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For a total of some 16 months in the 1970s 
and 1980s, I lived in a Cretan mountain vil-
lage whose name has become a byword for 
violence in all of Greece.1 I was surrounded 
by armed men who never hesitated to draw 
knife or pistol if their personal status was 
affronted, and whose capacity for violent 
action has hardly been blunted by the social 
changes of recent decades: a few short years 
ago one of them shot down a police helicopter 
seeking villagers who had allegedly been 
cultivating marijuana. Never for a moment 
did I fear physical attacks on my person, and 
the only quarrel I was ever involved in ended 
with a formal reconciliation ceremony and 
the bestowal of a ritual title indicating mutual 
respect and affection.

It was not in Crete, then, but in Athens this 
year, that I was mugged – physically attacked 
and thrown to the ground, my bag, with all of 
its contents, snatched. Athens, where I had also 
lived for several years, had seemed a particu-
larly peaceful place, its inhabitants incredulous 
that I would live in such a supposedly violent 
village. So safe did the capital city seem when 
we lived there in the early 1970s that my 
wife and I would wander around ill-lit streets 
without fear of attack, although in fact petty 
crime was already on the rise.2 We have sub-
sequently returned to Athens many times, for 
work and pleasure, and, until this year, never 
suffered any direct violence.

When the attack came, it was in the hallway 
of a block of flats in a respectable part of town, 
a stone’s throw from the old Olympic stadium 
that had just hosted the 2011 Special Olympics 
with military band music and throngs of 
competitors and spectators. I was waiting for 
the lift after a pleasant evening with friends. 
Within less than a minute, I was lying on the 
ground minus a small bag containing my iden-
tity documents, credit cards, cash, glasses and 
a camera.

My deep sense of shock following the attack 
might seem disproportionate to those who 
live – as I do – in or near cities like Boston 
and Rome, or London, for that matter.3 My 
previous life in Athens, however, had not pre-
pared me for such an incident. Further reflec-
tion led me to view the event as a symptom 
of a larger malaise, in which the rise in local 
violence reflected pressures largely originating 
elsewhere, rather than as evidence of a sudden 
decline in Greek life. The experience and its 
aftermath also led me to reflect on the possible 
implications for understanding the current 
global financial crisis at the centre of which 
Greece is key player, scapegoat, or manipula-
tive operator, depending on one’s point of view.

Reflections on a robbery
The attack occurred at 1.30 am on 11 July. 
That is not a particularly late hour to be out 

on the streets in Athens, 
especially in the sum-
mertime. My wife and I 
had just entered the hallway 
of our building and were 
waiting for the lift; tired from 
an evening of happy socializing, I rested for 
a moment against the lift’s lintel. Suddenly a 
hand came over my eyes and I felt a tug on my 
bag. I recall thinking that this must have been 
one of my local friends who had spotted me 
and wanted to play a quick prank of a kind that 
used to be very popular in Greece. (Nowadays, 
I was subsequently told, no one in Greece plays 
those pranks; it is too dangerous, and could 
result in a prankster’s being seriously injured 
by a terrified ‘victim’.) I realized quite quickly, 
in any case, that this was no friendly jest, and 
managed to turn around and realize that I was 
being robbed. As the two youngish men who 
had attacked me tried to wrest the bag from 
my grasp, I hung on grimly, was pushed to the 
floor, and dragged out onto the pavement. My 
mobile phones and pens fell from my pocket, 
the strap of the bag suddenly snapped, and 
the men ran off with the bag as I yelled for 
the police. My wife was unhurt and her own 
bag untouched; my injuries were very minor. 
Astonishment and fury, not major pain, were 
the sensations of the moment.

