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Voting is key to political integration of immigrant-background minorities, but what determines their voting 
preferences remains unclear. Moreover, dual-citizen minorities can vote differently in their country of residence 
and origin. Using a representative survey of Turkish-Muslim minorities in two cities in Belgium (N = 447, 
M_age  =  36.3), we asked whether left-right ideology or religious identity predicted their voting in their 
country of residence and origin, besides typical predictors of right-wing voting (i.e., efficacy, deprivation, and 
authoritarianism). Authoritarianism, low political efficacy, and high deprivation predicted voting for right-
wing parties in Turkey, whereas the latter two, surprisingly, predicted voting for the left in Belgium. Latent 
class analyses of their religious practices distinguished “moderate” versus “strict” Muslims. While “strict” 
Muslims voted for right-wing parties in Turkey, ideology did not predict their voting. Conversely, in Belgium, 
while Muslim identity did not predict their voting, ideology did. Analyzing their combined effects, “moderate” 
Muslims voted based on their ideology—right-leaning voting for the right, whereas “strict” Muslims voted 
according to their interests as a disadvantaged minority in Belgium—thus voting for the left—or as a devout 
Muslim in Turkey—thus voting for the right. Our results elucidate processes underlying the voting behaviors of 
European-Muslim minorities.
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Muslim minorities constitute a large population in Western countries, making up more than 5% 
of their populations (Pew Research Center, 2017a). The prejudice against Muslims is high as they 
often face distrust and discrimination in Western countries (Pew Research Center, 2017b). Adding to 
this hostile climate, right-wing political parties mobilize people against immigrants and Muslims (van 
der Brug & Fennema, 2007; Schmuck & Matthes, 2019; Swyngedouw & Ivaldi, 2001; for the United 
States, see Kteily & Bruneau, 2016). Accordingly, several researchers investigated psychological and 
political predictors of voting for (extreme) right-wing parties (e.g., Aichholzer & Zandonella, 2016; 
van der Brug & Fennema, 2007; Cornelis & Van Hiel, 2015; Vasilopoulos, Marcus, Valentino, & 
Foucault, 2019). This research, however, was limited to majority members’ voting behaviors, possi-
bly because Muslim minorities are unlikely to vote for extreme right-wing parties. Nevertheless, it is 
an interesting and underresearched question why still a minority of them vote for right-wing parties 
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in their country of residence (Clemens, 2017; Khemilat, 2017; Pew Research Center, 2017c). A sep-
arate line of research focused on immigrant political integration in Western democracies, particularly 
of Muslim minorities, investigating their political participation in their country of residence. These 
studies looked at their organizational ties and collective action tendencies (Fleischmann, Phalet, 
& Klein, 2011; Fleischmann, Phalet, & Swyngedouw, 2013; Just, Sandovici, & Listhaug, 2014; 
Simon & Ruhs, 2008) but not their voting behaviors (but see Kinnvall & Nesbitt-Larking, 2011; 
Kranendonk, Vermeulen, & van Heelsum, 2018). Extending these separate research lines, the pres-
ent research aims to investigate the voting behaviors and/or intentions (i.e., voting for right-wing 
vs. left-wing parties) of Muslim minorities in their country of residence in a Western European 
country and in their country of origin. We look at their transnational political activities in the home 
country, because immigrant-background Muslim minorities are entitled to have dual citizenships in 
many European countries, and dual citizens can vote both in their country of residence and origin 
(Baubock, 2005; Collyer, 2014).

On the explanatory side, we first look at typical predictors of right-wing voting among majority 
populations from a social-political psychology perspective, such as authoritarianism, deprivation, 
and (in)efficacy. We ask to what extent these predictors can explain voting behaviors of European-
Muslim minorities in their country of residence and origin. Next, to explain the unique and combined 
effects of religious identity and left-right ideology on voting behaviors of Muslim minorities, we 
bridge the social-identity approach from the social psychology literature (Tajfel & Turner, 1986) with 
the theory of social cleavages from the political sociology tradition (Lipset & Rokkan, 1967). Rather 
than a homogenized and essentialist understanding of Muslim identity, we seek to identify qualita-
tively distinct ways of being Muslim, looking at various religious practices via latent class analysis. 
We then explore the intersectionality of Muslim identity content with left-right ideology, asking 
whether ideology will qualify the meaning and consequences of Muslim identity content for voting 
behavior. Against the background of a common representation of Islam and Muslim identity as a 
threat to democracy in Western media, the present research seeks to deamalgamate the Muslim iden-
tity and its political consequences. By investigating the unique and interactive effects of ideology and 
Muslim identity content, we thus go beyond previous research on political integration of Muslims.

We specifically focus on Turkish-Muslim minorities in Belgium for several reasons. First, 
Turkish-Muslim minorities constitute a large population in Europe (around four million). Most of 
these immigrants, coming from less developed rural backgrounds in Turkey, were recruited to work 
in unskilled jobs. Second, many emigrants maintain their Turkish citizenship, making them potential 
voters also in Turkey. Around 5% of voters (2.8 million) in Turkey reside abroad, with 2.5 mil-
lion in Western Europe, and around 200,000 in Belgium (Mencutek, 2015; Mencutek & Yilmaz, 
2016). Third, research evidence suggests a sharp contrast in their voting strategies as they vote for 
right-wing parties in Turkey (Mencutek & Yilmaz, 2016) and left-wing parties in Europe, including 
Belgium. Despite being conservative in social issues, most Muslim minorities vote for left-wing 
parties in their country of residence (Dancygier, 2017). For instance, in the United Kingdom, 85% 
of Muslims voted for Labour in 2017 elections (Clemens, 2017). In France, 93% voted for Hollande, 
the Socialist Party candidate, in 2012 presidential elections (Khemilat, 2017). In the United States, 
two-thirds of Muslim minorities vote for the Democratic Party (Pew Research Center, 2017c).

