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Abstract 

An Ethnography of Indebtedness: 
The Emergence of Consumer Credit in Greece 

by 

Aimee J. Placas 

Based on fieldwork conducted during 2001 to 2003 in Athens, Greece, this 

dissertation looks at the introduction and development of consumer credit in the Greek 

market. It examines how pre-existing social conditions affect the reception and use of 

that technology, and at the same time how they shape the actual structure of that 

technology in its local development. It also considers other conflicts related to 

consumerism, including price increases and the switch to the Euro, and perceptions of 

change in the structure of the Greek family, to understand parallel concerns that 

influenced how consumer credit was being thought of and used. 
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1 

Introduction 

This dissertation is an attempt to look at the introduction of a global technology 

into a society (the technology being consumer credit offered by banks, and the society 

being Greece) to see how preexisting social conditions affect the reception and use of that 

technology, and at the same time how they shape the actual structure of that technology 

in its local development. 

I'm going to give a brief overview here of the context into which consumer credit 

was introduced. First, Greece signs on to joining the European Union in the early 80s. 

This sets into motion a vast number of changes, not all of which are commonly 

recognized as coming from E.U. initiatives, from the slow privatization of some of the 

state monopolies (television, telephony), to the reworking of family law so that it 

represents gender equality, to the requirement that taxi drivers produce receipts (for 

instance). They're changes that can look like both distant policy and effecting immediate 

everyday life. Banking is one of the industries that changed significantly; banks prior to 

this point were functionally part of the state, and their activities and goals were the 

enactment of state policy for development and growth. In other words, they weren't 

giving out loans to farmers, for example, in order to turn a profit, but to support the 

agricultural sector, to protect it during the 60s and 70s when Greece rapidly urbanized 

and people were leaving agricultural work, and to secure votes through giving such loans 

and forgiving them too. Consumer lending was not a priority; you could not get a 

consumer loan or credit card during that period of time. So when banking deregulated, as 
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it had to as Greece became part of the EU common market, the state had to slowly give 

up its controls on the industry, step by step. Credit cards really appear in the 80s, but in 

very small numbers, and there was a limit to how much credit any one person could be 

extended, and there were numerous more technical controls on their issuance at the bank 

policy level. As the banks became private, as they proliferated, as foreign banks moved 

into the market, and as the government slowly removed the limitations on how the banks 

can lend to individuals, consumer credit really started to grow, through the 90s. The final 

full deregulation of the market occurred from 2001 to 2003, while I was doing my 

research (we're talking about a 30% increase every year during that time in credit use). 

Importantly, what else deregulates during the 90s? The retail market is significant here. 

There were a lot of laws that protected the very small family-run shop, the type of store 

that really characterized Greece's retail market, but as these were loosened, a lot of 

international chains moved in. The international chains expanded the geography where 

credit cards are accepted, and following them lot of their smaller local competitors also 

started to accept credit cards. So you have a proliferation of stores, and of things to buy, 

and of methods to buy the with. 

Significantly for Greece, it's not just credit cards that serve as the main source of 

consumer credit, or even that installment plan that one signs up for in buying a new 

refrigerator. There are many new products developed by the bank that offer credit 

money, offering a credit line of cash, or a chunk of money for expenses at Christmas or 

before August vacations, or loans that consolidate credit card debts and other loans, and 

so on. What I saw was that consumer credit, the loans and the cards, were signs, 
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symbols, of an era of consumerism in Greece that hadn't existed before. 

Consumer credit is an interesting case in this period of deregulation and market 

liberalization, because the consumer credit market was being created at the same time it 

was being deregulated. From the consumer's point of view there were a lot of problems, 

with unclear and misleading advertising, with questionable contract terms and fees (new 

fees would sometimes show up unannounced, for instance). Also, simply, a large 

problem was that the banks were not behaving as they had come to be expected to 

behave, as now profit-oriented institutions. Now, one other other E.U. requirements that 

had occurred along side all this was the development of a consumer protection law and 

provisions for consumer protection groups; in a deregulating market, to ensure consumer 

confidence in the open market. 

I volunteered with one particular consumer group, EKPOIZO, who was bringing 

class action lawsuits against the banks over fees, over contract terms, and over interest 

rates. Their activities acted to shape the market to a certain extent by determining what 

the banks could and could not do, in a period when this was developing and in flux. 

Some of the court decisions in their favor were ignored, however, by the banks and by the 

government, who chose not to enforce the decision. So any decision that looked like it 

could be anti-competitive (for instance that would limit what banks could charge or what 

interest rates could be, by a law instead of having them determined in the marketplace), 

that decision would be ignored. 

In a free market ideology, clearly echoed in the comments of government officials 

at the EU and state level, consumers benefit best from a competitive marketplace, where 
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their freedom to take their business where they wish and to compare products and prices 

in an informed manner is what keeps prices low. This is the "morality of the market", 

where consumers naturally benefit by the self-interested actions of the businesses 

courting them. In contrast, the arguments put forward by the consumer groups, while 

they appear to also be concerned with low prices for consumers, have an underlying 

moral concern about profit, and on how to determine if the profit behind the prices is just 

and fair. When Greece had its changeover from the drachma to the euro in 2002, this 

became a significant concern, because there was a general consensus that prices on 

certain goods were increasing tremendously under the new currency, and there were 

organized mass protests, and conversation about prices and expenses suddenly became 

very popular (and socially acceptable when it hadn't been before). I talk about this in the 

dissertation because I think it's a moment of real politicization of consumers, where 

"consumer concerns" become a topic on the news and television programs with 

increasing regularity, where its something that people talk about in the streets, and 

because people kept pointing to increasing consumer credit use and consumer debt as a 

clear sign that the cost of living in Greece had become a problem in the wake of all these 

changes brought about by joining the E.U. 

So, were people using consumer credit just because the cost of living had gone 

up? No, not only so, that's not what I found when interviewing people about their credit, 

or when I went shopping with them. To a degree this is also a story about solidifying 

middle-classness and what couples think it should be "equipped" with in terms of goods, 

and how they distinguish themselves from their parents' generation by the way that they 
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shop and borrow. There's a great importance in the difference between generations in the 

use of consumer credit: it serves as a sort of marker separating generations, where an 

older generation is thought to consider it a greater good to focus on saving resources for 

one's children instead of spending money on themselves, and to have a serious suspicion 

of banks (by older generation I mean those who were at least children during the Greek 

civil war). Credit money also allows people to engage in a style of shopping that is 

valued in being spontaneous, and in that it allows for the economic rationality of taking 

advantage of sales, or paying with special interest-free payment deals, and it allows 

people to avoid the practices and the appearances of having to care too much about 

money, which has a negative connotation in Greek life. 

Now, consumer credit has this feature of being an individualizing technology, in 

that it's money very specifically attached usually to one particular identity, the name of 

the person on the credit card for instance. But money in Greece, financial resources, are 

strongly not atomistic; there is a lot of interfamilial obligation when it comes to money. 

Children may live at home until their 30s and beyond, there's no normative demand that 

they set up their own households "for independence" until they get married. There's a 

lifelong relationship of financial and caretaking responsibility, one that ideally shifts 

when the parents become elderly and pensioners and need some caretaking themselves. 