A neighbour heard my cries and a police 
patrol car arrived within a couple of minutes; 
we bundled in, and tore off in hot pursuit. 
After a fruitless search (although I did find 
one minor item on the men’s escape route a 
few hours later), and a stop our police escorts 
took to hassle two young men – perhaps immi-
grants from eastern Europe – who were sitting 
dejectedly by the side of one street, we were 
taken to the police station and then home. 
We decided to return right away to the police 
station to make our report, thinking that any 
delay might make the chances of recovering 
the lost property even smaller than they already 
were. A police officer took down my personal 
data. Father’s name? Mother’s name? When 
I remonstrated that none of my identification 
papers bore that information, she shrugged; the 

computer required it. Very well. Religion 
(thriskevma)? Here I protested more vigor-
ously, arguing that the question was a violation 
of my privacy and of European Union conven-
tions – had the Greek government not ceased 
putting that information on national identity 
cards, after all? Yes, came the reply – but the 
computer form required it. Very well, I grudg-
ingly agreed, I was brought up in the Jewish 
religion, so put that down. Having mulled over 
that response, she asked, ‘Do you swear on 
the Koran or the New Testament?’ Somewhat 
astonished, I managed to tell her, ‘The Old 
Testament’. ‘Ah, the Old Testament’, she 
nodded, apparently pleased to get an answer 
she could at least recognize; the next day I dis-
covered from the police report that I had made 
my statement ‘on oath (enorkos)’.

Another, significant, part of the interroga-
tion came with a request for a description of 
the miscreants. Were they allodhapi (a polite 
term for foreigners)? Well, I said, they looked 
Mediterranean; they had dark hair. The police 
played back my description of the dark-haired 
(melakhrini) men as ‘dark-skinned’ (melampsi), 
although at my repeated insistence the cor-
rect wording did appear in the written report. 
Current concerns with immigration, grafted 
onto very old ideas about culture and race, 
were inflecting my encounter with criminal 
violence, and especially the official (structural) 
violence that claims to be opposing it.

I say ‘claims’ because, in a country as rife 
with conspiracy theories as Greece, accusations 
of collusion between officialdom and the crim-
inal world are easily launched and believed. 
A current version of this view holds that some 
of the masked men who attacked the police 
during the street demonstrations this year were 
actually police agents themselves, bent on pro-
voking serious confrontation.4 Such convictions 
– and they are widely held – have historical 
roots, in the events that led up to the 1967-74 
military dictatorships and in long-standing 
structures of political patronage. I shall return 
to one rather dramatic example of the latter 
shortly. After the robbery, however, what struck 
me most forcibly was the policewoman’s insist-

 narrative
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Fig. 1. Artistic rendering of the robbery in Athens.
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ence on trying to lay the blame on generalized 
‘foreigners’, usually understood to be people of 
colour, Middle Easterners, or refugees from the 
impoverished Balkan nations to the north.

She was clearly puzzled by me. I seemed 
to be an educated, polite individual, and was 
speaking to her in respectable Greek, yet evi-
dently I belonged to some category of exotic 
and potentially scary outsiders myself. Still, my 
appearance seemed to reassure her. Out there, 
presumably waiting to be arrested, were those 
nameless foreigners who were somehow more 
foreign than I was. My mind skittered back to 
the two men huddled in the darkness by the 
side of the road, who were certainly not my 
attackers.

It is by now a commonplace of the anthro-
pological literature that Greece – and southern 
Europe more generally – used to be a place 
of emigration but today has become instead 
the somewhat unwilling host to increasing 
numbers of immigrants. The change is visible, 
on the streets not only of Athens but even of 
small provincial towns around the country. At 
the same time, the economic debt crisis that 
makes Greece a potential sinkhole for global 
capitalism (or at least its European incarnation) 
has engendered enormous, and equally visible, 
public anxiety: rows of deserted shops (fig. 
3), sometimes violent street demonstrations, 
open despondency among a middle class that 
thought it was rising and found instead that 
it was sinking, and equally open fury against 
a political elite that was praised for its cun-
ning when things were going well but accused 
of moral bankruptcy when its antics led to 
disaster. Greek citizens are well aware of the 
short-term advantages offered by their political 
patrons, but many were quick to join the hue 
and cry against ‘corruption’ (dhiafthora) when 
such perks – which also, by sustaining a class 
hierarchy, nurtured at least as much resentment 
as gratitude – could no longer offset the disas-
trous personal impact of the larger economic 
collapse. After the demonstrations were over, 
the jagged edges of marble facings in the centre 
of Athens offered expressive testimony to the 
rampaging demonstrators. These young people, 
clearly unimpressed by the neo-Classical pre-
tensions on display in these extravagances, but 
perhaps with fine historical sensibility associ-
ating them with both wealth and Western domi-
nation, had torn off chunks of the stonework 
and hurled them at the police.

