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Yet another demonstration 
on Syntagma Square, right in 
front of the Hellenic parliament 
in downtown Athens. Hundreds 
of students are publicly 
displaying their discontent with 
the government’s new policy of 
merging university faculties as 
part of a larger austerity 
programme, which has at its very 
core: cutting government 
expenditure. As a result of this, 
thousands of students would have 
to relocate to new cities.  
“It won’t change anything, but 
it’s better than sitting at home 
and doing 
nothing”. 
That was 
the 
reaction 
we got 
from the 
vast 
majority of 
protestor
s when 
we asked 
them about their motivations and 
if they believe that their protests 
will have any impact on the 
government. Similarly, a 
defeatist sentiment was also 
present at two other 
demonstrations that were 
organised by farmers and army 
officials and happened earlier in 
the same week.  
The government’s reaction to the 
numerous demonstrations 
appears to be one of disdain. 
Kyriakos Mitsotakis, head of the 
centre-right New Democracy 

party, which is currently part of a 
coalition-government, together 
with the centre-left PASOK, told 
us bluntly that the government 
had previously ignored such 
protests and vilified the 
organisers as anarchists and 
radicals. But he also pointed out 
that there seems to be a growing 
awareness amongst the political 
elite that a seemingly 
insignificant public gathering can 
rapidly grow into a mass 
demonstration. In fact, the very 
first protests when the crisis hit 
the Greek economy in early 

2010, began 
as protest 
marches of 
unions, left-
wing, 
anarchist 
and 
communist 
party 
supporters, 

but they quickly 
evolved into 

reactions by the general public, 
from students and workers to 
small business owners and 
teachers, all of which were 
expressing deeper concerns, 
especially a widespread feeling 
of frustration with the 
government’s performance and a 
perception of general inefficiency 
and corruption in Greek state 
institutions. Many of those 
grievances still exist, the 
willingness of many Greeks to 
organize themselves and publicly 
demand change, however, seems 

 Students protesting in front of the parliament 



to be fading.  
One of the phenomena that the 
crisis brought about is the rise of 
the neo-fascist Golden Dawn 
party. We found that, until now, 
public opinion regarding the 
Golden Dawn is to treat it as a 
worrying exception in a period of 
social and political crisis. This is 
echoed in the official discourse 
about the rise of the political 
“extremes” in Greece (the other 
extreme being the Left) against 
which the institutions of liberal 
democracy must be defended.  
However, what is missing from 
this discourse on Golden Dawn 
as an extreme exception is a 
serious discussion of what led to 
its spectacular entrance in the 
Greek political scene.  
Moreover, the rise of the Golden 
Dawn cannot be explained 

without taking into account the 
conscious choice from the part of 
mainstream parties, New 
Democracy and PASOK, to 
endorse anti-immigrant politics 
and rhetoric and open racism. 
When today the Samaras 
government announces a 

crackdown on “illegal 
immigrants,” it is obvious that 
the average Golden Dawn 
member or supporter feels 
entirely justified in promoting 
and engaging in open violence 
against immigrants.  
Public opinion is not normally 
logically coherent or internally 
consistent. Nevertheless, it is not 
necessarily irrational either and it 
is not impossible to present its 
characteristics in a reasonably 
ordered fashion. Today, opinion 
polls serve as an indispensable 
tool of policymaking, especially 
for politicians who seem to care 
only for their re-election and for 
preserving political alliances that 
are necessary to governmental 
coalitions. And, of course, the 
Internet has proven to be decisive 
not only in shaping public 
opinion but also in organizing 

collective action.  

There are two major and 
strikingly clear positions 
characterizing Greek public 
opinion. The first deals with 
economic policy and, in 
particular, the memorandum 
with the Troika, consisting of 
the European Commission, the 
European Central Bank and the 
International Monetary Fund. 

Not surprisingly, there is 
widespread opposition to and 
condemnation of this policy. The 
policy of “internal devaluation” 
through fiscal contraction is 
causing a lot of antagonism. The 
income of civil servants and 
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pensioners has been reduced by 
more than 20%. In the private 
sector, a lot of businesses have 
folded and unemployment has 
shot up to nearly 25% percent of 
the labor force and close to 50% 
among the young. Gross 
domestic product has fallen by 
nearly 15% in the last three 
years. Another reason for the 
public disagreement with the 
current economic policy is the 
strong skepticism regarding its 
effectiveness.  