My first theories about consumer credit in Greece were that it would be an 

alternative to the webs of borrowing and financial interdependence that one sees in 

Greek kinship. For instance, a loan from a bank wouldn't require justification, 

explanation, or argument as to what it would be spent for and whether it was needed, in 
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the same way you'd have to provide those explanations to your mother for money you've 

asked for. What I found is that to a certain extent that is the case, but much more 

significant is the way in which the debt from credit cards and consumer loans is caught 

right back up into familial obligation. Parents consistently took up responsibility and 

assistance in the debts of their children, particularly if those debts became large, or fell 

into arrears. Assisting with them was another form of care or responsibility in being a 

parent, even while at the same time they may be seeking to prevent the acquisition of 

more debt through sharp criticism, argument, and complaint. As such, debt and 

overindebtedness extend beyond the legal owner of the debt, and the "problem" of 

increasing debt becomes a problem of difference between these two generations, but also 

reinforces interfamilial economic obligation. 

My reader may notice that, for all the talk about money, there is very little in this 

dissertation by way of economic indicators or general numbers that would seek to 

represent and evaluate Greece's economy and markets. There are several reasons for this. 

First, such data is readily available elsewhere. Second, I believe that to quote such data 

here, outside of the specialist discourse that generates those numbers, is misleading to the 

non-specialist reader. One of the most important lessons taught to me in the field was 

that such numbers are always arguments, and never just simple representations of value, 

health, growth, decline, and so on. This might have been something I understood as an 

academic, but it was life in Athens that caused me to understand it as a world view. I am 

thus very careful about what numbers I use in this dissertation, and hope that I can 

demonstrate their discursive uses when I do. 
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This dissertation also has various limitations in scope. I chose Athens because it 

was the site of the industry surrounding consumer credit: the bank headquarters, the 

advertising agencies, and so on. As such, my conversations about changing consumption 

practices and the geography of consumer credit are very specific to that city. In doing so 

I not only miss out on the very different context in Greece's smaller towns, and in villages 

as well, and I am unable to speak to the flow of people, goods, money, and information 

that ties Athens to these other spaces. I also focus mainly on the middle class, not 

because I went into Greece with that idea, but because the banks did my selection for me; 

this is where credit products were being marketed, approved, and used. Finally, I 

interviewed almost exclusively individuals who were born in Greece. Although currently 

around 10 % of Greece's population is made up of immigrants, at the time the research 

was conducted those individuals were mostly excluded from bank credit products. At the 

time of writing, several banks had started courting the immigrant sector of the market, 

even with special products designed specifically for this group; this is clearly an 

important avenue for further study, but is not included here. 

In my research plan and in my writing I've tried to approach the subject as a 

particular "momenf'in the story of consumer credit, and consumerism, in Greece. I mark 

2001-2003 as the period when the final most visible fetters on the market (like lending 

caps) were removed. Overly convenient for me, that overlapped with my research time 

as well. Thus i risk giving an over importance to that moment, or of drawing its 

boundaries too neatly. To do what I can to rectify this, the stories and information I 

collected extend forwards and backwards in time beyond those two years. 
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Trying to capture a moment also puts me at risk of seeing everything as new, and 

puts me at the mercy of my informants' memories on questions about how they dealt with 

their finances before credit cards and their kin; I hope I've captured the continuities as 

I've looked at the inventions and eruptions. 

I do think of this moment as a pedagogical moment, where mistakes are being 

made, things are in flux, and where what the consumer credit market will eventually look 

like is battled out among various interests. I expect that much of what's recorded here is 

along the nature of a society's "first impression," and that as such it's already dated. But 

that is the point here, however, to examine a moment of instability and insecurity, before 

the market develops in a way such that it comes to look like that was the only direction in 

which it could have gone. 
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Chapter 1 - Banking history 

The banks in Greece were, not too long ago, essentially part of the state. Their 

activities and priorities were the enactment of the government's economic policy; their 

lending rates for borrowing and saving were set by those policies as well. The National 

Bank, the Commercial Bank, The Agricultural Bank: the nation's industries were 

financed by the government through such entities, and the flow of money they channeled 

both fed and directed the development of the nation's economy. 

There are over fifty banks operating in Greece today: those once owned by the 

state now privatized, new local banks, and multi-national banks. They don't divide easily 

into those three categories, however, especially after a period of proliferations and then of 

mergers. Foreign banks own major stakes in former state banks, and local national banks 

have of late ventured into the nearby new markets of the Balkans. It's in this deregulated, 

privatized, competitive market that consumer credit has flourished, a market segment that 

was never pursued (or, to be more specific, created) when banking was directly state-

controlled. 

To look at the current relationships between consumers and banks means to look 

at the relationships that preceded them in the pre-deregulation era. The expectations, 

strategies, and moral arguments that individuals now bring with them to the banks as 

consumers, or as consumer activists, are often underpinned by the rules and roles 

between state and citizen, patron and client, that have been part of Greece's political 

history. The moral language of political clientelism and the moral language of the 
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competitive marketplace don't translate easily; in fact, they barely speak to each other at 

all. This chapter looks at these changes in the banking sector as they relate to consumers, 

and sets out what it means to talk about credit as a type of money created by the banks. 

Banking in the Republic of Greece began with the founding of the National 

Financial Bank in 1828, established to assist the fledgling state after the seven year Greek 

War of Independence. It closed three years later, mostly through failure to convince the 

public to invest its savings there. The next bank to form was the National Bank of 

Greece, a private bank financed by Greek and foreign investors, with 20% of its initial 

capital from the Greek state. The Ionian Bank, London-based, entered the picture in 

1864 when the Ionian Islands were incorporated into Greece. From that point until the 

1920s the number of banks operating in Greece increased steadily (though interrupted for 

a period after the 1929 international monetary crisis), offering commercial banking 

services and issuing bank notes, and operating without state intervention (Gortsos 1998). 

Influenced, however, by the central banking model that had been adopted 

elsewhere in Europe, the Bank of Greece was created as Greece's central bank in 1927. 

By 1928 it was the only entity entitled to issue bank notes. The 1920s also saw the 

creation of two state-controlled credit institutions: the National Mortgage Bank of Greece 

and the Agricultural Bank of Greece. A second overhaul of the system occurred after the 

Greek Civil War (1946-1949), following on the heels of World War II, which brought the 

entire banking system under direct or indirect state control. Following the prevalent 

orthodox economic prescriptions of the time for economic development, banking became 
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heavily regulated by the Currency Committee, a government body formed to develop and 

implement monetary policy, policy executed by the Bank of Greece. 

The state-controlled banks became the primary means by which capital (private 

savings and the like) was diverted to investments that would assist the country's 

economic development. State institutions like the Agricultural Bank had their lending 

directly controlled by the Bank of Greece, even to the terms and conditions that each 

category of loan should carry. Commercial banks too were subject to restrictions on 

lending to sectors that the government considered less productive, like trade. Thus 

agricultural, manufacturing, and industrial concerns received the credit intended to 

develop Greece's economy (Halkias 1978).1 There was no credit from banks extended to 

individuals for consumer goods in this era; in fact, the government was concerned that 

increased consumer spending would encourage inflation (Pagoulatos 2003). The only 

banks focused on non-commercial activity, the National Mortgage Bank and small 

National Housing Bank, were intended to provide home mortgages to low-income 

individuals, and were essentially thus as a form of state-subsidized housing assistance; 

even the NMB was diverted to development concerns as it began to lend to the tourist 

industry in the 1960s. In the 1980s, under PASOK, though the stated goals of the 

government suggested credit assistance in the housing market, in fact such assistance was 

heavily boosted during election years and economic crises but quite restrained at all other 

times (Emannuel 1990). 

