” (Greek Parliament Debates, 12 February 1991: 5977).   

What adds to the durability of these threat perceptions is that they are not 

falsifiable; one could either believe them or reject them and depending on the 

credibility of the framer (Millas, 2001). Moreover, threat perceptions could persist 

even when the „objective‟ conditions ceased to exist (Kaufman, 2008). Benford and 

Snow (2000) argued that among the criteria for a successful framing is the „credibility 

of the proffered frame‟ which is based on frame consistency, empirical credibility and 

more importantly the reliability of the frame-maker (620). When a critical mass of 

actors endorses these threats then those become a self-fulfilling prophecy instigating 

actions that transform the overall external environment thus feeding back to all three 

key criteria for successful framing. 
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In particular, Andreas Papandreou‟s populism and charisma made threats from 

Turkey more prevalent during the 1980s and early 1990s (Greek Parliament Debates, 

22 October 1980: 707; 23 October 1980: 730; 26 April 1990: 94-5; 12 February 1991: 

5974). Papandreou made no distinction among Turkish leaders and emphasized that 

all Turkey‟s political leaders, “whether Ecevit, Demirel, or Evren, continued to claim 

national sovereign Greek territory in the Aegean while Greece was fighting for peace 

and had no territorial claims against others” (Address to the Cyprus House of 

Representatives, 28 February 1982). The most dangerous point in recent Greek-

Turkish relations came in 1987, when the two countries came close to war over oil 

explorations in the Aegean. Papandreou celebrated Turkey‟s decision to “back down” 

as one of the major personal successes of his foreign policy. He later claimed that “the 

Turks did not make a move [during the 1987 Aegean crisis] but that the whole matter 

was nothing but a bluff” (Greek Parliament Debates, 24 May 1987; see also 

Mitsotakis‟s counter-argument, Greek Parliament Debates, 6 June 1988: 6866). 

Papandreou reiterated that Greece was not playing theater and that “it could go to war 

to protect its sovereignty and defend its Cypriot brothers from a new invasion” (Greek 

Parliament Debates, 6 June 1988: 6861). The Greek PM was also clear on the capacity 

of Greek armed forces to defend the country against possible Turkish aggression 

(Greek Parliament Debates, 6 June 1988: 6863). 

If Greek policymakers were so alarmed about negative Turkish intentions, 

why did they divert the attention of the Greek public towards the Macedonian issue? 

To begin with, elite framers did not make an absolute distinction between the two 

issues. They introduced an overarching theme portraying the two enemies working 

together to harm Greece. Titled “Turkey has recognized Skopje” (Macedonian 

Republic/FYROM), Cartoon II below presents Turkish President Turgut Özal and his 
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puppy “Skopje” barking at Greece while Özal says he does not need to bark or be 

accused of being a bad neighbor, if his puppy does so for him. The cartoon was 

published after Turkey recognized the Macedonian Republic/FYROM and a few days 

before the massive demonstrations in Thessaloniki. It followed a great deal of 

editorial work in the Greek media presenting the new republic as a satellite state of 

Turkey.  

 

----------- insert Cartoon 2 about here ------------------- 

 

Interestingly, the “common religious bond” between Orthodox Greeks and ethnic Slav 

Macedonian was effectively disregarded even by the clergy themselves while Skopje 

and Ankara were portrayed as a “joint threat for Hellenism” in contradiction to 

Huntington‟s civilization boundaries and expected alliances. Moreover, this point 

demonstrates the complexity in identity formation (Author, previous work) and what 

IR scholars often portray as diversionary framing (Levy, 1989 & 1994). Gurus of 

frame analysis describe a similar process as frame alignment where individual issues 

and frames are linked in innovative ways and to each other complementing each 

other‟s gaps and bringing into being more credibility and frame resonance (Snow & 

Benford, 1988). Thus by „transferring‟ grievances and threats from Turkey to 

Macedonia, Greek hawks succeeded in mobilizing nationalism on the Macedonian 

issue where opportunities for success were more visible.  

 

Constraints and Opportunities 

The key question in the Greek parliament concerning Greek-Turkish relations 

was not whether Greece wanted to confront Turkey, but whether this was the best 
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strategy, given the power differential between the two. While acknowledging Turkish 

aggression, Nea Demokratia (ND) attributed some responsibility for conflict 

escalation to the misguided and controversial policies of PM Andreas Papandreou 

(Greek Parliament Debates, 6 April 1987: 5179-5181; 5-7 June 1988; 6 June 1988). 