Finally, investigating the voting behaviors of Turkish-Muslim minorities in the country of res-
idence and origin provides a unique vantage point to understand the role of the group position and 
the national context. Turkish-Muslims are part of the majority in Turkey, a majority-Muslim country, 
whereas they have a disadvantaged minority position in Western Europe (Verkuyten & Yildiz, 2006). 
Belgium is a majority-Christian country and a secular society, where the religion of Muslim minori-
ties is seen as a barrier to their integration (Foner & Alba, 2008). The present research thus aims to 
investigate the voting strategies of Turkish-Muslim minorities in Belgium and in Turkey, using a 
representative survey of Turkish-Muslim minorities in two Belgian cities.
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Authoritarian Attitudes, Deprivation, and Efficacy

From a social-political psychology perspective, authoritarianism, deprivation, and efficacy play 
a key role in explaining collective action (van Zomeren, Postmes, & Spears, 2008) and intergroup 
attitudes and prejudice (Pettigrew, 2016). These predictors are also studied in relation to voting be-
haviors of majority members.

Authoritarianism can be described as strict adherence to conventional values and authority and 
aggression towards norm violators (Altemeyer, 1981). It strongly predicts prejudice (Pettigrew, 
2016). Beyond intergroup attitudes, it is also related to right-wing (Meloen, van der Linden, & De 
Witte, 1996) and extreme right-wing voting (Aichholzer & Zandonella, 2016; Cornelis & Van Hiel, 
2015; Vasilopoulos et al., 2019).

Collective/group deprivation is the belief that one’s group receives less than others (Walker 
& Pettigrew, 1984). People can choose to remedy this situation through conventional or uncon-
ventional political participation (such as voting and collective action, respectively). Accordingly, 
collective deprivation predicted increased collective action (Pettigrew, 2016; for meta-analysis, see 
van Zomeren et al., 2008) and increased intentions to vote for a separatist party in Scotland (Abrams 
& Grant, 2012), populist parties in the United Kingdom (Brexit) and the United States (Trump) 
(Marchlewska et al., 2018), and extreme right-wing parties in France (Urbanska & Guimond, 2018). 
While psychological research looks at relative group deprivation or discrimination (van Zomeren 
et al., 2008), the political sociology tradition looks at political deprivation, that is, the belief that 
one or one’s group is disregarded or abandoned by politics (Craig et al., 1990). Political depriva-
tion, just like collective/group deprivation, was associated with right-wing voting (e.g., in Belgium, 
Swyngedouw, 2001). We looked at different measures of deprivation in this study.

As opposed to deprivation, efficacy refers to a sense of influence and effectiveness to change a 
group-related problem through conventional or unconventional political participation (van Zomeren 
et al., 2008). Efficacy can be measured as group efficacy (i.e., the belief that one’s group can change 
things for the better) (van Zomeren et al., 2008) or as political efficacy (i.e., the belief that one can 
influence the political matters) (Craig et al., 1990; Swyngedouw, 2001). Both political efficacy (e.g., 
Fox & Schofield, 1989) and group efficacy (Mummendey et al., 1999) were related to collective 
action (van Zomeren et al., 2008). While we know of no research linking group efficacy to voting 
behavior, political inefficacy and disorientation predicted right-wing voting (Swyngedouw, 2001; 
Swyngedouw & Depickere, 2007). We focused on political efficacy in this study.

In sum, those who have authoritarian attitudes and feel politically or collectively deprived and 
politically inefficacious tend to vote for right-wing parties (vs. left-wing parties). Given that most 
research evidence refers to majority members, we expect these predictions to hold when Turkish-
Muslim Belgians vote in Turkey, where they are the majority. We do not put forward any hypoth-
eses regarding whether these predictions would hold when they vote in Belgium, where they are a 
disadvantaged minority group. However, we can speculate that if the effects of these predictors do 
not depend on the intergroup position, they should work similarly. There is also reason to expect the 
opposite though. Because the left is more likely to give disadvantaged minorities a voice (Dancygier, 
2017), Muslim minority citizens who feel abandoned by and have no influence on Belgian politics 
could vote for left-wing parties in Belgium.

Left-Right Ideology

In the political sociology literature, one of the major determinants of voting is social and polit-
ical cleavages in a society. According to the theory of social cleavages (Lipset & Rokkan, 1967), a 
cleavage refers to a salient demographic division, such as class or religion, which is associated with 
party preferences. Cleavages involve different dimensions (Bartolini & Mair, 1990; Brooks, 2006). 
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A subjective dimension refers to group identifications of voters. In parallel, parties may position 
themselves around the salient cleavages to attract voters.

In Europe, the left-right ideological position is historically and currently one of the most salient 
cleavages determining voting behavior and party positions (van der Brug et al., 2000; Lipset & 
Rokkan, 1967). The left-right ideology is thus one of the strongest predictors of (left-right) party 
voting in Western Europe (van der Brug et al., 2000; Winter, Swyngedouw, & Dumont, 2006). 
Although its meaning is traditionally related to socioeconomic issues/cleavages and government 
regulations and provisions, new cleavages or subcleavages have also emerged, for instance, with re-
gards to sociocultural issues. Left–right ideology can thus refer to positions of peoples or parties on 
either or both economic and sociocultural issues (e.g., in Belgium, Winter et al., 2006). While its 
interpretation can change across individuals and countries (e.g., Huber & Inglehart, 1995), we see the 
left–right dimension as “an organizing element of the shared political consciousness of individuals 
in a given society” (Kroh, 2007, p. 205). In other words, even if people would not completely agree 
on what “left” or “right” actually means, they would agree, for instance, in their classification of 
parties as the left or right. The evidence regarding the within-person stability of political ideology 
over time suggests that left–right self-placement may be part of individuals’ political predisposition 
(Sears & Funk, 1999). We thus focused on the left-right self-placement as a standard measure of 
ideology that is widely used for public opinion research, rather than individuals’ specific positions 
on different issues (Kroh, 2007).1

Most research evidence on left-right self-placement and voting behavior refers to majority mem-
bers’ positions and party preferences. It is less certain whether left-right ideology would significantly 
predict voting behaviors of Turkish-Muslim minorities in Belgium so that the left-leaning would vote 
for left-wing parties while the right-leaning would vote for right-wing parties (main effect of ideol-
ogy). Given that most right-wing parties in Western Europe oppose Muslims and Islam (Schmuck & 
Matthes, 2019), it is also possible that ideology does not significantly predict their voting behaviors 
and that they would vote for left-wing parties regardless of their ideological position (no main effect 
of ideology).