1 An extensive description of the structure of the Greek credit system, in light of 
Greece's underdeveloped money and capital markets, and an analysis of its 
effectiveness for economic development, are offered in Halkias's 1978 text. 
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With Greece's entrance into the European Monetary Union, the Greek financial 

system had to be restructured, in preparation for participating in the E.U.'s single market 

for financial services. This meant (among other things) the slow removal of state control 

over the banking system, towards the final goal of having interest rates and credit 

determined by market forces instead of by the government. 

This process of deregulation began in 1982 in its first phase, but changes with 

significant impact on the average Greek citizen began after 1987. At this point 

government constraints on the provision of financial services were lifted, and by 1993 

banks no longer had to reserve a certain percentage of their lending for sectors dictated 

by the government, and they were allowed to issue credit cards without getting special 

approval from the Bank of Greece. 

It's during this phase that banks begin to pursue, and create, the consumer credit 

market. The National Bank of Greece had been issuing a credit card, Ethnokarta, from 

the 1970s. However, at the beginning of the 1980s circulation was at approximately only 

60,000 - very minimal (Arvanitaki and Stratigaki 1994). Diners Club card also had 

existed in Greece since the 1960s, but was a mark of rather high status (one had to be 

nominated by another member to acquire a card) and was especially popular with 

individuals who traveled outside of Greece and wished to circumvent the law that limited 

the amount of Drachmas one could convert to spend outside the country.2 Consumer 

credit had been nearly non-existent under the state-controlled banking system, and only 

began to emerge as a "product" offered by the banks after deregulation. 

2 Technically the Diners Club card is a charge card, not a credit card; charges are paid 
off at the end of the month, and cardholders pay an annual fee for its use. 
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This doesn't mean, however, that the money the banks in Greece had been 

tunneling into the economy under the state's direction hadn't been going towards 

consumption. In fact, there is a gap between the amount of credit extended by the banks 

during that period, and the amount of money actually spent in development projects; the 

missing money went into a secondary underground market for credit, much of it filtered 

into consumption (Pagoulatos 2003). Also, loans to peasants, farmers, fisherman, and 

small business owners went towards enterprises that were family run, where that money, 

directly or indirectly, could easily make its way into household consumption. In fact, to 

use a term like "household consumption" is to artificially draw a line between the 

financial interests and activities of the "family" and the "business," or the consumer and 

the producer, in a way that fails to match actual practice. Individual- and family-run 

enterprises are broadly perceived as being preferable to laboring under a "boss" for a 

number of reasons, foremost being the preservation of individual autonomy, and as such 

Greece has a relatively high percentage of such activity (though much of it invisible in 

official economic numbers because of tax evasion) (Agapitos 1999). I mention this here 

to make the point that the introduction of consumer loans, as such, did not immediately 

change the relationship between bank and borrower that had existed previously just 

because borrowers were now classified as "consumers," nor did it mark the first time that 

loaned money would be spent on "consumer goods." 

There was another important change, however, in the relationship between bank 

and client, that accompanied the introduction of consumer credit. As banks were 

decoupled from the state during deregulation, there were concurrent actions that lessened 
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the clientelistic aspects of bank lending. The clientelistic (or patron-client) nature of 

politics in Greece has its beginnings in the Ottoman empire, and continues, in a modified 

form, to today. As an arm of the state, banking was an extension and expression of the 

state's sometimes-role as patron, and was otherwise also enmeshed in clientelistic 

politics. 

Political clientelism 

What does this mean, patrons and clients? Political clientelism is, to generalize 

for my purposes here, a system by which political influence is gained through 

personalized, affective relationships. A patron and client are bound together in a 

relationship of reciprocity, where protection and assistance is extended to the client, and 

political support is guaranteed for the patron in return. There's a great amount of 

literature on clientelist politics in Latin America and the Mediterranean, and a good deal 

of attention paid to it in the ethnography of Greece. 

These relationships, patron-client, are asymmetrical by definition. This 

encompasses everything from the paternalistic clientelism between landowner and 

peasant, to the bureaucratic clientelism that arose in political parties in the period after 

the military Junta that was in power from 1967 to 1974 (Lyrintzis 1984). Each position of 

political (and thus social and economic) importance is attained and maintained through 

these patron-client relationships; power is secured, and justified, through being a patron. 

Patrons might give assistance to their clients from their own economic resources, such as 

small loans and the like, but they also importantly serve as the intercessor between the 



15 

client and the state. 

In fact, in this way, the state can become a human presence, in the form of the 

patron. In the face of a crippling bureaucracy that alienates the citizen, the cultivation of 

individual relationships with people of power or influence makes the point of interaction 

with the state a personal one. We find this time and again in the ethnographic literature 

of Greece, from the illiterate Sarakatsani shepherds of whom John Campbell writes, 

struggling to file for government compensation for lost animals (Campbell 1964), to the 

residents of Rethemnos of whom Michael Herzfeld writes, clashing with the historic 

conservation office in their attempts to build and remodel their homes and businesses 

(Herzfeld 1991). Much has been written about the active hostility towards the state on 

the part of Greek citizens; it's through the patron-client relationship that its oppression is 

maneuvered against and its benefits are acquired. 

Historically the patron-client relationship was established with an individual 

through a tie of spiritual kinship; the patron would baptize the child of the client and thus 

become the client's koumbaros (Kovfjuapog), or marry the client and spouse in the Greek 

Orthodox ceremony and become the same. Contemporarily, as I witnessed in Athens at 

least, the relationship of being a koumbaros is more and more often based on friendship 

than on gaining influence, though someone who has been a koumbaros to a number of 

friends might still be teased: "Running for Parliament sometime soon?" 
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That type of relationship still does continue to be founded,3 but to a great degree 

it's been replaced by a party-based bureaucratic clientelism, where the political party in 

general (instead of a particular individual seeking power and position) serves in the 

patron role (Mavrogordatos 1997). What hasn't changed is the reciprocal exchange 

nature of the relationship; each role carries with it a set of expectations and duties that 

extend through time. 

To use the phrase "patron-client" sounds rather formal. In many cases, the 

relationship is indeed distinctly formal; socially recognized by becoming koumbaroi, a 

relationship of spiritual kinship, there are ritualized economic obligations (providing the 

suit of clothes the baby wears after being baptized, naming the child, or paying church 

costs for the wedding) and less specific subsequent obligations in line with the moral 

obligations of kinship.4 

Less formal is the bureaucratic clientelism one encounters in contemporary 

Greece, but it maintains a similar set of moral obligations and rewards. One sees it in the 

importance of having a meso (peao), or inside connection, in dealings with the local 

government, someone who will look after your case and shepherd your paperwork 

through the labyrinth of desks and offices, stamps and signatures, it must be subjected to. 

One sees it in the desire to have a doctor you "know" when negotiating an illness or 

procedure in the state medical system, even one in an unrelated department who can 

3 See Marantzidis and Mavrommatis's article on the Roma in Sofades for a specific 
accounting of how the socially disenfranchised Roma "gypsies" establish Greeks 
active in local government and parties as koumbaroi, a relationship that functions 
alongside of a cash payment-for-votes system (Marantzidis and Mavrommatis 1999). 