Secondly, people distrust the 
political class. Political parties 
were never in living memory 
held in such low esteem. From 
ordinary parliamentary deputies 
to government ministers and 
even to the presidential head of 
state, they are all at risk of being 
verbally abused and insulted, if 
not attacked, whenever they 
appear in public. They are held 
collectively responsible for what 
has happened to the country and 
for their customary lying to the 
people. The two big 
governmental parties especially 
have never witnessed such low 
support. Radical parties on both 
sides of the political spectrum 
have been active in pandering to 
protestors and attempting to 
attract them as potential voters. 
In our meeting with 
representatives from the leftist 
opposition party Syriza, it 
became clear that the party 
actively tries to engage with the 
protestors and gives them some 
moral support and intellectual 

cover in the parliament. The 
Greek Left is however deeply 
divided. We met Kostas Pytas 
from the more radical communist 
Workers Revolutionary Party in a 
small library that exclusively had 
Marxist literature. “They are sell-
outs!” was all he had to say about 
Syriza.  

The characteristics of Greek 
public opinion are mostly related 
to the effects of the debt crisis on 
the internal scene. What about 
the handling of the crisis by the 
main outside protagonist, namely 
Germany? On this, there is little 
doubt that Greek public opinion 
is resentful about Greece being 
blamed for the onset of the euro 
crisis, which involves Ireland, 
Portugal, possibly Italy and 
Spain, and poses a threat to the 
future of the euro. It is 
particularly resentful about 
accusations in the German press 
that Greeks are lazy and that they 
live at the expense of the German 
taxpayers. This, by the way, is 
completely unfounded as the 
latest OECD statistics 
demonstrate: Greeks work in fact 
longer than most Europeans, 
including the Germans.  

Incriminating Greece as the sole 
or main culprit for the current 
problems of the Eurozone is 
viewed by Greek public opinion 
as making a scapegoat out of 
Greece. In explaining the euro 
crisis and apportioning blame, 
alternative interpretations are 
quite possible and it seems likely 



that the construction of the euro 
was flawed from the start. For 
example, concerning the onset of 
the crisis, the following 
explanation would most likely 
command wide assent in Greece. 
The main criticism leveled at 
Germany by Greek public 
opinion: Germany tends to forfeit 
its leading role in the 
construction of a federal Europe 
by attempting to shape economic 
institutions in line with its 
national views and interests. In 
the process, European solidarity 
is 
undermined 
and the 
unity of 
purpose 
required for 
European 
integration 
is 
weakened. 

As for 
public 
opinion in 
Germany, 
there has 
been a solid 
shift against 
Greece 
remaining in 
the 
Eurozone. Consequently, 
German politicians are split on 
whether to continue funding 
Greek rescue efforts. Partly 
responsible for this shift in public 
opinion is the German media 
landscape, in particular the 
populist BILD Zeitung, a tabloid 

paper with the largest circulation 
in Germany and, hence, with a 
significant impact on public 
opinion. BILD continuously 
fueled the debate on Greece, 
publishing demagoguery 
headlines, for instance, calling 
the Greek government to “sell 
their islands”, while constantly 
referring to them as “Pleite-
Griechen”, which could be 
translated as “broke Greeks”. 
This campaign of BILD, but also 
by other media outlets, created a 
public discourse that resulted in 

the widespread 
perception of 
“the lazy 
Southerners”. 
However, there 
are also many 
Germans who 
base their 
opposition to 
further assist 
Greece with its 
financial 
difficulties, not 
on irrational 
xenophobia, but 
on legitimate 

economic 
concerns. In 
fact, a group 
of leading 

economists filed a lawsuit at the 
German constitutional court in 
Karlsruhe earlier this year, 
arguing that the decision by the 
German Bundestag to continue 
paying taxpayer’s money into a 
European rescue fund for Greece 

The tabloid BILD newspaper sent a reporter to 
Athens to hand out now defunct Drachma 
notes, telling the Greeks “Have your own 
currency back, and stop messing with ours.” 



would be unconstitutional. The 
economists lost the case and the 
court ratified the decision of the 
German parliament. This court 
ruling was a legal and political 
success for Angela Merkel’s 
CDU party, which strongly 
supports the European Stability 
Mechanism (ESM), however, the 
discontent of many Germans 
towards Greece, as shown by 
many opinion polls, remains.  
 
 
 

And so will the protests on 
Syntagma Square in Athens.  
We asked a Greek High-School 
teacher about her opinion on the 
demonstrations that happen on a 
daily basis. She argued that they 
are insignificant, because the 
government is not listening to the 
protestors. When asked about 
what it would take to bring the 
government to acknowledge 
them and address their 
grievances, her reply was: “We 
need a full-scale revolution that 
includes all parts of Greek 
society”. 

 