The economic crisis may also be partially 
responsible for the recent increase in petty 
crime; the police chief with whom I dealt 
conceded as much. The crisis allows Greeks 
to blame two very different sets of outsiders 
for the present malaise: the wealthy managers 
of the IMF and foreign banks, and the indi-
gent immigrants on the streets. Dispossessed 
Greeks, already suspicious of exotic outsiders 
(especially Muslims, all too easily conflated 
with ‘Turks’), now also find cover for their 
increasingly visible racism, both in the persis-
tent collective conviction that Greeks are (more 
or less by definition) not racists, and in the 
new, politically correct rhetoric that, here as in 
Italy,5 arguably facilitates and even intensifies 
the insidious leaching of racist attitudes into 

the body politic by disguising it as reasonable 
resentment on the part of a nation of victims.

The dynamic that informs these attitudes 
became still more explicit in my encounter 
with the police-station chief the next day. Once 
again I was asked whether the miscreants had 
been allodhapi. Although this term techni-
cally would have included me, it was evident 
that its formality masked an assumption that 
certain categories of foreigner were likely to 
be criminals. Perhaps sensing my annoyance, 
perhaps even wondering whether as a technical 
allodhapos myself I might have taken offence 
(in a country where the US and the UK have 
both long represented overweening political 
interference in national affairs), the chief was 
quick to add that ‘statistically’ this was a rea-
sonable question: 80 per cent of all crooks were 
foreign, said he, ignoring the possibility that 
such a figure might instead represent an arrest 
quotient that was over-determined by the very 
assumption he was attempting to justify.6

It was not an isolated attitude. The next day 
I heard a story about how, when a woman who 
had been attacked called the police, she was 
informed that she should describe the attackers 
as ‘Albanians’ so that the patrol car would 
come much more quickly!7 To be fair to the 
police, such attitudes reflect an increasing fear 
of foreigners in the population at large. About 
a month and a half before the attack on me a 
local restaurateur discovered that thieves were 
helping themselves to his oil supply; assuming 
that they were foreigners, he called the police, 
who trapped the thieves and discovered that 
they were in fact Greek. Nevertheless, the 
perception that police act more willingly 
against certain categories of foreigner – and the 
assumption in many quarters that this is logical 
and acceptable – is an important part of the 
dynamic I am analyzing here.

Attributing violence
Greece, once seen as a haven of stability in 
the Balkans (and for that reason often tacitly 
allowed to get away with playing fast and 
loose with European Union regulations and 
practices), has in the past few years acquired 
a reputation for violence. But such violence 
as does occur is largely localized and still 
mild in comparison to much of what one sees 
elsewhere.8 Yet chance encounters can easily 
create the opposite impression. This summer 
in Greece, in addition to being mugged, I was 
tear-gassed twice – once, on 15 June, when I 
went with two friends to see for myself what 
was happening in front of the national par-
liament building during the protests against 
IMF- and EU-generated austerity measures 
(figs 4 & 5), and the second time when, during 
a general strike triggered by the same crisis on 
29 June, I was returning from a 10-day visit to 
the Netherlands and found myself trapped in 
the underground system amid the tear gas with 
which the police had apparently tried to flush 
out masked rioters charging wildly along trains, 
platforms and corridors. When I finally got out 
at another station, I was just in time to witness 
a brazen break-in at the Agricultural Bank of 
Greece (figs 6, 7 & 8). Greece seemed to be 
playing up to its new-found reputation for vio-

lence even before my bag was snatched.
But what does it mean to characterize an 

entire country, or even a city, as violent? Thais, 
for example, are often described as peace-
loving and their country as a land of smiles, yet 
the homicide rate in Bangkok is comparable 
to that of New York. Despite official Greek 
claims to national stability and tranquillity, the 
Greek anarchists, who have a long history of 
political activism and working-class solidarity,9 
are reputed to be among the most destructive of 
the current crop of activists, and they certainly 
proved to be the most willing to hurl Molotov 
cocktails during such demonstrations as the 
anti-globalization protests against the G8 meet-
ings in Genoa in 2001.10 But they are no more 
‘typical’ of Greeks in general than are Cretan 
sheep thieves; they represent a particular – 
though certainly significant – ideology and 
social formation.