4 See Herzfeld's ethnography of Cretan mountain shepherds for an accounting of how 
becoming koumbaroi was also used to end, or forestall, enmity instigated by animal 
theft, again by creating the moral obligations of kinship (Herzfeld 1985). 



17 

provide introductions. When personal relationships and the moral obligations 

accompanying them are not to be found, a little money successfully placed in the right 

hands hopefully suffices (afakelaki, (paKetaxia, or "little envelope"). 

One also sees clientelism in the expectations of favors-to-be-granted through 

one's alignment with a political party. In 2004 when the New Democracy party gained 

government control after almost 20 years of PASOK (The Pan-Hellenic Socialist 

Movement) leading parliament, PASOK supporters didn't just lose their positions in 

government ministries. The declines of commercial enterprises, of NGOs, and of 

entrepreneurial prospects for those who were PASOK supporters and perceived to have 

benefited from PASOK's years in power, were greatly predicted and anticipated. 

Let me note here that to speak of clientelism and patronage is not a neutrally 

descriptive endeavor. In the anthropological literature on Greece you find the terms used 

in the analysis of relationships and power, but elsewhere in the contemporary social 

sciences they most often represent a "problem" for Greece. The terms characterize a 

political system that encourages corruption, that discourages transparency and civil 

society, and thus in the language of E.U. policy (and political and economic theorists 

beyond) hinders the development of Greece's economy and political system.5 

Thus clientelism and patronage represent what is "backwards" about Greece, what 

is non-European and non-democratic, and what must inevitably be replaced as Greece 

moves forward, to the benefit of its citizens. 

5 The argument that the definition of "corruption" is an inappropriate foreign imposition 
should be noted here; see this paper by Peter Bratsis on the subject (Bratsis 2003). 
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Contemporary clientelism in this discourse is negative in a number of ways. At 

the level of expert opinion, that of academics and policy makers, it's an inhibition to 

economic development (Mouzelis 1978), to the development of civil society, and to the 

proper functioning of every non-political institution affected by party politics. The list of 

those non-political institutions is quite broad: education, media, religion, real estate, 

health care, sports, pensions, and on and on (Featherstone, Kazamias and Papadimitriou 

2001, Hallin and Papathanassopoulos 2002, Mouzelis and Pagoulatos 2002, Nassis and 

Henry 1999). This is recognized at both the academic and the popular level; for example, 

when New Democracy won elections in 2004 and PASOK became the opposition party 

after several decades of having the parliamentary majority, it was widely discussed as to 

whether or not that meant that the Athenian football team Panathinaikos would also thus 

beat its main rival Olympiakos, a team associated with PASOK who had also been 

enjoying years of championship wins. When Panathinaikos did indeed beat Olympiakos, 

it reaffirmed the popular beliefs that sports clubs are corrupt and the fates of matches are 

decided somewhere outside of the football field. The reciprocal exchange of favors 

associated with clientelism is at all levels linked to corruption, as identified as a problem 

by the E.U. (Bratsis 2003). For banks specifically, however, it inhibits a functioning 

competitive marketplace, and the ability to fully rationalize the process of assessing 

credit worthiness. 

At the level of everyday life, however, the effects of clientelism are double-sided. 

On the one hand, it's a problem: the benefits and rights afforded by the state to its citizens 

are at times only accessible to the average person through a well-placed intermediary. 
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On the other hand, it's a solution (for some): resolutions to legal problems, exceptions, 

circumventions, favors, and so on are available to one who has the appropriate 

connection. Individuals thus are vulnerable and dependent to a great degree in the face of 

a state from which they are alienated, but at the same time exhibit a contempt for the 

state's authority that makes the law subject to negotiation and manipulation. There is no 

irony or paradox in the continuous effort to bend the law to one's own favor, while at the 

same time trying to prevent neighbors or competitors from doing the same. 

Bank loans, under the control of the state until the industry's deregulation, were 

no exception to the rule of clientelism. The loans that I've described above weren't 

available simply through a bureaucratic application process; it was necessary to have an 

"in," to have leverage, in order to acquire one. Attitudes towards the banks were 

connected with attitudes towards the state; money from the bank was in many cases 

viewed directly as money from the state (or, to be more specific as we're talking about 

indebtedness here, the state as controlled by a particular political party). Bank 

employees, although not actually state employees, had bureaucratic power similar to the 

civil servant, as gateways (Papataxiarchis 1999).6 Civil servants themselves had (and 

today continue to have) special access to personal loans, from the Loans and 

Consignations Fund, but the privilege of a highly sought-after civil servant position was 

also a position caught up in a network of favors, contacts, and "ins." Even today, when 

an individual attains such a position without having an inside connection somewhere, this 

6 Evthymios Papataxiarchis describes fishermen in Lesbos who, while they avoided 
patronage arrangements because they were seen to limit autonomy, cultivated 
relationships with bank employees through regular favors of fish (Papataxiarchis 
1991). 
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fact always receives surprised comment.7 

There are several important features then to consider in understanding the 

meanings of loans for those who attained them. First, the banks were functioning as 

extensions of the state, and thus loans could be symbolically and practically grouped with 

any other source of welfare the state had to offer (compensations, subsidies, pensions, 

and so on). Second, loans were not perceived to be competitively awarded, but granted 

on the basis of one's relative position to power. Thus, concerns for "qualification" for a 

loan by any rationalized economic measure were not at the forefront, if they even existed. 

Third, loans were caught up in an exchange system of reciprocity, as a favor granted by a 

patron, and a favor granted by the state. 

I should mention here that banking, in general, was often perceived in this era 

with distrust (and by many it continues to be so). Savings accounts were thought to be a 

poor place to put money, especially with the fluctuations of currency that had occurred; 

real estate was much wiser (Herzfeld 1991, Emmanuel 1990). The Greek Postal Savings 

Bank is a notable exception; it was commonly used as a savings account by individuals 

for small amounts of money, but was remarkably removed from the bureaucracy of 

"banking" through its location at the post office itself.8 Personal checking accounts did 

7 I found myself part of these favor granting-practices every time I met someone 
socially who worked in an industry helpful to my research; not only was it guaranteed 
that they would grant me an interview at their place of work, but quite frequently I 
would be given data that I am unable to use here (because it would breech Greek 
privacy laws, or because it was proprietary) with the explanation that they shouldn't be 
giving me such things, but they know it'll be okay with me as I was now "known" to 
them. This could variously or simultaneously have been: an act of kindness, a display 
of status and power, and/or a move to make me indebted to them. 
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not exist (and still really don't).9 These familiar accountings of money that are transacted 

through banking were not part of the average Greek citizen's bank experience during this 

period. 

A loan in this context thus is not an economic transaction per se, and because it is 

not, it is not discharged simply through repayment with interest. Instead, loans are 

caught up in a system of moral obligations. As favors, loans can be seen as gifts from the 

state, gifts that are meant to make the recipient indebted in a manner beyond financial 

repayment. In this system of mutual obligation, each side has the right to make claims on 

the other, even as they try to lessen the other's claims upon them. 

The moral language of clientelism 

Evthymios Papataxiarchis, in his writings on gambling in Northern Lesbos, 

describes a particular case of who-owes-whom conflict between peasants and the state, 

over loans that were distributed through the Agricultural Bank of Greece (Papataxiarchis 

1999). I use this example here because, despite the fact that the peasants and state 

interpret the loans completely differently, they both use the same logic and moral 

argument to do so. 