Moreover, Mitsotakis identified opportunities for reconciliation with Turkey both in 

Cyprus and on other issues (Greek Parliament Debates, 5-7 June 1988: 6822) without, 

of course, downplaying grievances and threats.
9
 In contrast to Papandreou, he 

presented the constraints in competing militarily with Turkey (Greek Parliament 

Debates, 12 February 1991: 5980; see also Kyrkos, 12 February 1991: 5973). He also 

pointed to previous friendship eras between Eleftherios Venizelos and Kemal Ataturk 

(Greek Parliament Debates, 24 April 1990) and commented positively on Turkey‟s 

declaration of commitment to existing treaties (Greek Parliament Debates, 6 June 

1988: 6867; 12 February 1991: 5964). And on issues involving Turkey, even 

Papandreou downplayed the possibility of a Greek-Turkish war by admitting that 

NATO membership for both Greece and Turkey decreased this likelihood (Greek 

Parliament Debates, 23 January 1987: 2912), while EU involvement in the region 

increased the likelihood of a settlement in Cyprus through negotiations (Greek 

Parliament Debates, 6 June 1988: 6856, 6862). Thus, while Turkey was feared, Greek 

moderates maintained a hope that conflict transformation was possible through 

international involvement and mediation.  

In the Greek parliament, the framing of issues with Albania was comparable to 

that with Turkey, albeit with different roles being played by the two major parties. 

Whereas center-right ND accused leftist PASOK of too much nationalism in dealing 
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 See a discussion of Turkish minority incidents in Thrace in Greek Parliament 

Debates (6 June 1988: 6868).  
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with Turkey, PASOK countered by pointing to Albania. In 1987, the Greek 

government ended the state of war with Albania which had lasted without violence 

since WWII when Italy and its satellite state of Albania declared war against Greece. 

PASOK, who signed this agreement, felt obliged to defend Greek-Albanian relations a 

point suggesting path dependency in the party‟s moderate policies. At the same time, 

it criticized ND for not respecting the borders, a criticism that ND refused 

categorically thereby shaping a strong consensus among Greek elites on border 

inviolability (Greek Parliament Debates, 3 November 1987). 

Violations of the rights of the local Greek minority in Albania were repeatedly 

mentioned in the Greek parliament, and Greek leaders demanded respect for the rights 

of their ethnic kin (see Pantios, Political Leaders‟ Debate, in Greek Parliament 

Debates, 12 March 1990). In the winter of 1989, ND Minister of Foreign Affairs, 

Antonis Samaras, toured minority Greek regions and according to the international 

press he implied a pledge for the “liberation of ethnic Greeks”(see Dopoulos 1989; 

see also Greek Parliament Debates, 28 January 1991). This tour proved to be a 

disaster in relations between the two countries, and according to opposition PASOK 

MPs, it led to tension and the exodus of thousands to Greece (Pettifer 1991: 11).  

Surprisingly, this exodus was not framed as Albanian aggression but as the 

result of Greek propaganda which clumsily lured thousands of Albanian citizens to 

the “Greek paradise” (Greek Parliament Debates, 28 January 1991: 5588). PASOK 

MP Theodoros Pangalos criticized the government, even pointing a finger at 

ecclesiastical leaders like Bishop of Konitsi Sevastianos: “Whenever someone 

expressed reservations for these policies, he got attacks of immense fanaticism and 

hatred from the pro-government press, certain government officials and of course 

Sevastianos” (Greek Parliament Debates, 28 January 1991: 5585). Pangalos unusual 
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criticism of the church demonstrates the vigor in challenging nationalists views by the 

Greek „doves‟ on the Albanian issue. Even until recently, the Greek Church 

demanded a role in the making of foreign policy by presenting itself as „the guardian 

of the endangered nation‟, a role that the Church maintained for decades on the 

Macedonian issue without an effective challenge (Halikiopoulou; 2008; Author, 

previous work).  