Societies can differ in the way certain cleavages are highlighted more than others (Brooks, 
2006). For instance, in the United States, the liberal-conservative ideological dimension seems to 
be more salient, and in turn, it predicts voting (Jacoby, 2010). From the perspective of cleavage the-
ory (Lipset & Rokkan, 1967), religion is a salient social-political cleavage among voters in Turkey 
(Baysu & Phalet, 2017; Çarkoğlu, 2007; Kalaycıoglu, 1994). Secularist versus religious/pro-Islamist 
cleavage overlaps with Mardin’s (1973) traditional center (the secularist) versus periphery (the re-
ligious) distinction in the formation of Turkish politics (Çarkoğlu, 2007; Kalaycıoglu, 1994). Since 
secular versus religious distinction is the most salient cleavage historically and currently, and the 
formation of left-right ideology is more recent in Turkish politics (Çarkoğlu, 2007), it is possible 
that the left-right ideology does not contribute to the explanation of voting behavior in Turkey (no 
main effect of ideology). It is also possible that these orientations work in parallel with the secularist 
versus religious cleavage (Çarkoğlu, 2007). For instance, Çarkoğlu (2008) finds unique contributions 
of both ideological position and religiosity to the explanation of voting behavior in 2007 elections 
in Turkey, so that right-leaning and religious voters tend to vote for the conservative Justice and 
Development Party (AKP) (for 2011 elections, Toros, 2013). Similarly, ideology could predict voting 
behaviors of Turkish-Muslim Belgians in Turkey (main effect of ideology).

In sum, for both countries, there are theoretical reasons to believe that left-right ideology could 
contribute significantly to the explanation of voting behaviors of Turkish-Muslim Belgians but also 
reasons to suggest that it may fail to do so.

1Although it was not our main focus, we explored how Muslim minorities’ positions in specific sociocultural and socioeco-
nomic issues predicted their voting behavior as additional analyses for interested readers.
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Social Identity

In social psychology literature, social identity is one of the main pillars of political participation. 
According to social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986), commitment to a disadvantaged group 
may motivate group members toward collective action targeted at social change. Accordingly, social 
psychological models of collective action focus on social identification as a prerequisite of collective 
action (Simon & Klandermans, 2001; van Zomeren et al., 2008). The association between social 
identity and collective action can also be applied to explain other forms of political participation, 
such as voting. To understand the role of identity in voting behavior, we need to consider politi-
cal parties and leaders and their strategies of recruitment. The social identity model of leadership 
(Haslam, Reicher, & Platow, 2011) explains how a political leader can be seen as someone who 
shares a social identity with group members—and who attracts followers on this basis. Accordingly, 
leaders will be successful if they are seen as “one of us.” Analyzing the Australian elections over 
100 years, Steffens and Haslam (2013) found that victors of the elections made significantly more 
references to “we” and “us.” From a social-psychological perspective, thus, social identity can pre-
dict voting both from the bottom up, so that individuals vote according to their salient and dominant 
identities, and from the top down, so that leaders and political parties can affect party preferences by 
affirming certain identities.

Bridging social identity theory with the theory of social cleavages, cleavages also affect voting 
from the bottom up so that individuals may identify with and vote according to salient and dominant 
cleavages and from top down so that parties align and position themselves around these cleavages 
and thus can affect voting. Parties may target certain religious or ethnic identity groups to attract 
them as voters such as left-wing parties’ attempts at minority recruitment (Dickson & Scheve, 2006; 
Just et al., 2014). For instance, the Labour Party in the United Kingdom had separate seating ar-
rangements for men and women during a rally in a Muslim-concentrated neighborhood of London. 
Parties may also oppose certain religious or ethnic identity groups as in the case of the right-wing 
parties’ opposition to religious and ethnic minorities. This opposition then becomes a driver of their 
voter potential (van der Brug & Fennema, 2007; Schmuck & Matthes, 2019). These will also affect 
the party preferences of the individuals who identity with those religious and ethnic groups. Social 
identities based on ethnicity or religion can affect voting behavior by offering individuals common 
policy preferences (Dickson & Scheve, 2006).

Given the importance of their religious identity to Muslim minorities (Fleischmann & Phalet, 
2012), we focus on their religious identity as Muslim rather than their ethnic identity. Although their 
ethnic and religious identities overlap, in light of the current political and electoral climate surround-
ing issues of Islam and Muslims in Europe, we expect Muslims’ religious identity to be more salient 
in determining their voting behavior (for other types of political participation, see Fleischmann et al., 
2011; Phalet, Baysu, & Verkuyten, 2010). Their religious identity as Muslim is the marker of their 
difference in Europe (Foner & Alba, 2008) and of their inclusion in Turkey. Right-wing parties’ op-
position to Islam in Europe or right-wing/conservative parties’ endorsement of Islam in Turkey both 
highlight their religious identity.

Religious Identity and Political Participation

Against the background of suspicions around Muslims’ politicization (Fleischmann et al., 2011), 
several studies looked at the relationship between Muslim identification and political participa-
tion in Europe—albeit with inconsistent results. While looking at Muslim minorities across several 
European countries, Fleischmann et al. (2011) report positive associations between Muslim identi-
fication and political action for defending Islam, and Just and colleagues (2014) find positive, zero, 
and negative associations between various indicators of Muslim identity and political action. While 
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being a Muslim predicted less political action, religiosity predicted increased political activity among 
second-generation Muslims. This positive association was limited to unconventional political action 
such as demonstrations. They found no significant associations between religiosity and institutional-
ized types of political action (e.g., organizational ties). Investigating voting likelihood of Muslim mi-
norities across several European countries, Kranendonk et al. (2018) found no main effects of Muslim 
identification on voting likelihood. However, they also found that the associations between Muslim 
identification and voting likelihood were moderated by the national context and immigrant group as 
well as their level of national identification and the extent of their shared grievances.