Loans from the Agricultural Bank of Greece were regularly rescheduled or 

8 This postal savings bank is similar to other postal savings banks established in the late 
1800s and early 1900s in Western Europe, the U.S., Japan, and a number of African 
nations, in its use in popularizing savings, in small amounts, amongst less-affluent 
segments of the population. 

9 And probably never will. The technologies currently being explored by the banks 
(cards, cellular phones, the internet, ATMs, and so on) have leaped over paper checks 
as a payment type for non-commercial customers. 
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partially annulled in cases of bad weather or other crop-damaging conditions - a form of 

debt regulation that reaches back to the interwar period. This rescheduling and annulling 

was also extended to debts that were not caused by ecological disaster, but which had 

accumulated through the peasants' strategy of simply avoiding repayment. These debts 

were rescheduled, and on a national scale just before elections, in order to garner political 

support. Additionally, as economic policy in the '60s and '70s, the rescheduling 

extended social and financial assistance in the rural districts and attempted to slow the 

rapid migration to urban cities for wage labor. In this respect, the rescheduling of loans 

was presented by the state as a gift to the peasants, adopting the role of "unilateral 

provider," "following the historical example of generous local patrons," which 

"temporarily establishes the state in the role of the generous, and therefore moral, person" 

(173). The state (i.e. the political party in control of the state at the moment) is 

benevolent and generous, and deserving of reciprocal political support from those 

indebted to its generosity. 

The village inhabitants that Papataxiarchis describes, however, gave a counter-

interpretation to the relationship of gift and indebtedness that the state wished to invoke. 

The loans themselves were perceived as a repayment to the peasants, for their labors in 

feeding the nation. Thus "it is with their labor that peasants service their debt, not with 

repayments of interest (172)." Avoiding monetary repayment was a common practice; 

tremendous debts accumulated regularly. The loans, and their rescheduling, were a 

process that bound the peasant to the state and the state to the peasant through time. Thus 

in the farmers' interpretation, the regulation of the debts through annulment and 
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rescheduling were not gifts given by the state, but expressions and acknowledgments of 

the state's indebtedness to the farmer. 

That doesn't mean that all debts in general are subject to such reinterpretations. 

These same men, who borrowed from the Agricultural Bank and didn't feel any 

obligations toward paying back their loans, at the same time had a very negative view 

toward borrowing from individuals. They would borrow for gambling, the one 

exception, but such debts were taken very seriously, and must be repaid without 

disturbing family property or finances. These loans were monetary debts, unlike the 

Agricultural Loans, which served as monetary debts neither to the lender, nor to the 

borrower. 

What we see here are strategic uses of the language of reciprocity and the 

morality of indebtedness (the same as those within the patron-client relationship).10 The 

peasants use the same rules of obligation that the state uses, but place themselves in the 

morally superior role - the one who is owed - and deny the state that position. The state 

seeks to recapture the peasants into the system of obligation by rescheduling the debts 

that have accumulated, unintentionally then at the same time reinforcing the peasants' 

reading that monetary repayment is not necessary at all. 

Thus, even after the deregulation that separated the Agricultural Bank of Greece 

from the Greek state, one often saw a farmer on the evening television news lamenting 

10 Papataxiarchis gives these examples of loans within his works on the morality of 
friendship and of gambling; he uses the incidents with loans to demonstrate the 
extension of the rules and morals of reciprocity and gifting to these other domains. As 
such, I'm taking these incidents out of the context of his argument. T don't think, 
however, that I'm doing damage to his original arguments by recasting them in this 
different light. 
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his bank loan that had reached tremendous proportions, due to interest collecting on the 

unpaid interest of his unpaid debt. And the government took steps to limit the interest-

collected-on-interest (compounded default interest), or panotokia (7tavcoTOKia), in 

response to public sentiment of the injustice of such debts." In fact, many farmers 

continued to view defaulting on their loans as a moral right instead of an economic 

failing even after deregulation. This occurred to such a degree that rising interest rates 

during deregulation failed to produce an active groundswell of objection amongst them, 

because so many had no intention of repaying anyway, whether interest was higher or 

lower. Thus the one politically active, powerful, and vocal group who might have 

strongly objected to the effects of banking deregulation, and produced the type of 

obstacles successfully organized at the grass-roots level in other deregulating sectors (as 

in education, for example), was relatively unconcerned with deregulation's effects 

(Pagoulatos 2003). 

This moral argument is one that I'll discuss later in the dissertation, in looking at 

the consumer activists who raise objections, and lawsuits, against the banks. The 

expectations and obligations that come with clientelism, informing the relationship the 

citizen has with the state and vice-versa, provide the grounding for the problems that 

individuals and activists have with the banks during the period of deregulation. These are 

problems both philosophical and practical, as banks begin to act in a new way, turning 

11 The calculation of interest in this manner by the banks was outlawed by the Greek 
Supreme Court in 1998 - a decision which had very little impact on the practice itself 
at the time. A bill passed in 2002 also put upper limits on the amount of interest that 
could be collected on such defaulted loans, but consumer groups contended that most 
relevant loans weren't covered by the bill (Papachristou 2002). This is an example of 
the odd disjunctions between bank practices, court decisions, government actions, and 
public opinion that I'll be discussing further on in this dissertation. 
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clients (in both the customer and the clientelistic sense) into consumers of products. 

Deregulation 

While farmers continued to view loans as part of the state's obligation towards 

them, the banking sector was under a regime of changes dictated by the E.U. that would 

formally end the era of the state's use of the banks as a distributor of subsidy and directed 

investment. Reforms began in 1982, but weren't noticeable to the everyday citizen until 

after 1987, when restrictions on financial services began to gradually be removed. It was 

much later, from 2001-2003, that the rapid removal of restrictions to the consumer credit 

market occurred. 

This isn't a dissertation about banking deregulation. There are detailed accounts 

available elsewhere that describe both the politics and economics of deregulation in a 

manner that I cannot begin to approach.12 What I do want to discuss throughout this text, 

however, is how deregulation was variously interpreted by the bankers, lawyers, 

customers, government officials, consumer protection activists, and other interested 

parties. "Deregulation" was the enactment of a number of philosophies about how 

markets should work, and what a consumer needs to be. Competition, transparency, 

harmonization, free market: these terms with technical meanings for policy makers and 

economists also acted as fetishized symbols of the future for others. 

12 George Pagoulatos's Greece's New Political Economy: State, Finance and Growth 
from Postwar to EMU has been my bible on the subject. One can also go straight to 
the source of the matter with the document known as the Karatzas Report, named for 
the chair of the expert committee that produced the report Theodoros Karatzas, but 
officially titled "Report for the Reform and Modernization of the Greek Banking 
System." That's the definitive road map document for banking deregulation in 
Greece. 
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When speaking with individuals in banking, and in consumer law, I was often 

struck by the sense of fait accompli that sometimes surrounded the processes of 

Europeanization that Greece's various sectors are undergoing. Greek laws and practices 

thought to be anti-competitive were presented as already dead, before they'd been legally 

overturned or rewritten. Never mind that there was active resistance from many sides to 

the changes that were occurring in accordance with E.U. requirements; never mind that 

citizens and industry alike were dragging their heels. The sense of "once you're on this 

train, there's no getting off is another of the factors which allowed the Bank of Greece to 

make changes in the financial and banking sector in Greece that were unpopular to the 

government and industry alike. This "external empowerment" successfully established an 

endpoint to where the banks needed to go, and the steps required to get there (Pagoulatos 

2003). Though this sense of fatedness hasn't worked in all sectors officially requiring 

reform, such as the higher education system or the pension system (Featherstone, 

Kazamias and Papadimitriou 2001), it did work particularly well for the Bank of Greece. 