Looking beyond this particular issue, Pangalos warned the ruling party against 

claiming Albanian territory, a claim which could legitimize foreign aggression against 

Greece by Turkey in the Aegean, or by Cyprus, or even by Skopje (Macedonian 

Republic/FYROM) (Greek Parliament Debates, 28 January 1991: 5584). What is also 

significant in Pangalos statements is the adoption of the international norms on 

borders and their inviolability unlike minority rights norms which Greek elite frames 

opted to downplay during this period. As in the case of center-right PM Mitsotakis, 

moderates in the left shared a consensus shaped by the painful experience of 1974 in 

Cyprus. Similar narratives could be encountered in Turkish and Serbian nationalisms 

drawn from the long history and shared lessons from minority politics and border 

claims in the Balkans (Aydinli, 2002; Stefanovic, 2005).  

In summary, despite the history and security dimensions of issues facing 

Greece with Turkey and Albania, in each case one of the main political parties 

championed ideas of reconciliation and compromise. What is paradoxical in Greece is 

that unlike other crisis prone societies, the moderates were not concentrated in one 

political party. Both Nea Demokratia on the right and Pasok on the left had moderate 

factions favoring a compromise with Turkey and Albania respectively.  

Greek parliamentarians, however, were united on their country‟s willingness 

and capacity to follow a tough resolve approach on the Macedonian issue. There was 
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no opposition to nationalism or to adversarial framing of grievances and 

opportunities.  Even before the dissolution of Yugoslavia, Papandreou and Mitsotakis 

repeatedly demonstrated their resolve on the issue by pointing out that the “promotion 

of the Macedonian issue against Greece” could damage Greek-Yugoslav relations, 

especially in an era when the latter needed Greek assistance for European initiatives 

(see Mitsotakis‟ speech at Pantios, 12 March 1990; see also Andreas Papandreou, 

Greek Parliament Debates, 23 January 1987: 2926). In the Greek political discourse, 

the strength and “preferential” position Turkey enjoyed in “Western” eyes was 

unquestioned (Greek Parliament Debates, 23 January 1987: 2925; 23 October 1980: 

739). On the contrary, Yugoslavia and later on its successor republic were perceived 

to be relatively less important and therefore more manageable targets. 

Even more surprisingly, Greek politicians repeatedly claimed that a small 

multiethnic society could not survive in the Balkans (Michas 2002: 44-45), an 

argument contradicting key tenants of Greek foreign policy on Cyprus. Moreover, 

Greek elites held contradictory beliefs, accusing the West on the one hand for its lack 

of support while pointing to their advantageous position of their country in the 

European Union and NATO. 

These contradictions added more urgency to Greek mobilization. In fact, what 

happened in Greece after 1992 was anticipated a year earlier in a comment made by 

one of the most hawkish MPs, Stelios Papathemelis pointing to a narrow window of 

opportunity in dealing confrontationally with the neighboring republic: “Skopje is a 

disorganized multiethnic mess, without state entity, economy, or bread. Greece should 

impose its will by demonstrating strength…. If we do not act now it will be difficult 

to change an accomplished fact tomorrow” (Greek Parliamentary Debates, 22 

November 1991: 1574). While Papathemelis‟ views represent the most extreme 
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version of the Greek framing at the time, for the most part Greek leaders shared a 

„minimum of nationalist views‟ on the Macedonian issue that helped ignite the 

conflict in the early 1990s.  

 

Linking Frames and Policy  

Elite consensus on the Macedonian issue made adaptation to new conditions in 

the 1990s more difficult and allowed hawkish framers to sustain what Brubaker 

describes as a nationally “primed” frame of mind for long periods of time (Brubaker 

1998: 289). Further, a predominantly adversarial framing resulted in or exacerbated an 

already narrow way of defining national interest and priorities. In the case of 

Macedonia, a portion of the Greek leadership ignored evidence which might have led 

to other ways of defining the issue.  

For one thing, because of their understanding of minorities as threats, Greek 

elites failed to acknowledge that recognizing a small minority on Greece‟s northern 

frontier would have no negative effect on Greek security. In fact, such recognition 

would have had a positive effect on the country‟s diverse character and created a more 

positive international image for the country as a whole.
10

 As the country with the 

smallest number of minorities, Greece could have gained from siding with 

international actors who advocated minority rights. But the Greek framing of a 

“minority threat,” as demonstrated in the parliamentary debates, prevented this.  