Besides religious identification, several researchers studied ethnic and national identities among 
Muslim minorities (Fleischmann et al., 2013; Klandermans, van der Toorn, & van Stekelenburg, 
2008; Simon & Ruhs, 2008). According to the politicized identity model (Simon & Klandermans, 
2001; Simon & Ruhs, 2008), dual ethnic and national identities predict civic engagement, while 
ethnic (or religious) identities predict ingroup-oriented political participation (e.g., among Turkish-
Muslim immigrants in Germany, see Simon & Ruhs, 2008; in Belgium, see Fleischmann et al., 
2013). Dual identities do not always lead to higher civic engagement, however, when, for instance, 
the context does not recognize their dual identity (Verkuyten, 2017; Wiley et al., 2014). Thus we also 
consider ethnic and national identity and explore the interaction of national identity with ethnic and 
religious identities. While voting is civic engagement in itself regardless of the party, it remains an 
open question whether dual identity would predict voting for left- or right-wing parties. However, 
this is not the main focus of this article because our focus is on the Muslim religious identity as an 
important, salient, yet contested identity for Muslim minorities in Europe (Foner & Alba, 2008).

Religious Identity Content as Muslim

The inconsistent findings regarding the association between Muslim identity and various po-
litical participation types could be partly due to the way Muslim identity is measured. Rather than 
social identity or identification, the content of social identity might be more critical for political par-
ticipation (van Zomeren et al., 2008).Therefore, rather than a homogenized understanding of Muslim 
identity, we focus on Muslim identity content and seek to identify qualitatively distinct ways of 
being Muslim by looking at their religious practices via latent class analysis. Thus, theoretically we 
consider the behavioral involvement as a critical dimension of religious identity content (Ashmore 
et al., 2004).

Phalet, Fleischmann, and Stoijcic (2012) looked at distinct ways of being Muslim among sec-
ond-generation immigrants across several European countries via a similar clustering technique and 
found private, selective, and strict types of Muslims. While “private” Muslims are strongly attached 
to their Muslim identity with low religious practice, strict and selective Muslims have strong reli-
gious attachments, and strong or moderate religious practices, respectively. We tentatively expect to 
find “strict” and “moderate/secular” types in the current study, in line with the conservative versus 
secular divide among Turkish-Muslims in Turkey (Baysu & Phalet, 2017). Moreover, the present 
study only includes measures of religious practice, making it unlikely to find a “private” Muslim 
with high attachment and no religious practice (Phalet et al., 2012). Going beyond previous research, 
we analyze the religious practices of men and women separately because in Islam requirements for 
certain religious practices depend on gender (e.g., men are expected to attend mosques). This would 
allow us to see whether men and women engage in Islam differently.

Religious Identity Content and Voting

To relate the religious identity content to voting, we need to revisit the social cleavage theory. In 
Western Europe, the most salient social-political cleavage that determines voting among majorities 
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is left-right ideology (van der Brug et al., 2000; Winter et al., 2006). Although religion was once 
cited as an important cleavage (Lipset & Rokkan, 1967), it referred to cleavages within the majority 
religion (such as the cleavage between Catholics versus Protestants or between the church and state) 
and not to cleavages within Islam. Moreover, while the left parties sometimes appeal to Muslim 
minorities (Dancygier, 2017), they do not differentiate Muslims as moderate/secular versus strict/
religious. Therefore, we do not expect that being “strict” or “moderate” Muslim will predict their 
voting behaviors in Belgium (no main effect of Muslim identity content in Belgium).

On the contrary, religion is a salient and dominant cleavage among voters in Turkey (Çarkoğlu, 
2007; Gidengil & Karakoç, 2014; Kalaycıoglu, 1994). Moreover, the parties in Turkey position 
themselves along this religious cleavage, where the main conservative/right-wing party in power 
(AKP) targets religious voters, for whom parties’ pro-Islamist appeals are the key reason to support 
the party (Gidengil & Karakoç, 2014). We thus expect that “strict” Muslims would be more likely to 
vote for right-wing parties in Turkey (main effect of Muslim identity content in Turkey).

Intersectionality: Religious Identity Content and Left-Right Ideology

Beyond their unique effects, this study relates the intersection of Muslim identity content with 
left-right ideology to voting behavior. We apply the notion of intersectionality to the intersection of 
religious identity with left-right ideology (Deaux, 2001). Most research on intersectionality refers 
to intersections of race and gender. We know of one study (Baysu & Phalet, 2017) that looked at the 
intersectionality of Muslim identification and political identities (such as secular, liberal, conserva-
tive) among the Gezi Park protest participants in Turkey. Accordingly, political identities qualified 
the meaning and consequences of Muslim identification for democratic attitudes: While for liberals 
and secularists, Muslim identification was unrelated to democratic attitudes, for conservatives, it was 
related to weaker democratic attitudes. Similarly, Muslim identity may carry different meanings and 
consequences across left-right ideological position. From the perspective of the cleavage theory, this 
refers to cross-cutting cleavages (e.g., Powell, 1976). One’s religiosity might motivate them to vote 
in one way, for instance, for more conservative parties, while their ideological position might moti-
vate them to vote otherwise. This question is rather exploratory, however.