From an anthropological perspective, it prob-
ably makes best sense to approach the apparent 
contradiction between violence and stability 
from both ends – from the bedrock values of 
small local communities that interest ethnog-
raphers, and from the international context in 
which some countries seem predestined – by 
the very forces that condemn them – to be 
unable to do anything right.

From the intense and frequent knife-fights 
in the British-controlled Ionian Islands in 
the 19th century and the brigandage that was 
endemic to the mainland in the early years of 
independence, to the vendettas and reciprocal 
animal theft found in Crete, the Mani region of 
the Peloponnese, and among the once largely 
transhumant Sarakatsani people, feuding has 
unquestionably played an important role in 
Greek society.11 The long and bitter civil war 
of 1944-49 and the vicious intercommunal 
fighting on Cyprus both before and after that 
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Fig. 2. Before the storm: Michael Herzfeld relaxing in 
Rome.
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country’s independence projected such local 
rivalries onto national and international planes 
of interaction.12 More recently, the spectacular 
manhunt that led to the arrest (2002) and con-
viction (2003) of the alleged leadership of the 
‘17 November’ anti-capitalist militant group 
recast political violence in Greece as terrorism.

Yet that last example should especially give 
us pause – and should send us back to the eth-
nographic accounts, through which it becomes 
easier to understand that violence in Greece is 
hardly random. Media accounts usually ignore 
the fact that, while the 17 November group did 
carry out political assassinations, it also often 
warned the public before setting off explosive 
devices aimed at damaging property, thereby 
avoiding killing innocent bystanders. Indeed, 
some respectable citizens responded to the 
group with a degree of tolerance comparable 
to their relative acceptance of petty theft by the 
needy as long as it was not accompanied by 
disproportionate violence. While small-scale 
spontaneous acts of violence (especially in the 
heat of a demonstration) may be viewed with 
indulgence, many Greeks are prepared to jus-
tify more deliberate violence only where it can 
be understood as a response to similarly delib-
erate or sustained provocations: premeditated 
physical harming of individuals, sexual attacks, 
deliberate insults, or – and here, in an attitude 
that anticipates the present crisis, the distinc-
tion becomes murkier – overweening wealth. 
This last example has deep roots; Cretan shep-
herds represented raids on the flocks of the rich 
as acts of reciprocity on the grounds that their 
victims could only have acquired such massive 
wealth by ‘stealing’, literally or metaphori-
cally, from the poor.13 Within this logic, killing 
an American diplomat or kidnapping a banker 
can sometimes be presented as an instance of 
reciprocity and thereby assimilated to familiar 
ideas about obligation and debt. Debt thus 
conceived is primarily not so much financial as 
moral (fig. 9).

This is a crucial distinction. In his study 
of the Sarakatsani, Campbell (1964) strongly 
emphasized the significance of ipokhreosi, or 
obligation, as the ethical nexus of all social 
relations. Moreover, he was the first to show 
that Greek society regards a negative reci-
procity such as hostility or animal theft as but 
the first stage in the building of relations of 
mutual regard and even assistance. What then 
destroys this balance is the intrusion of money. 
Finance does not respect social equilibria and 
mutual obligations, and sheep thieves who 
steal only for commercial profit are viewed 
as corrupting an entire moral universe. The 
modern idea of a national ‘debt’ (khreos or 
khreosi) that simply has to be paid off – in 
other words, is a one-way affair – runs counter 
to the view, deeply embedded in Greek culture, 
of obligation as something that maintains a 
necessary and oscillating tension in all social 
relations – a tension that can be sexual, inter-
personal, or political, and that is often misin-
terpreted by outside observers as the brooding 
presence of endemic violence. When Greek 
slogans announce, ‘We won’t pay!’ (fig. 10), 
they are implicitly rejecting a one-way indebt-
edness antithetical to Greek notions of obliga-