There has been a great deal of structural change within the banks from the 1980s, 

beyond just working towards deregulation. Women entered the workforce in greater 

numbers (1984 saw a sexual equality in the workplace law), and the banks began to 

develop on-line, real-time computer systems that linked bank branches and made 

customer data available for the tellers at their terminals.13 There were other industry 

changes as well that went relatively unnoticed by the average Greek citizen uninvolved in 

banking or investing to a technical degree. I'm going to limit myself mainly to the 

13 See Arvanitaki and Stratigaki (Arvanitaki and Stratigaki 1994) and Stratigaki 
(Stratigaki 1996) for an accounting of the technological changes that occurred in the 
banks, and how the jobs relating to these changes were gendered. 
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changes that affected consumer credit on the consumer side of the equation, the points of 

contact that they had with the banks and the bank branches, and the changes in the 

technology that defined who the customers were for the banks, and thus developed a new 

identity for individuals to negotiate. 

During my preliminary research for this project I had focused on credit cards 

alone, but I quickly took consumer loans under the umbrella of my research as well; 

individuals linked the two types of credit in my interviews. Thus, there were four main 

types of credit choices that people were utilizing at the start of the twenty-first century: 

credit cards, open loans (where there was a standing account from which they could 

withdraw up to a limited amount of money), consumer loans (where the individual took 

out the loan for a specific purchase, and proved it with a receipt), and personal loans 

(where the individual was not required to spend the money on something specific). 

There was also a 1,000,000 drachma (almost 3,000 euro) limit to the amount of 

consumer credit that could be extended to a person. That limit would go up to 10,000 

euro through the various steps the Bank of Greece was taking in deregulating the credit 

market, before the limit was completely abolished in 2003. The limit's purpose, 

officially, was to protect consumers from over-extending themselves financially to 

prevent overindebtedness. 

Setting a limit on how much a person could borrow, however, was a somewhat 

theoretical rather than practical exercise. When individuals applied for credit, they would 

provide their identification, their tax documents that stated how much money they 

claimed to the government they earned that year, and they would fill out an application 
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that also asked them how much money they owed to banking institutions. The bank had 

no way of verifying that last piece of information; there was no credit bureau that 

collected information on individuals, only a "black list" that marked the individuals who 

had defaulted on loans or other debts and had been taken to court. 

The formation of such a credit bureau was one of the requirements of the 

deregulation of the credit market, and was hoped to be in place before the caps on lending 

amounts were completely removed. Slated to start in 2001, it eventually became 

functional after several delays in 2003 (even then in a crippled state). Tiresias, as this 

credit bureau is named, after the blind seer of classical fame, was slow to come online. 

Although it had kept a "black list" for a number of years, with the information on loan 

defaults and other debts collected from public court records, it was hindered by Greek 

privacy laws that prevented the release of a consumer's bank information without his or 

her signed consent.14 When it did begin collecting information on individuals (their 

number of credit cards, their bank loans, and credit line limits), it was without any data 

that extended into the past; the Hellenic Data Protection Authority (Apxn FIpoaTaoiai; 

AESOUEVCOV ripooa)7tiKou XapaKifipa, the body who legally regulates such issues) 

declared that the collection of information on loans previous, when no explicit statement 

had been signed by the loan customer to release that information, was illegal. Thus all 

new card and loan agreements had statements that had to be signed which would release 

the information to Tiresias. This "non-negative" information collected on individuals is 

14 It was also probably hindered by the fact that it didn't exactly behoove the larger, 
established banks to share information about their customers (something that would 
benefit newer and smaller banks without customer histories to rely on for their lending 
decisions) as this seems to have been the case in other countries (Jappelli and Pagano 
2000). 
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known commonly as the "white list," a reference to the "black list" of loan defaults 

(although real estate mortgage information, even mortgages in good standing, is also 

available on the black list). 

Thus, a bank employee granting a loan during this time had no clear way of 

knowing whether or not the customer had similar loans out at other banks, short of 

actually calling his or her competitors on the phone to ask (something that, indeed, could 

only happen if there was a personal relationship with the other bank's employee, and 

would have been illegal to disclose, which doesn't mean it didn't ever happen). That 

problem seems to have been within the realm of acceptable risk, however, as banks 

aggressively courted new customers for loans and credit as soon as the limits on their 

ability to extend such products were relaxed and finally removed. 

As far as that courting goes, marketing in banks is a post-1980s phenomenon, one 

that expanded as banks were able to expand the number of products they offered to their 

customers. One director of the cards division of a multinational bank told me that when 

she first entered banking as a marketing person in 1990, her family was pleased (a job at 

a bank would be well thought of), but confused. What would she be doing? Distributing 

pamphlets, perhaps? In fact, pamphlets and such were exactly what they were doing in 

marketing when she began. She told me this as we sat around a meeting table in one 

corner of her very large, cleanly decorated office, an expanse of carpet between us and 

her desk, doors closed to the noise of the rest of floor dedicated to marketing that bank's 

cards. Over the course of her career, marketing and advertising in banks had become as 
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developed as any other industry, with an investment of money and personnel - the 

marketing offices I visited were some of the nicest, as opposed to offices in other bank 

departments, a not-so-subtle indicator of department status and visibility.15 

Successful new bank products received a blitz of advertising through television, 

radio and print ads, direct mail, telemarketing, and press coverage. Cross-marketing with 

industries like supermarkets and diet centers brought credit card applications out of the 

bank branches, and often attached them to contracts for services in these partner 

locations. Whether or not one ever took out a "holiday loan" at Christmas, Easter, or 

August vacation time, it was impossible to be unaware of their existence, announced on 

each occasion across the city on billboards and bus shelters. And nearly every person I 

spoke to had received a phone call, or claimed to know someone who had, that informed 

them of the fact that there was 1,000,000 drachmas sitting in an account for them down at 

the bank, in their name, and all they had to do was sign in order to be able to withdraw it 

(a much-discussed telemarketing tactic for consumer loans that I'll discuss later). The 

belief has been that in this competitive environment, the creation of new financial 

products in the retail sector, on a continuous basis, is essential to survival (Avlonitis and 

Papastathopoulou 2000). The larger banks, with more resources behind their product 

development, bring new products out first, and smaller banks follow; an informant of 

mine in product development at a smaller bank did most of her research on the internet, 

seeing what other banks in Greece and Europe were coming out with. 

Most bank employees I spoke with who worked in card or consumer loan 

15 For a detailed analysis of the status of marketing in banks at the end of the 1990s, see 
Lymperopoulous (Lymperopoulos 1998). 
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divisions expressed the belief that their sector was the fastest growing sector at the bank, 

the one with the greatest hope for future growth and profit. This opinion wasn't 

necessarily shared. An executive in the card division of a former state bank told me: 

"there are many old guys who don't think this is serious, credit cards, that it's not real 

banking." We had been discussing this particular bank's personality, and his place within 

it. This was a preliminary research trip of mine, in 2000. 