Method

Participants

The data was part of a large-scale election survey in Belgium, with representative samples of 
majority and Turkish and Moroccan minority adults, who were entitled to vote in the 2014 elections 
in two Belgian cities (Liege and Antwerp). A simple random sample of 500 to 700 persons for 
each group was drawn based on the citizen register data provided by the two city administrations. 
A Computer Assisted Personal Interview (CAPI) was used with a standardized questionnaire. We 
focused on Turkish minorities (N = 447, 73% Antwerp, 27% Liege). The response rate was 38% 
for Turkish Belgians across both cities. To ensure representativeness, the weights were calculated 
based on the comparison of the completed sample with the known distribution of gender and age in 
the population from which the sample was taken (see the data codebook for details, Swyngedouw, 
Meuleman, Abts, Bousetta, & Galle, 2016). In addition to Belgian citizenship, 75% also had Turkish 
citizenship; hence they were dual citizens. They were 18 years or older (M = 36.28, SD = 11.93, 
range: 18–73 years, 49% woman), and half were second generation (i.e., born in Belgium with one 
or both parents born in Turkey). While 43% had middle-school degree or less, 41% had high school, 
and 16% had a university degree. Since we focused on the Muslim identity, we included only those 
who self-identified as Muslims (n = 379, 85%). Sample descriptives for the self-identified Muslims 
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were similar: 79% dual citizen, 77% Antwerp, 50% woman, M_age = 36.29, SD_age = 11.96, 51% 
second generation, 45% middle school, 41% high school, and 14% university.

Measures

Table 1 shows means, standard deviations, and correlations of the study variables.
Voting Behavior in Turkey indicated which candidate participants voted for or—if they did not 

vote—would have voted for in the presidential elections of Turkey in 2014 (32% and 53% responses, 
respectively). The answers for both questions were combined and dummy coded with 1 = right-
wing for Recep Tayyip Erdogan (the candidate for AKP, the conservative/right-wing incumbent 
party), and 0 = left-wing for Ekmeleddin İhsanoğlu or Selahattin Demirtaş (the candidates for CHP— 
center-left—and HDP—left-wing—parties, respectively).

Voting Behaviors in Belgium referred to voting for the chamber, the regional government, and the 
European parliament in 2014 elections. The answers were dummy coded for 1 = right-wing (N-VA—
Flemish nationalists, Open VLD—liberal party, Lijst Dedecker—populist party, MR—liberal party, 
FDF–Francophone nationalist party, Parti Populaire—extreme right-wing party, Vlaams Belang—
extreme right-wing party), and 0 =  left-wing (Groen—Green party, PS—social democratic party, 
Ecolo—green party, Sp.a—social democratic party, PVDA+—communist party, PTB-GO!—com-
munist party). Two center parties were coded as right wing as they were small (CD&V—Christian-
democratic party, cdH—Francophobe Christian democratic party).

Authoritarian Attitudes were measured with five items on a scale from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 
5 (Strongly agree): e.g., “Laws should become stricter because too much freedom is not good for 
people”; α = .70 (adapted from Middendorp, 1991).

Political deprivation was measured with one item on a scale from 1 (never) to 5 (often): “Some 
people feel disregarded or abandoned by politics. Do you ever feel like this?” (adapted from Craig 
et al., 1990 by Abts, 2012). As measures of deprivation, we also had relative group deprivation (five 
items, e.g., “the government does more for Belgians than for people of my descent”; α = .70), per-
sonal discrimination (two items measuring personally experienced discrimination during childhood 
or in the last five years; α = .72) and group discrimination (six items measuring whether respondents 
think their group experienced discrimination in different situations; α = .86). These measures were 
not significantly related to voting behaviors. Thus, we dropped these measures from further analyses 
but kept them in the Correlation Table.

Political efficacy was measured with one item on a scale from 1 (no influence at all) to 5 (a lot 
of influence): “Some people feel they cannot exert any influence on politics, others feel they do have 
a certain influence. To what extent do you feel you have an influence on political matters?” (adapted 
from Craig et al., 1990 by Abts, 2012).

Left-right ideology ranged from 0 (very left-wing) to 10 (very right-wing).
Muslim identity content was derived from the latent class analysis of three religious practices: 

“How often do you attend religious services or gatherings, for example at a mosque” (1 = never, 
2 = Seldom, 3 = Only on religious holidays, 4 = Once or twice per month, 5 = once a week or more), 
“how often did you fast during the last Ramadan” (1 = never, 2 = Now and then, 3 = Most of the 
times, 4 = always), “how often do you perform the daily prayer” (1 = never, 2 = Only on religious 
holidays, 3 = Once a week, 4 = Daily, 5 = 5 times a day or more). The two classes that emerged from 
this analysis were used as a dummy-coded predictor variable (see the Results for details).

National and ethnic identifications referred to feelings of connection to Belgium and Turkey 
on a scale from 1 (not connected at all) to 5 (strongly connected). Neither affected voting behaviors 
significantly. We also explored the interactions of national identity with ethnic and religious iden-
tities, indicating a dual identity, and found no significant interactions. Thus, we dropped ethnic and 
national identity from further analyses but kept them in the correlation table.
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Control variables were participants’ age, gender (woman vs. man as the reference), education 
(two dummy-coded variables, university and high school versus middle school or less as the refer-
ence), migration generation (second vs. first generation as the reference), and the city in which they 
live (Liege vs. Antwerp as the reference).

Results

Latent Class Analyses of Muslim Identity Content

We conducted latent class analyses (LCA) of religious practices separately for men and women 
using Mplus 7 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2012). Examining the two-to-four class models, we selected 
two-class models for both women and men by comparing the interpretability and statistical soundness 
of different models (Table 2). Among women, comparing the two-to-three class model, the two-class 
model gave better or similar fit statistics (lower Bayesian Information Criterion [BIC], similar Akaike 
Information Criterion [AIC]), and the three-class model did not significantly improve the fit using the 
Rubin test (LMR). Although the three-class model had slightly higher entropy, the additional class 
was very small. Thus, a two-class model was the best fit for our data. Among men, although the two- 
and three-class models had similar fit statistics, the additional cluster was very small (with overall low 
religious practice). We thus chose the two-class model for consistency across genders.2

Figure 1 shows the summed probability of the two highest frequency for each religious activity 
for the two classes among women and men (e.g., for the prayer, combined probability of 4 = daily 
and 5 = five times a day). We labelled the classes as “strict” versus “moderate” Muslims who had high 
versus moderate probabilities for doing any religious activity. Women and men differed in mosque 
attendance. “Strict” Muslim women were less likely to attend mosque compared to “strict” Muslim 
men. This difference is about the nature of the religious activity itself rather than Muslim identity 
content. Put differently, just because “strict” Muslim women do not attend mosques to the same ex-
tent as men, that does not mean they are less “strict” Muslims. We will thus use the pooled measure 
of strict versus moderate Muslims across genders in the following analyses to increase power.