tion, in which creditor and debtor are roles 
taken in endless alternation. While this attitude 
is contested by more conservative Greek com-
mentators, who argue that a debt should always 
be repaid and that Greece is simply reaping the 
whirlwind of runaway consumerism, the rejec-
tionist position finds ready acceptance among 
those dissatisfied with bourgeois values and 
easily swayed by arguments invoking familiar 
notions of dignity and autonomy (figs 11 & 
12). Feeling thwarted by what seems to be a 
political standstill, this year’s protesters gath-
ered under the collective name of ‘the exasper-
ated (aghanaktismeni)’;14 but most of those 
who demonstrated under that banner were not 
violent, and were chagrined by the few who 
took advantage of the unrest to commit acts of 
physical aggression.

It thus makes little sense to say that Greece 
‘is’ a violent society. Such crass essential-
isms, which have been at the core of much 
of the media treatment of recent events, get 
us nowhere, and even constitute part of the 
problem. They are part of the problem because 
they partake of the same logic as the racist 
and other forms of prejudice that right-wing 
extremists (in office and out of it) in Greece 
and elsewhere promulgate, and which are 
reproduced with such ease across society, 
as I witnessed in the police response to my 
mugging.

It is vitally important to break out of the 
self-fulfilling circularity of such so-called facts 
about entire countries. We can say that many 
Greeks are prepared to use violence when 
they understand (or at least represent) a situa-
tion as morally justifying it. Some take issue 
with those Greeks who feel that the elite, the 
banks and the international community have 
asked for it. But the point is that very little of 
the violence is random, even when (as in my 
recent experience) it feels that way, and it is 
quite restricted in scope. At the same time, we 
should also not understate the consequences 
of acknowledging these limiting conditions. 
Above all, because Greeks do not think of their 
own society as typically violent, the authori-
ties can push the statistics in the direction of 
‘proving’ the guilt of allodhapi, those who are 
from ‘another’ (allo) place, with relative ease 
– as when, in the 19th century, they attributed 
‘brigandage’ to ethnic contamination.15

Even without using the term, many Greeks 
blame ‘structural violence’ – which they con-
ventionally identify instead as ‘the foreign 
finger’ (to kseno dhaktilo) – for their current 
misery.16 They can thus easily assimilate acts 
of violence against its perpetrators to existing 
ideas about reciprocity. By the same logic 
they can also insist that acts that appear more 
like random violence against individuals – 
including overtly racist acts – are alien to a 
national character deeply committed to the 
rules and practices of hospitality. And since 
hospitality places its practitioners on the moral 
high ground,17 Greeks can all too easily treat 
commercially motivated acts that violate its 
rules – whether the structural violence of out-
side economic forces or the random violence 
they attribute to ungrateful foreigners – as jus-
tifying an equally forceful response.
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Fig. 3. Shops abandoned to the growing economic desperation.
Fig. 4. Prepared for conflict: policing access to the city centre.
Fig. 5. A woman covers her face against tear gas as rioters 
burn rubbish.
Figs 6, 7 (above) & 8 (opposite, top). Watched by a crowd, 
demonstrators break into the Agricultural Bank of Greece.
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Structures of collusion
These observations take me back to the shep-
herds with whom I worked in the Cretan moun-
tain village. Animal theft had always been 
treated as reciprocal, either because it occurred 
between shepherds engaged in testing each oth-
er’s strength or because, when directed against 
the flocks of the wealthy, it supposedly repaid 
their treatment of the poor. When, from perhaps 
as early as the mid 1970s, some of the younger 
shepherds began to raid large flocks, not as the 
basis for creating alliances with powerful shep-
herds in other villages but in hopes of making 
rapid financial profit by selling off the animals 
to crooked butchers in the bigger towns, some 
of the older shepherds – especially those who 
had been particularly daring and successful 
thieves in their youth – became alarmed at how 
money was subverting the old reciprocities. Yet 
their efforts to oppose the trend were doomed 
to failure; and the reasons for this are instruc-
tive for understanding the present crisis.