 For another thing, early warning signs that the EU was not willing to 

unconditionally support Greece, such as the decision of the Badinter committee to 

recognize the Yugoslav republics, were downplayed. Deputy Minister of Foreign 

Affairs Papastamkos dismissed the Badinter report as technocratic, erroneous, full of 
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gaps, non-binding, and lacking the necessary political backing (Greek Parliamentary 

Debates, 3 April 1992: 5310). Greek elites also rejected a reasonable compromise for 

the joint use of the name Macedonia by the two states, and proponents of this view 

were marginalized in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Heraclides 2001: 340). 

A reframed interpretation of national interest was officially put forward by a 

high-ranking diplomat, Ioannis Tzounis. In a memo to the Ministry, he argued that the 

new republic was not a threat but a “geopolitical” gift to Greece. He questioned the 

dominant assumptions and argued that the new neighbor gave Greece a buffer zone 

against conflict areas in the Balkans, such as Kosovo and Bosnia. But not only was 

the memo rejected by the government, it was also leaked to the daily press in an effort 

to dismiss the diplomat‟s credibility (Skylakakis, 1995). As this case demonstrates, 

adopting a new definition of a crisis is impossible once definitions of national interest 

have become popular among elites, media, and the general public, or more 

specifically, once frames are embedded in the social norms, symbolic politics and 

institutions of the group. 

Moreover, frames provide the script for subsequent action, and they determine 

major policy decisions, particularly in times of uncertainty. Leaders often argue that 

previous experience guides their judgments, and they frequently use historical 

analogies to justify their decisions (George, 1980; Jervis, 1968). Bermeo (1992) and 

Levy (1994) have both demonstrated the problems and effects of past learning. During 

the Macedonian crisis, for example, Samaras declared that nobody would blame him 

for a “second Zurich,” a reference to the failure of the Greek government to achieve a 

                                                                                                                                            
10

 Personal communication with Alexis Heraclides, November 2001. 
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viable settlement over Cyprus in 1959.
11

 A similar analogy with Zurich was used in 

2004 by the Greek Cypriot “No” campaign to reject the Annan plan for the 

reunification of Cyprus despite the obvious dissimilarities between Zurich and Annan 

V as well as between Cyprus in the 1960s and Cyprus within the European Union 

(Author, previous work).  

When there is only one dominant elite frame, it is easier for the masses to 

adopt the consensus uncritically and mobilize in ways that further strengthen elite 

consensus, thus creating a vicious cycle between domestic politics and foreign policy 

goals. The Greek experience is not unique. For instance, in explaining US inaction in 

the Bosnian war, Jon Western argues that the lack of opposing views led most 

Americans to share President Bush‟s framing of Bosnia as a “land steeped in ethnic 

hatreds dating back hundreds of years,‟ and as a result, they initially supported his 

decision to stay away from „a Vietnam-style quagmire in the Balkans” (Western, 

2002: 120;  see also Holbrooke, 1998: 18-33 & Cohen, 2001: 377-407). 

In Greece, the absence of major dissenting voices in the Greek parliament 

made bipartisan and therefore massive mobilizations in Greece more likely. Groups of 

influential citizens which included the Bishop of Thessalonica and its mayor, 

academics, journalists, and politicians from all political parties organized the 

Macedonian Committee which set the stage for a massive rally on 14 February 1992 

in Thessalonica.
12

 In this instance, key framers from all parties and civil society 

organizations appeared united on the Macedonian issue. The success of this 
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 Zurich is the point of reference against negotiating a settlement with Turkey; see for 

instance, Greek Parliamentary Debates (23 October 1980: 739); for the Samaras 

reference, see Alexis Papahelas (2002: A12)  
12

 Taken from the author‟s field notes, 2001. 
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mobilization can partly be attributed to its rare bipartisan character, and it created a 

precedent for similar bipartisan mobilizations in Greece, the diaspora, and Cyprus.  