Hierarchical Regression Analyses

We ran separate logistic regression analyses using SPSS 24 with four voting behaviors as de-
pendent variables, that is, voting for right-wing versus left-wing parties in Turkey, in the chamber, 
regional and EU elections of Belgium. We analyzed the predictors in a stepwise fashion: control-only 
model (age, city, gender, education, gender, generation), typical predictors of voting (authoritarian-
ism, deprivation, efficacy), main predictors of interest (Moderate vs. Strict Muslims and left-right 
ideology), and the two-way interaction between Muslim identity and ideology (Tables 3‒6). We 
centered continuous variables so that probabilities are calculated at the mean levels of the continuous 
variables and in the reference category of the dummy-coded variables.

Authoritarianism, political deprivation, political efficacy (see second step in Tables 3‒6). For 
voting in Turkey, authoritarianism, high political deprivation, and low efficacy were associated with 
increased chances of right-wing voting. These effects were robust when adding the other predictors. 
For voting in Belgium, authoritarianism had no effects, while political deprivation and lack of effi-
cacy were associated with left-wing voting. Deprivation effects disappeared after adding the other 
predictors. The three predictors explained 5%–8% variance in voting behaviors: the most in Turkey 
and the Belgian EU elections and the least in the regional elections of Belgium.

2We also conducted LCAs without weights, which yielded similar results. Moreover, the bootstrap likelihood ratio test (BLRT) 
showed that three-class models did not show significant improvement over the two-class models for both genders, confirming 
our choice for a two-class model.
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Table 2. Fit Statistics for Latent Class Analyses of Muslim Identity Content for Women and Men

Classes

Women Men

2 3 4 2 3 4

LL −651.56 −638.45 −627.64 −690.50 −662.02 −649.17
# parameters 23.00 35.00 47.00 23.00 35.00 47.00
AIC 1349.13 1346.89 1349.28 1426.99 1394.04 1392.34
BIC 1422.95 1459.22 1500.12 1501.31 1507.13 1544.21
LMR p 0.03 1.00 1.00 0.61 0.70 0.89
ENTROPY 0.80 0.85 0.89 0.78 0.80 0.87
CLASS 1 71 113 47 69 81 16
CLASS 2 112 19 16 118 33 61
CLASS 3   51 107   73 78
CLASS 4     14     32

Figure 1. Probability of high religious activity levels by Muslim identity content.
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Moderate versus Strict Muslims and left-right ideology. Looking at the third step of regression 
analyses, moderate Muslims were 2.7 (= 1/0.37) times less likely to vote for right-wing parties in 
Turkey compared to strict Muslims, whereas ideology had no significant effects (explaining 6% 
variance). For Belgium, across three types of elections, those leaning right wing were 1.5 times more 
likely to vote for right-wing parties, whereas Muslim identity content had no significant effects (ex-
plaining 13%–14% variance).

We found significant interactions between Muslim identity content and left-right ideology across 
all four voting behaviors explaining an additional 2% variance (only marginal for Belgian regional 
voting). Looking at the estimated probabilities (Figure 2), the likelihood for voting for right-wing 
parties was very high in Turkey and low in Belgium. Compared to strict Muslims, moderate Muslims 
were more likely to vote based on their left-right ideology, that is, left-leaning moderate Muslims 
were more likely to vote for left-wing parties. Conversely, strict Muslims, regardless of their ideol-
ogy, were more likely to vote for right-wing parties in Turkey and left-wing parties in Belgium.

Additional analyses in the online supporting information. We ran several additional analyses, 
and their details can be found in the online supporting information. First, we confirmed the ro-
bustness of the models regarding logistic regression assumptions about the number of predictors, 
sample, and cell size. Second, to further check the robustness of the models, we ran multivariate 
logistic regression analyses (i.e., four voting behaviors in one model) using Mplus 7. All the results 
replicated. These models also confirmed the nonsignificant effects of personal and group discrim-
ination. Third, we explored the effects of participants’ positions on sociocultural issues (e.g., gay 
couples’ right to adopt children) and economic issues (e.g., government-subsidized health care) in 
addition to their left-right self-placement. We found that Turkish-Muslim Belgians’ opinions in these 
issues did not overlap with their left-right self-placement (marginal or nonsignificant correlations). 
However, their position on sociocultural issues was significantly related to their Muslim identity 
content so that moderate Muslims were more accepting of these issues. Moreover, their openness 
about sociocultural issues and support for government-subsidized health care predicted their voting 
for left-wing parties in Turkey and in Belgium respectively. All the other effects (including that of 
left-right self-placement) replicated. Finally, although our focus was on Muslim identity and thus we 
limited the sample to those who self-identified as Muslim, the online supporting information shows 
additional analyses on voting behaviors of non-Muslim Turkish-Belgians.

Discussion

Against the background of a hostile climate against Muslim minorities in Western countries, and 
suspicions around their politicization, it was timely to investigate their voting behaviors—whether 
and when they would vote for right-wing versus left-wing parties. Focusing on Turkish-Muslim 
minorities in a Western European country, we asked whether their religious identity as Muslim or 
left-right ideological position would predict their voting, besides political deprivation, efficacy, and 
authoritarianism. Theoretically, we combined the social-identity perspective with the social cleav-
age theory and separate lines of research on majority voting behavior and political integration of 
immigrant minorities. Additionally, we looked at minority voting behaviors both in their country of 
residence and origin, allowing us to see the role of group position and national context in explaining 
the processes behind their voting preferences.