The major reason for their failure was the 
intervention of powerful politicians. One, who 
was recently convicted of suborning witnesses 
in animal-theft cases and condemned to a 
year’s imprisonment, and who – as a govern-
ment minister and party star – had been espe-
cially active in promoting anti-theft legislation 
that was specifically directed at Crete, was 
already known, during the time of my field-
work, as a patron of some of the most effective 
animal thieves. To the thieves, the politician’s 
parliamentary fulminations against the very 
practices that his collusion helped to protect 
simply demonstrated his brazen opportunism; 
and since most people believed that his power 
was invincible, it made sense to acquiesce in 
the general adulation of (and electoral support 
for) someone whose actions perpetuated the old 
structures of reciprocity – at least as long as he 
remained successful.

But animal theft became increasingly com-
mercialized, and came to provide the model 
for other, more noxious criminal activity 
(including, allegedly, gun running). During the 
same span of three to four decades following 
the restoration of democracy in 1974, the 
state’s own ability to intervene also changed 
character. From an acceptance of the power of 
locally elected politicians to block effective 
social change and a willingness on the part of 
police bureaucracy to treat the shepherds with 
respect as the bearers of an ancient tradition 
of masculine pride, the state moved towards 
direct confrontation and a strict interpretation 
of legality. This became easier to do as animal 
theft gave way to marijuana cultivation and 
perhaps also to the smuggling of arms, activi-
ties that could be viewed as conflicting directly 
with the national interest and therefore of much 
greater general interest than local vendettas. 
Yet change did not come easily. In some ways 
the new Europe – especially when managed by 
old rogues – seemed to favour intensification 
rather than elimination of the bad old ways; 
it is rumoured, for example, that Cretan shep-
herds used EU subventions to increase their 
supply of bullets. At least one powerful polit-
ical patron was seen partying with shepherds 
who shot joyful fusillades into the air well after 

the practice was formally outlawed. The local 
tail often, it seems, wagged the national dog.

Today, such obvious collusion has at last 
become harder to sustain openly, as politi-
cians must answer to calls for ‘transparency’ 
(dhiafania) and accountability. But the rhe-
torical management of such concepts can still 
produce a cynical inversion of their practical 
meaning.18 Instead of calling in parliament for 
the immediate suppression of their own clients, 
today’s politicians talk more generically in 
terms of tough law-and-order provisions; argue 
in defence of their economic policies that they 
have few choices in a world dominated by 
powerful foreign forces; and indirectly but sub-
stantively encourage, if only by inaction, the 
development (always with the cover of a politi-
cally correct rhetoric) of a systemic hostility 
to foreign workers – whose plight, ironically, 
reproduces that of Greece and its people, both 
historically and in the present, in relation to 
the powerful countries of the West. As the self-
pitying victims of a refusal by those powerful 
players to admit many of the migrants who 
first enter the EU through Greece and other 
southern-fringe countries, Greeks thus once 
again – as so often before in their history as a 
supposedly independent nation – use the brutal 
realities of international Realpolitik to justify 
actions and attitudes that directly conflict with 
their treasured self-image as a hospitable and 
tolerant people.

Colonial consequences?
This summer, not a few friends have wondered 
how I was faring in what they saw as violence-
plagued Athens. Perhaps they will take the 
mugging as confirmation of the international 
media’s view that Greece is a violent place. If 
so, they, like the media, are seriously missing 
the point.