During this time, when I would talk to strangers and acquaintances about my 

proposed subject of study, there were two types of response that people gave me. The 

first was encouraging: "Yes, of course! That's such a big thing!" The second was 

amused: "What, on how Greeks don't use credit cards?" The world seemed to me to be 

split between people who saw consumer credit as an increasingly prominent presence in 

their lives and the lives of those around them, and people who thought of it as irrelevant, 

and as a point of principle never touched the stuff. 

At first I searched for a pattern to this division. Clearly, there's a generational 

one: I never met a person over 60 years old who used a credit card. Quite a few people in 

the banking industry with whom I spoke told me that they'd arranged to get credit cards 

for their parents, but that their parents never used them (the comment was usually given 

to exemplify their observation that the "older generation" is distrustful about banks and 

about debt). This is a generation of people of whom a great number were born outside of 

Athens; the generation that moved to the city in the massive wave of urbanization in the 

60s and 70s. Amongst whom there's a strong morality of sacrifice for the sake of their 

children: the standard of living of the average middle-aged individuals is subsidized by 
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his or her parents, by this older generation, through child-care, through real estate, or 

through direct economic assistance. Though I never met any over-60 individuals who 

used credit cards, I did meet quite a few who bailed their 30 and 40 year old children out 

of consumer debt time and time again. 

But beyond generational differences? Plenty of people in the "younger" 

generation use consumer credit to subsidize their lives. Plenty don't. Individuals in 

lower socio-economic positions occupy both groups. Individuals in upper socio

economic positions occupy both groups. Lacking the ability to make any sort of 

statistically-relevant survey, I had to leave this question aside. Interestingly, both people 

who did utilize and who didn't utilize consumer credit shared many of the same 

perceptions about what kind of money it is. 

From what I've been able to ascertain from discussions with advertisers and 

marketing folk, most bank advertising in consumer credit is created with a 30 to 40 year 

old, middle to upper-middle class male in mind. This imagined man is the growth 

market. I will make clear in the next chapter, however, that the consumer credit extended 

to one man has effects on the other women and men in his extended family, regardless of 

whether or not they have a credit card in their name as well. 

Rationalizing customers 

Retail banking changed in other ways as well, beyond the introduction of 

consumer credit. Automated Teller Machines and internet banking have altered the 

interface that individuals have with their banks, requiring a technological literacy new for 
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many. Interest rates for savings accounts dropped below 10% in 2001 when they became 

open to market forces; the move into single digit interest returns seemed symbolically 

significant, and received much comment. The introduction of Tiresias required 

explanation as well to the public, in terms of what a credit bureau meant, and what 

consumer rights are in respect to it; I'll discuss the legal objections that Tiresias faced 

later in my discussion of consumer activist groups. Credit scoring as well, possible with 

the information now available to banks through Tiresias, was a significant change not 

readily visible to most consumers. 

Credit scoring, which happens at the bank level and not at a credit bureau, is 

perceived to be a necessary development for the successful handling of risk in the 

consumer credit market. For the majority of people in Greece who are aware of credit 

scoring, it exists as a mysterious black box. Information goes in and a number (or a 

yes/no answer) comes out. Most of those I spoke with who had even heard of credit 

scoring during my research were usually individuals involved with the banking industry, 

and because of the technical and proprietary nature of the process, they had guesses and 

rumors as to how it works. "They say being a lawyer gets you a low score," an executive 

in the cards division of a multinational bank told me, laughing, "because they're bad 

customers and they make a fuss." There is no popular conversation about the activities 

that hurt or benefit one's credit score, or about "building credit"; most individuals I spoke 

with understood their qualifications for a loan as having generally to do with their 

earnings plus real estate, or having a "good" job like a civil servant's job, or having a 

friend at the bank. 
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I discussed the issue with another employee who processes loan applications at a 

branch bank. Applicants for a card or loan need to produce their tax statements for that 

year, and the money earned needs to be above a certain minimum established for their 

various products. In fact, though, tax statements are an unreliable indicator of actual 

income, because of the levels of income tax evasion (and all kinds of tax evasion, for that 

matter) common in Greece (Agapitos 1999). Minimums incomes required are rather low 

- at this particular bank the minimum for a low-limit credit card was under 1000 euro 

yearly income. She too had guesses as to how the scoring worked. "It's not enough that 

you have a businesses or you're a doctor; they look at what neighborhood your office is 

in too." Another important factor was clearly home ownership. "If we know where to 

find you, there's no problem." 

Two concerns are expressed here: the ability to repay a debt (measured by 

income, profession, home ownership, etc), and the likelihood that the bank can collect if 

there's a problem (apparently renters and lawyers represent two groups hard to pin down, 

in the logic of these rumors). This employee's job was to take the information requested 

on the application, copies of the other required paperwork such as the income statement 

and I.D. or residency permit16, create a file, and submit the data in a form from her own 

computer to the central office that processes such decisions. The data entry fields on her 

form are transformed into a answer as to the applicant's qualification. 

16 With the residency permit non-Greek citizens are able to take out loans; however, 
during the time of this research, most foreigners with residency permits carried papers 
with expired dates, which officially had amnesty from the government because of the 
delay problems in processing renewals. But though the government was still 
accepting the expired permits, banks were not. Thus, immigrants would have a harder 
time getting a loan. 
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In this particular bank, therefore, decisions are made based on this abstraction of 

the applicant that is the application. This is a bank that relies solely upon its credit 

scoring (a comparatively developed department, in this particular case) to determine risk. 

This processes will be familiar to my American readers, but one should be aware that 

there is no Experion-like private company keeping a database of credit information and 

processing scores for the banks to utilize. The bank has access to the positive (amount of 

credit accounts) and negative (defaults) information from Tiresias, but Tiresias does not 

rate or score this data. 

Although this is the most rationalized method of application processing, it is not 

the only one used in Greece. Multi-national banks with experience in other markets have 

brought their experience with credit scoring into their business here, continuously 

experimenting with their formulas and their lending to make them best reflect their risk in 

this market. Former state banks have hired outside firms to help them develop similar 

systems, or have received assistance from foreign banks who have bought ownership 

shares. But the application processes at several of these former state banks also allows 

for additional information added by the bank employees as they deem necessary, and 

opportunity to return rejected applications to the office that processed them with 

supplemental compliments requesting reconsideration. 

Mrs. Ioannou is the branch manager of a former state bank at a large, centrally 

located branch in a middle-class Athenian suburb. She's worked at the bank for twenty 

years, most of that time in positions where she interacted with customers on a daily basis. 

It's to this experience that she accounts her ability to read and understand the "type" of 
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person a potential customer is when he or she sits across from her at her desk. 

Years ago you could easily understand a person just by looking at the way 
he's dressed. His pants, his shoes. If someone is poor, his shoes would 
show it. [...] Now, though, you can't. He can be wearing gold. 

Mrs. Ioannou's comments suggest much: the importance of conspicuous 

consumption in Greece, the way that such consumption is written on the body, and the 

fact that funds can be found to produce such a display in new ways that make this style of 

consumption available even to individuals she would classify as poor. Despite the fact 

that Mrs. Ioannou does not have the semiotics of clothing on which to rely in order to 

determine an applicant's financial status, due to her experience she believes she can 

herself determine an applicant's likeliness to be a good customer. 

At her bank, this experience is treated as real knowledge. Mrs. Ioannou makes 

personal notes and addenda to the loan applications she processes when she feels it's 

appropriate, and those notes are considered alongside of the application score itself when 

it's processed by the approval department (a central department, outside of the branch). 