Our research contributes to the social-political psychology literature on majority voting behav-
ior. We find that for Turkish-Muslim minorities in Belgium, authoritarianism, high political depriva-
tion, and inefficacy predicted right-wing voting in Turkey, where they are a part of the majority. This 
replicates the research on majority members in Europe showing how authoritarianism (Aichholzer & 
Zandonella, 2016; Cornelis & Van Hiel, 2015; Meloen et al., 1996), deprivation (Marchlewska et al., 
2018; Urbanska & Guimond, 2018), and lack of efficacy (Swyngedouw & Depickere, 2007) predict 
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right-wing voting. Going beyond this research, we also show that strong feelings of political depriva-
tion and inefficacy are not inherently related to right-wing voting, but rather these associations work 
depending on the group position. Accordingly, we found that political deprivation and inefficacy 
predicted left-wing voting in Belgium. As a disadvantaged minority, those Muslim citizens, who feel 
abandoned by and have no influence on Belgian politics, tend to vote for left-wing parties, as the left 
is more likely to give them a voice (Dancygier, 2017).

It is interesting to note that while political deprivation, or the feelings of disregard and aban-
donment by politics, predicted Muslim minorities’ voting for the right in Turkey and for the left in 
Belgium, experiences of relative group deprivation or discrimination had no significant effects on 
their voting behavior. Previous research on relative group deprivation and right-wing voting among 
majorities typically frame ingroup disadvantage relative to an outgroup that is targeted by right-wing 
parties. For instance, when ingroup disadvantage was framed in comparison to immigrants, it pre-
dicted voting for Trump in the United States (Marchlewska et al., 2018) and extreme right-wing par-
ties in France (Urbanska & Guimond, 2018). When ingroup disadvantage was framed with reference 
to Europe, British participants were more likely to support Brexit (Marchlewska et al., 2018). Thus 
we can speculate that this measure would be less applicable to predict minorities’ voting behavior, as 
their ingroup disadvantage is usually framed vis-à-vis the majority society, and the political parties 
are unlikely to view and blame the majority as an outgroup. As for discrimination, previous research 
shows that experiences of discrimination may have both politicizing and depoliticizing effects on 
Muslim minorities’ political participation (protest and support for Islam, respectively) in Europe 
(Fleischmann et al., 2011), but it is less clear whether and how it would affect their voting behavior. 
Thus more research is needed on the role of different measures of deprivation for explaining voting 
behavior among minorities.

Our findings also advance the research on political integration of immigrant minorities. First, 
there is growing comparative evidence on political participation of Muslim immigrant-background 
minorities across Europe that investigates whether their Muslim identity is a bridge or barrier for 
their political participation in the country of residence (Fleischmann et al., 2011; Just et al., 2014; 
Kinnvall, & Nesbitt-Larking, 2011; Kranendonk et al., 2018). However, the findings portray a com-
plex picture, documenting positive, zero, and even negative associations between Muslim identity 
and political participation. One reason behind this inconsistency could be the failure of this research 
to consider religious identity content. Accordingly, we aimed to deamalgamate religious identity 
by looking at distinct ways of being Muslim bottom up by analyzing various religious practices as 
a behavioral component of their identity content (Ashmore et al., 2004). We distinguished “strict” 
Muslims with high levels of religious practice from “moderate” Muslims with low-to-moderate lev-
els of practice. We also explored whether women and men engaged in being Muslim differently, 
given the gender-specific nature of certain religious practices. And indeed, we found that for Muslim 
women compared to men, being “strict” did not necessarily mean going to mosque as often.

Secondly, by bridging the social identity perspective (Tajfel & Turner, 1986; van Zomeren et al., 
2008) and the social cleavage theory (Lipset & Rokkan, 1967), we showed unique effects of religious 
identity content and left-right ideology in Turkey and Belgium respectively. Being a “strict” versus 
“moderate” Muslim predicted their voting in Turkey such that “strict” Muslims were more likely to 
vote for the right-wing/conservative parties (i.e., the AKP) in Turkey. Contrastingly, in Belgium only 
ideology predicted their voting such that the right leaning were more likely to vote for right-wing 
parties. This is in line with the social cleavage theory: While left-right ideology is the most salient 
cleavage in Europe, secular versus religious distinction is the most salient cleavage in Turkey. The 
salience of the cleavage in the national context makes the difference.

For voting in Turkey, the significance of religious identity content confirms that for religious 
voters, the AKP’s pro-Islamist stance is the reason to support the party, regardless of its performance 
(Gidengil & Karakoç, 2014). Finding no significant effect of left-right ideology, however, is in 
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contrast to the election studies in Turkey that report unique contributions of both ideology and religi-
osity (Çarkoğlu, 2008; Toros, 2013).This could be due to Turkish-Muslim minorities’ lack of knowl-
edge about the ideological underpinnings of parties in Turkey. Lafleur and Sanchez-Dominguez 
(2015) made a similar argument in the case of Bolivian emigrants’ voting in the origin country.

For voting in Belgium, the significance of ideology is in line with extensive research on the 
importance of left-right ideology for majority members’ voting in Europe (van der Brug et al., 2000; 
Winter et al., 2006). However, given the hostile attitudes of right-wing parties against Muslim mi-
norities (Schmuck & Matthes, 2019), overall probabilities of Muslim voting for the right in Belgium 
were low. Still, a small percentage of Muslim minorities across several countries such as the United 
Kingdom, the United States, and France vote for right-wing parties (Clemens, 2017; Khemilat, 2017; 
Pew Research Center, 2017c), and our research shows that ideology might play a role. Finding that 
the Muslim identity content did not contribute to the explanation of voting in Belgium was expected, 
as this is not a relevant cleavage in Europe.

Thirdly, from the perspectives of both intersectional social identities (Deaux, 2001) and 
cross-cutting cleavages (Powell, 1976), we explored the intersectionality of Muslim identity content 
with ideology. Across four elections in Turkey and Belgium, “moderate” Muslims were more likely 
to vote according to their ideology—right-leaning voting for the right—whereas “strict” Muslims 
were more likely to vote according to their interests as a disadvantaged minority in Belgium—thus 
voting for the left—or as a devout Muslim in Turkey—thus voting for the right. This finding sug-
gests that the strategic and divergent voting behaviors of Muslim minorities in Europe versus Turkey 
could be more common among “strict” Muslims. From the perspective of social identity performance 
(Klein et al., 2007), strict Muslims in Europe are more likely to consolidate their religious identity (as 
in showing stronger religious practices) in response to the increasing public disapproval of and even 
bans against certain religious practices (such as wearing a headscarf). They are also more likely to 
mobilize politically around this identity. Voting for left-wing parties could be one way of mobiliza-
tion, that is, coordinated action toward specific goals for their civic engagement in mainstream pol-
itics. Overall, the intersectionality suggests that a common Muslim identity does not have the same 
political implications for voting in Belgium and Turkey and that this also depends on their different 
political stances such as their ideology (Baysu & Phalet, 2017).