From its declaration of independence in 
1821, in reality Greece has always been highly 
dependent both economically and politically. 
It looked to the West (as well as to Russia) for 
support in its struggle for emancipation from 
Ottoman rule, in doing so carefully eliding 
the history by which ‘it’ became an imperfect 
and Athenocentric simulacrum of the West’s 
image of the ancient glories. Its survival has 
always depended on heavy infusions of eco-
nomic assistance, usually in the form of loans 
– the very phenomenon that has prompted 
the present crisis.19 While some Greeks may 
find the idea of a colonial past distasteful, and 
comparison with an ‘Asian’ nation even more 
so, their plight as a pawn of global forces bears 
strong parallels with countries such as Thailand 
and Nepal. I have proposed the term ‘crypto-
colonialism’ to describe the paradoxical con-
dition of a national independence that was 
contingent on the approval and support of colo-
nial powers.20 In recent years, progressive and 
radical critics have been willing to examine the 
possibility that Greece is in a colonial relation-
ship with the West, but this willingness has 
come at a time when neoliberal and right-wing 
forces inside the country seem to be intent on 
using the rhetoric of political correctness and 
the ‘audit culture’ to intensify Greece’s depend-
ency, rather than reduce it.21

M
IC

H
AE

L 
H

ER
ZF

EL
D

M
IC

H
AE

L 
H

ER
ZF

EL
D

M
IC

H
AE

L 
H

ER
ZF

EL
D

M
IC

H
AE

L 
H

ER
ZF

EL
D

M
IC

H
AE

L 
H

ER
ZF

EL
D

Fig. 9 (second from top). Picasso to the cause of freedom: 
beneath heroic national symbols, confronting the IMF (the 
smaller poster, upper left, calls for ‘independence [and] 
nationalization of monopolistic banks’).
Fig. 10. ‘We don’t owe, we’re not selling, we won’t pay!’
Fig. 11. Tent city in Syntagma Square: ‘Neither right nor left:  
the only solution is HUMANITY’.
Fig. 12. ‘We won’t pay for our tickets: free public transport…  
We won’t pay for their crisis!’
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Whereas during my early years in Athens 
the national papers bothered to list all reported 
acts of pickpocketing (which at least shows 
that they did happen!), even relatively violent 
robberies are unremarkable today. As my 
friend’s comment that people don’t do pranks 
like that anymore shows, muggings happen 
embarrassingly often, and people’s reactions 
are calibrated to the new reality. Yet the police 
responded rapidly to my call and made a real 
effort to find the perpetrators immediately. As 
I subsequently tried to sort out the mess cre-
ated by the loss of my UK passport and my US 
residence permit, a double occlusion of official 
identity that threatened to sink my onward and 
quite complex travel schedule, and officials 
in both embassies moved from polite rigidity 
to friendly cooperation and flexibility (espe-
cially after I thanked each in turn for being so 
helpful), it was hard not to wonder how far 
the evidence of my social and professional 
status (and perhaps more importantly the status 
of my university) was leading the police to 
ignore the fact that I, too, was an allodhapos, 
a person from ‘elsewhere’. Only the suddenly 
imagined possibility that I might want to swear 
to my statement on the Koran had given them 
brief pause. I was ‘another Other’, and in that 
respect the hierarchy that I experienced at that 
moment reproduced the hierarchy of types 
of otherness through which I ascended as I 
negotiated with consular officials – and which 
relates Greece to the powerful countries that 
have served for so long as its self-appointed 
protectors.

Many years ago, I argued that Greece was 
important precisely because of its marginality.22 
That has never been as true as it is today. As 
this relatively small member of the European 
club threatens to become the vortex that ends 
the euro and perhaps even Western world 
domination, and as communist China offers to 
bail the capitalist EU out of its current difficul-
ties, we might do well to reflect on how local 
values, systems of patronage, and international 
politics have conspired to create the economic 
and political systems that now face collapse. Is 
it not time that economists, whose divinations 
have so spectacularly failed and who have 
hitherto shown so little inclination to address 
the social and cultural contexts of economic 
phenomena, at long last learned to stop treating 
anthropological perspectives as marginal or 
irrelevant to their task? l
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1. I wrote this narrative rapidly in the aftermath of the 
attack on my person on 11 July 2011. As I then sought to 
hone the argument, I was fortunate to receive balanced 
encouragement, counsel and insight – heeded to the best 
of my abilities and inclinations – from Dimitris Antoniou, 
Naor Ben-Yehoyada, Alexandra Halkias, Eleni Mahaira-
Odoni, Elena Mamoulaki, Aimée Placas and three 
anonymous AT reviewers. 