Although the rally participants rejected any compromise with the new 

republic, in mid-1992, Mitsotakis reassessed the difficulties of managing the issue on 

the international scene. He later expressed bitterness over becoming “a slave of 

decisions that he could not change regardless of his own personal efforts” (Mitsotakis, 

1995: 4). As Mitsotakis‟ comment makes clear, elite consensus is hard to challenge in 

the presence of tight domestic political constraints and mobilization of spoilers against 

a proposed agreement (Stedman, 1997). Firstly, his government enjoyed a majority of 

only two (and eventually one) votes in an assembly of 300 (Hope 1993: 2; Greek PM 

1993: a2). Secondly, key moderates were demobilized while party defection became 

an attractive and credible option after the rallies in Thessalonica and Athens. As 

Mitsotakis notes: 

[A]part from Samaras there was another intra-party faction, headed by 

Mr. Evert, late Athanasios Kanelopoulos, and Mr. Dimas, who rejected 

any agreement with a double name. Given the existence and dependency 

on this faction and without the assistance of the then president for which 

I asked but never received, I had no parliamentary or intra-party 

influence to fulfill such an effort [to settle the issue]. (Mitsotakis 1995: 

5) 

 

A number of antecedent conditions that could potential have obstructed 

confrontational attitudes in Greece, such as the influence of European institutions, 

proved less significant. Paradoxically, in fact, EU and international negotiations led to 

further entrenchment of nationalist framing. While negotiating the Macedonian issue, 

for example, Greek leaders argued that their neighboring republic had no historical 

basis for calling itself Macedonia and that it maintained territorial ambitions against 
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Greece, arguments similar to those used by nationalist framers within the country.
13

 

Moderate policymakers could not weaken their country‟s negotiating position by 

criticizing domestically these adversarial frames, especially once they became 

indispensable elements of the country‟s foreign rhetoric (see Greek Parliament 

Debates, 5-8 June 1988: 6828, 6856, 6929). Critics could easily be dismissed, not just 

for making wrong assessments, but for playing the other side‟s game, thus weakening 

the Greek position. In order to avoid „harming national interests,‟ influential 

moderates in the Greek political elite abstained from political debate over the 

Macedonian issue, as in the case of former Prime Minister, George Rallis, who opted 

to resign rather than to support an effort to bring the country to a compromising 

political path.
14

  

More importantly, frames became a self-fulfilling prophecy by instigating 

actions that transformed the external environment. The way Greeks framed the 

Macedonian issue triggered reactions in others which, in turn, confirmed Greek 

nationalist suspicions of others. When public opinion prevented an acceptable 

compromise on the issue of the name “Macedonia,” allies of Greece in the EU 

concluded that the Greek side was exclusively responsible for the lack of a settlement 

(Tziampiris, 2000: 137-54) and even claimed that Greek accession to the EC (later 

EU) was a mistake (Eyal, 1993: 19). International reactions led to more isolation and 

justified earlier nationalist fears of international bias against Greek positions, adding 

“credibility in proffering the nationalist frame” on the Macedonian issue (Millas, 

2001; Kaufman, 2008). When Greek politicians realized the need for compromise, as 
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 See, for instance, Antonis Samaras‟ speech to his EU counterparts in Lisbon, 

February 17, 1992, in Aristotle Tziampiris (2000). 
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 Rallis declared that Greece lost its friends and credibility; see Smith (1993). 
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in the case of Mitsotakis presented above, it was simply too late to reverse the forces 

of nationalism in the country.  

Finally, elite framing became entrenched in daily politics and practices by 

shaping stirring up emotions and new public identities. According to Ross (2008), 

psychocultural narratives which are often simple but emotionally powerful, 

particularly at times of societal ambiguity and uncertainty, are key components of 

framing. When PM Andreas Papandreou declared in a Thessalonica campaign rally 

that the “name Macedonia is our soul” [for Greeks], this was meant as a reassurance 

that his leadership would stand by the emotional needs and insecurities of Greek 

Macedonians and the rest of the country (Barber, 1993; Ottaway, 1993: A12). 

Andreas Papandreou won the 1993 elections, thereby confirming the significance of 

the Macedonian issue in Greek elections.  

This effect has been demonstrated in several electoral campaigns since the 

1990s. For instance, in the 2007 elections, Greek PM Kostas Karamanlis had a hard 

time disassociating himself from mainstream Greek positions on the issue. Fearing the 

loss of votes to right-wing LAOS, Karamanlis used the threat of veto against the 

accession of the Macedonian Republic/FYROM to NATO. Ironically, Karamanlis 

won the elections with only a two-seat majority (“Governing Party” 2007), making 

any future shift from campaign commitments on the Macedonian issue difficult, as in 

the case of Mitsotakis in the early 1990s. Responding to Karamanlis‟ veto threat, the 

veteran Greek journalist Rihardos Someritis wrote “… and for the issue of our 

relations with fYR Macedonia again many responsible politicians particularly Mr. 