We also had theoretical challenges. First, it would have been ideal to have a measure of voting 
behaviors at the parliamentary elections instead of presidential elections in Turkey to have the full 
spectrum of political parties, since the presidential elections usually have a limited number of candi-
dates. However, in the case of Turkey, we still covered most of the parties in terms of their represen-
tativity in the parliament and their electorate. To illustrate, in the 2015 general election in November, 
only four parties entered the parliament due to the 10% threshold rule in Turkey: AKP (right wing), 
CHP (center left), MHP (right wing), and HDP (left wing). Only MHP was missing in the presiden-
tial elections, because they supported the AKP candidate. In terms of the electorate, those voting 
for other (than these four) parties were 2.5%. Among the voters registered abroad, the percentage of 
those who voted for other parties was even less, only 1%. Thus, 99% of the electorate abroad voted 
for these four parties, which were represented by the three candidates in the presidential elections.

Second, we grouped several parties into a left-wing versus right-wing dichotomy due to small 
sample sizes. This brings up the question of whether the meaning of left-right ideological position 
of parties is the same across contexts. While some authors have explained that the LR positioning 
of parties varies over time and across culture (Knutsen, 1998), others have assigned a stable and 
intrinsic meaning to this political category linking it with attitudes towards equality (Bobbio, 1996). 
Even if it varies over time and across cultures, it still represents the dominant ideological position 
(Middendorp, 1991). We can also compare both countries’ left-right party positions. For Turkey, 
Özbudun (2006) presents a similar positioning of the parties for a left-versus-right dichotomy from 
1950 to 2002. Despite its pro-Islamist appeals, the ideology of AKP is not fundamentally different 
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compared to Western conservative-Christian democratic parties or from other center-right parties 
in Turkey. However, the meaning of the left-right positioning of parties in Turkey relies more on 
social-cultural issues (particularly the secularist vs. conservative cleavage) than on social-economic 
issues (Özbudun, 2006). Similarly, Çarkoğlu and Hinich (2006) find that the secularist versus con-
servative cleavage in party positions is parallel to the left-right positioning of the parties, similar to 
Western traditions. For Belgium and Europe overall, van der Brug et al. (2000) argues and finds that 
the left-right ideological position is historically and currently one of the most salient cleavages deter-
mining party positions as well as voting behavior (van der Brug et al., 2000; Lipset & Rokkan, 1967). 
Thus across contexts, although with slight differences in meaning, left-right ideological positioning 
of parties is a still relevant comparison criterion.

Third, although the left-right self-placement measure is a valid indicator of people’s overall 
political orientation (Kroh, 2007), it does not tell us much about their positions on specific sociocul-
tural or economic issues. In other words, issue-specific opinions and left-right self-placement are not 
(highly) correlated, nor do they work similarly in predicting voting behavior. Interestingly, despite 
being overall conservative in social-cultural issues (Dancygier, 2017), participants in this study po-
sitioned themselves at the center in left-right placement. Additional analyses regarding their position 
on the sociocultural issues showed that it was more strongly related to their Muslim identity than 
their left-right self-placement, and as such, it predicted their voting in Turkey, rather than in Belgium. 
On the contrary, their stance on government-subsidized health care as part of the socioeconomic 
issues predicted their voting in Belgium. While these additional findings provided a more nuanced 
picture of the ways ideology might affect voting behaviors, they also confirmed that issue-specific 
opinions do not necessarily overlap with left-right self-placement (Winter et al., 2006).

Fourth, we did not measure religious belonging or attachment. While “strict” Muslims would pos-
sibly report high religious attachment, “moderate” Muslims could report low or moderate attachment. 
Finally, our study was limited to one Western European context. Interestingly, Turkish-Muslim minori-
ties in the United States—most of whom are highly skilled immigrants—tend to vote for left-wing par-
ties in Turkey (and in the United States). We would still expect their Muslim identity content (secular/
moderate vs. strict) to contribute to the explanation of their voting behavior in Turkey (and not in the 
United States). Future research should investigate whether and how their ideology across liberal-conser-
vative dimension would qualify their Muslim identity content and in turn affect their voting behaviors.

We also had other limitations. First was our use of single indicators. Large representative surveys 
generally present a challenge or trade-off between having externally valid representative samples 
versus concerns about internal validity of single-item measures. However, we ran several additional 
analyses that confirmed the robustness of our models (as explained in the online supporting infor-
mation). Second, small cell sizes in the outcome variable (e.g., the percentage of voting for the 
right in Belgium) together with high numbers of predictors could cause issues in logistic regression; 
however, we ran robustness checks to ensure that the bias would be minimum. Finally, given the 
correlational nature of the study, causal inferences are limited.

To conclude, voting is key to political integration of immigrant-background minorities, but what 
determines their voting preferences remains largely unclear. Dual-citizen minorities can vote differ-
ently in their countries of residence and origin. For instance, Turkish minorities vote for right-wing 
parties in Turkey and left-wing parties in Europe. Our findings highlight how typical predictors of 
right-wing voting such as political efficacy and deprivation might have opposite effects for party 
preferences, depending on the voters’ majority versus minority positions in society. Moreover, bridg-
ing the social-identity theory with social cleavage theory, we show the unique role of religious iden-
tity content and left-right ideology for voting in the country of origin and residence, respectively. 
Finally, our findings highlight how the meaning of Muslim identity and its relationship to political 
behavior also depends on left-right ideology. Thus, Muslim identity is not a uniform identity; it has 
different meanings and consequences for political behaviors.
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