2. See Gallant 1995 for a detailed account of this 
progression, which – significantly for the argument I 
advance here – antedates the arrival of large numbers 

of migrants. Nor was violence new to Athens or its 
hinterland, and there are some suggestive continuities 
in the way in which its presence is addressed in official 
discourse; see Gallant 1998; Tzanelli 2002.

3. The explosion of looting and burning in London 
and other UK cities occurred only a few weeks after the 
politically more focused Greek riots described in this 
article.

4. For a categorical rebuttal of some of these claims 
in a respected conservative newspaper, see Mandravelis 
2011. Some left-wing journalists were more favourably 
disposed to taking seriously evidence presented by 
demonstrators that some of the masked anarchists were 
actually disguised police agents (e.g., Yamali 2011). 
Accusations of continuing police brutality and cover-ups 
since the fall of the military dictatorship in 1974 persist 
(e.g., Dalakoglou & Vradis 2009: 127).

5. See Herzfeld 2006. Gallant (1995) shows that the 
incidence of petty crime began to rise in Greece some 
three decades before the major influx of immigrants; 
much the same is true for Italy, where the 1974 rifling of 
my wife’s handbag in Rome – an experience she again 
suffered this summer! – was treated by the police as a 
commonplace occurrence at a time when the number of 
immigrants was still very low.

6. For discussions of similarly misleading statistics 
in Italian police practice, see Herzfeld 2009: 238, n. 2; 
Palidda 2000: 205.

7. While I was unable to verify this story, it evidently 
reflects a common attitude. Suspicion directed at 
‘Albanians’ has a long history in Greece; see especially 
Tzanelli 2002. On comparable attitudes in Italy, see 
Herzfeld 2009: 227-228.

8. See Black 2011 for a balanced account for tourists.
9. For a detailed overview, see Dalakoglou & Vradis 

2009.
10. Razsa (2007: Chapter 4) describes the actions 

of Greek extremists in this setting, and how they were 
perceived by others. His portrait anticipates much of what 
the Greek public saw among the masked activists who 
made the most dramatic headlines in 2011. Dalakoglou & 
Vradis (2009: 127) also note Greek anarchist involvement 
in the Genoa events.

11. See Campbell 1964; Gallant 2000; Herzfeld 1985; 
Seremetakis 1991.

12. On the civil war, see Panourgiá 2008. On killings in 
Cyprus, see Loizos 1988. Loizos’ presentation illustrates 
with particular finesse how local reciprocities can escalate 
into nationalist hatreds. For a critical Greek response to 
the anthropology of violence, see Astrinaki 2005.

13. This applied particularly to lowlanders with large 
estates; historically many of these had been Turks, which 
enhanced the implications of justifiable revenge. See 
Herzfeld 1985: 40.

14. The term is often translated as ‘the indignant’, 
paralleling the Spanish cognate indignados used in 
roughly contemporaneous protests in Madrid and 
Barcelona and derived from Hessel 2010 (see Gourgouris 
2011); I prefer ‘exasperated’, however, as it captures the 
Greek term’s connotation of being pushed beyond the 
limits of one’s patience.

15. See Herzfeld 1987b: 140; Tzanelli 2002: 54-66.
16. See Farmer 2003 for an especially compelling 

exploration of this phenomenon.
17. See Herzfeld 1987a. For a sensitive and proactive 

anthropological exploration of the potential consequences 
of this device for Greek-immigrant relations, see 
Papataxiarchis 2009.

18. For a comparable case study from Thailand, see 
Morris 2004.

19. It is nonetheless important, as Koulouri (2011) 
warns, not to overstate the parallels between the present 
crisis and apparent antecedents such as the economic debt 
crisis of 1897.

20. Herzfeld 2002.
21. On audit culture, see Strathern 2000.
22. Herzfeld 1987b. Mazower (2011) has suggested 

that Greece, too easily overlooked, has in fact often been 
in the forefront of radical political, social and economic 
change in Europe, and that the present crisis continues 
this pattern.
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