Karamanlis got 

 trapped into positions that either him personally or all of us we will regret‟ 

(Someritis, 2007).  
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Within opposition PASOK dealing effectively with the Macedonian issue also 

continues to be a problem. Aiming to gain the lead in Greek polls in late 2008, 

otherwise moderate George Papandreou fired one of his closest advisors after the 

latter expressed an opinion in favor of recognizing Macedonia with its constitutional 

name. This example suggests the presence of acute internal division between 

moderates and hardliners within each Greek political party. This peculiarity of the 

Greek political system also explains the “bigger picture” of Greek foreign policy 

during the past decade. In order to preserve new and old balances between intraparty 

hawks and doves, Greek leaders have rarely initiated any crisis but paradoxically they 

have made no commitments to a final compromise on any foreign policy issue either. 

Especially on the Macedonian issue there has been no progress in the past decade 

despite major incentives by NATO and the European Union. Although much 

responsibility also lies on Greece‟s neighbors and the failure of foreign mediation, 

intraparty dynamics in Greece add an additional constraint for peacemaking in the 

Eastern Mediterranean.   

 

Conclusion 

Although conflict and conflict escalation may have multiple roots, elite 

framing and entrapment demonstrated in the Greek case can explain some critical and 

arguably preventable cases elsewhere.
15

 Lustick, for example, emphasizes elite 

entrapment in the American “war on terror” (2006). The first Gulf War in particular 

weakened the politicians who voted against it, cementing a rare bi-partisan consensus 

on Iraq in the 1990s. Elite consensus raised the cost of dissent. It disoriented political 
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 For applications of the “entrapment” concept in other cases such as EU integration 

see Schimmelfennig (2001)  
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elites and prevented Congress members from questioning available intelligence, thus 

further strengthening a militarized political culture that had taken root in the US 

during the Cold War (Kellett Cramer 2007; Krebs & Lobasz 2007). What most policy 

thinkers often failed to acknowledge is that the most successful presidencies tend to 

be those that have fractional disagreements rather than those “whose inner circles 

march in perfect lockstep” (Douthat, 2009:9; Hayward, 2009). Reagan‟s biographers 

for instance have shown how disagreements within his administration helped the 

president “not to miss the signals of Soviet vulnerability” (ibid). United States failed 

to apply the lessons of the end of the Cold War (including managing the much greater 

threats of nuclear annihilation) to the post 9/11 period. Likewise, political elites in the 

United Kingdom and Spain failed to apply lessons already learned in Northern Ireland 

and the Basque country to their own versions of the “global war on terror,” frequently 

instigating actions and reactions that subsequently confirmed their worst nightmares 

(Guelke 2007).  

Although he does not use the term elite framing per se, in his seminal work on 

unsettled states and disputed lands, Lustick treats a related concept, hegemonic 

beliefs, as a key variable in understanding disengagement from disputed territories 

such as Northern Ireland, Algeria, the West Bank, and Gaza (1993). Lustick labels the 

uncontested acceptance of state borders a hegemonic belief, drawing from Gramsci‟s 

“overall intention to elucidate the impact on political outcomes associated with the 

transformation of particular beliefs into uncontested, and virtually uncontestable, 

“commonsense” apprehensions” (ibid: 54). The strength and durability of hegemonic 

beliefs at the central state define policies of contraction and expansion, explaining 

why, for instance, France abandoned Algeria while Britain retained a portion of 

Ireland. Speaking on Israel, Gamson and Hersog (1999) demonstrate patterns of elite 
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consensus and the problem of a “take-for-granted political discourse” despite the 

otherwise open nature of Israeli political debate. Finally, in their analyses of conflict 

in Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia, Snyder and Ballentine point to the link 

between ideas, newly liberalized media, and ethnic violence (1997), while Petersen 

identifies the framing of fear, resentment, and hatred as key processes in 

understanding ethnic violence in Eastern Europe (2002: 4-2, 51). The Greek-

Macedonian case confirms similar findings elsewhere and also shows how framing 

often works independently from security or other primary considerations. 

In Southeast Europe alone, there are many cases which demonstrate the 

generalizability of the Greek findings on Macedonia. The management of the Annan 

plan referendum in 2004 demonstrates similar effects of elite framing and entrapment 

(Anastasiou, 2007; Author, previous work). During the negotiations for the Annan 

plan, moderates presented publicly a sophisticated web of critiques against the plan, 

seeking to secure maximum improvements, of which only some could be satisfied. 

These added to the “arsenal of arguments” used by the anti-deal forces who 

dominated public debates while moderates were kept busy negotiating the plan with 

the UN (Clerides, 2007:345-346). Most of the arguments against the plan resonated 

well with a Greek Cypriot public familiar with the nationalist discourse used in 

everyday Greek Cypriot politics (Christophorou, 2005). In the end, the endorsement 

of the Annan plan by the Greek government, two former Greek Prime Ministers, the 

major opposition forces in the island, and prominent members of AKEL had little 

effect on the Greek Cypriot community vote (Clerides, 2007:345-358).  

Similar processes take place across the Aegean in ethnopolitical conflicts 

involving neighboring Turkey. Several scholars have pointed to the securitization of 

public discourse in Turkey on the Kurds and note that it has prevented the adoption of 
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alternative strategies to mitigate the conflict (Canefe, 2002; Yeğen, 2007). Even in 

“hard security issues,” such as the Kurdish question, an analysis of parliamentary 

framing is illustrative. Debates on the legality of the Kurdish HEP party, the use of 

military bases by the US in Southeast Turkey, the Öcalan crisis, and the legalization 

of Kurdish broadcasting demonstrate the major tenants of elite thinking on the issue. 

In the 1990s, elite framing on the Kurdish issue was predominantly adversarial, 

demonstrating few challenges to dominant nationalist narratives, while framing of 

Greek-Turkish disputes was diverse, with moderates cautiously challenging hardliners 

on the necessity of cooperating with Greece, leading to the Helsinki compromise in 

1999 (Author, previous work; see Turkish Parliament Debates, 3 March 3, 1994; 18-

21 December 1994; 21 March 1995, and 7 October 1998).  

Elite consensus in Turkey on the Kurdish issue is also shaped by military and 

judicial institutions. In early 2007, a Turkish prosecutor initiated a criminal inquiry 

against former President Kenan Evren,
16

 for suggesting that Turkey should become a 

federation (“Opposition DYP” 2007). In 2009, President Abdullah Gül had to deny 

his use of the word „Kurdistan‟ after describing as such the administration in what 

official Turkey refers as Northern Iraq. Gül initially defended the use of the term by 

drawing an analogy with Greece implying that the neighbouring country is also wrong 

in preventing the use of the name Macedonia (Hurriyet, 2009). Gül‟s retraction as 

well as the threat to prosecute a former President and Head of the Turkish Military 

offered a powerful demonstration of how symbolic politics matter in crisis prone 

societies. They also demonstrate the difficulties involved in reframing political 

discourses. Once a construction of reality is made and priorities are set, it is politically 
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risky, often suicidal, even for Presidents and powerful former heads of the Turkish 

Military to reconstruct these or to supplement them with new ones.  

This article provides an analysis of elite framing of the Macedonian issue in 

Greece while presenting a generalizable pattern of the role of elite framing in ethnic 

politics of crisis-prone societies. It demonstrates that a predominantly adversarial 

framing narrows the options of policymakers and may take on a life of its own when it 

is entrenched in domestic alliances, public identities, and international negotiations. 

Finally, adversarial framing can become a self-fulfilling prophecy by instigating 

actions that transform the external environment. The findings of this study suggest 

that moderates could prevent nationalist forces from monopolizing and homogenizing 

foreign policy discourse. Diversity in elite thinking leads to a better democratic 

culture and more effective foreign policy-making, driven by the need to adapt to new 

conditions, to seek out innovative thinking, and to make paradigmatic shifts.  
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Cartoon 1. Greece Suffers as Sisyphus* 
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* Source: Makedonia (18 January 1992, p. 3) 
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Cartoon 2. Turkey Recognizes Skopje* 

 

 

 
 

 

* Source: Makedonia (7 February 1992, p.3) 

 