Her experience supplements the still-developing credit scoring that the bank utilizes. 

Other banks, however, rely fully on scoring, and correspondingly their employees have 

represented themselves to me as "tougher" in their credit. Significantly, Mrs. Ioannou 

works at a former state bank. These "tough" banks are multinationals, new on the 

market. Their employees have positioned themselves as being more advanced in the 

retail finance market because of their experience in more developed markets elsewhere, 

bringing that experience to Greece. Mrs. Ioannou's experience is of a much different 

type: subjective, personal, acquired over several decades, and not transferable to other 
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employees. It's also considered to belong to part of the "conservative" and "backward" 

nature of the former state banks. One that they'll eventually leave behind as they refine 

their more objective tools for credit scoring, in order to compete. I should note here that 

because even former state banks are part of international bank groups at this point, such a 

strict distinction between former state banks and multinational or foreign banks is 

misleading in terms of the resources of "experience" they may have available to them to 

draw upon. However, such a distinction was consistently made by bank employees that I 

spoke with, in characterizing their working environment and the "mentality"of their 

employers. 

I explained above the fact that even though credit was not being extended 

explicitly for consumers when the banks were under state control, there was still 

considerable "leakage," where funds extended for other credit purposes made their way 

into consumer spending. Additionally, other forms of credit were available for consumer 

use. The grammatio (ypauuaxio), for example, is a formal I.O.U. paper that was 

commonly used for larger expenses where a credit card or consumer loan would be used 

today: consumer electronics, automobiles, furniture, and so on. The papers themselves 

could be procured at any kiosk or mini-mart type of shop, and would be filled out by the 

purchaser and store owner. A grammatio yet to be collected on could be transferred to a 

bank by the store owner, who would receive cash, minus a percentage that the bank 

would take as a fee. Clearly, the introduction of new credit products by banks for 

consumers didn't introduce "credit" as a new phenomenon. 



38 

What was changing, however, as consumer credit became more readily available, 

was the amount of goods available to buy. Additionally, large outlets like department 

stores, supermarkets, and hypermarkets, where credit cards were accepted, began to 

proliferate (Arvanitaki and Stratigaki 1994). As an official at a former state bank had 

explained to me, "Greece has always been small shops, a nation of shopkeepers as they 

say. They can't afford taking credit cards, they resist it, their profits are too small."17 

These larger, more high-volume spaces, could. A new style of consumption was 

encouraged in Greece with these new spaces; this is the consumption that Mrs. Ioannou 

was commenting on when she remarked that even the poor might come into her bank 

wearing gold. 

Another changing factor was the way that banks viewed their "customers." Pre-

deregulation, as I've described, loans from banks could be construed as favors. Their 

transformation into products and services, to be marketed to the public, was a necessary 

part of moving towards a competitive marketplace. Have the changes that have come 

with deregulation released individuals from the necessity of having a patron to get a loan? 

Yes, and no. It's no longer necessary for the average person to have a connection with 

some political pull in order to be granted a loan. At the same time, the perception that 

having a connection with someone inside is important to becoming a customer at a bank 

17 Of course, being able to "afford" something is a relative thing. The interview that I 
had conducted with that bank official was during my preliminary research for this 
project, in 2001, in an office that was all temporary partition cubicles and noisy air 
conditioners, on the third floor of an anonymous building with a dark and dirty 
hallway: a sign of the significance that that particular bank was giving credit cards at 
the time. Neighborhoods were full of small retail shops that were all cash only. As I 
write this, however, many of those tiny shops now have Visa and MasterCard stickers 
in their windows (even though most have told me that they don't really do that much 
credit card business). 
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has not changed at all. Even recent market research has found that "personal 

relationships" rank very high as a factor in bank choice, while at the same time negatively 

correlate with the "convenience" perceived. In other words, those with personal 

relationships seem to travel to branches otherwise inconvenient for them, in order to bank 

at the branch where their acquaintance is employed (Gounaris, Stathakopoulos and 

Athanassopoulos 2004). With good reason, apparently: I consistently asked the bank 

employees I spoke with if they'd ever helped someone get a loan or credit card, when that 

person might have otherwise been denied, and a significant percentage said that they 

had.18 

The aura of bureaucracy also lingers around the banks, specifically those that 

were previously directly state-run (as Mrs. Ioannou's, described above was). These banks 

are perceived as being more bureaucratic than the commercial banks, both from the point 

of view of the customers (Kangis and Voukelatos 1997, Meidan and Davos 1994), and 

from the point of view of the employees. Several individuals with jobs at banks formerly 

state-run complained of the "civil servant attitude" of the people surrounding them, of the 

"misery" there. Employees at multinational banks drew a distinction between their banks 

and the ones they perceived as being "backwards." Backwards, and yet moving forwards, 

in the teleology of modernization where they'll "catch up" with the other banks they'll be 

competing with in the E.U.'s open market. Former state banks are well aware of the fear 

and distaste potential customers have of bureaucratic dealings, and have made great 

18 Some of these people could very well have been bragging about their importance, and 
thus my "vast majority" could be an inflated number. It is clear from my interviews, 
however, that bank employees at all levels are viewed by their friends and family 
members as sources of information, expertise, and insider help (whether or not the 
teller's good word was the reason his friend got the credit card). 
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efforts to give themselves an "international" look through the use of English in their 

names and products. The aforementioned Agricultural Bank of Greece, the Agrotiki 

Trapeza tis Ellados or AypoTiKri TpcmE â vt]q EAMSOC;, has changed its moniker to read 

"ATEbank," using Latin characters instead of Greek). The National Bank of Greece as 

well has introduced a credit card named the "Go Card" (written in English, not Greek), 

and the Commercial Bank of Greece {Emporiki Trapeza, or EuTtopucfi Tpowtŝ a) launched 

an image overhaul in which their bank name was written on billboards across town in a 

new font and in Latin characters. These are just a few examples.19 

This all argues towards a new mentality of rationality with dealing with the credit 

market and banking. A rational relationship, statistical, equitable, and so on. 

Competitive. This behavior, however, is not necessarily judged by consumers on these 

terms. They continue to read the actions made by banks through a set of moral 

obligations and expectations from the era of clientelism, and critique them for their 

failure to be bad patrons. I'll continue this conversation in chapter four, where I outline 

the activities of consumer activist groups against the banks. 

191 have a hunch that the use of Latin characters may also be indicative of the intent to 
open branches elsewhere in the Balkans, where the Greek alphabet is not used. 
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Chapter 2 - Money and families 

It's misleading to talk about the finances of an individual, an individual's wealth 

and debt, as if those things belonged to that one person and that person alone. A 

paycheck doesn't often go straight to the uses of the person whose labor earned it. Credit 

card bills do not necessarily get paid only by the person whose name is on the credit card. 

Ownership of financial resources is a complex and contested ground in many realms, the 

legal, moral, and practical perhaps at the forefront. This isn't an unfamiliar proposition: 

everyone reading this text should be able to recognize moral or legal obligations that 

guide the sharing of their resources. Ex-spouses, partners, children, parents, and other 

very specific ties are relationships of financial responsibility and dependency. The state 

may take the first cut of one's income through taxes, but after that there exists a potential 

train of individuals with a claim to their share. Whether these claims and their fulfillment 

are understood as expressions of duty, love and care, guilt, honor, requirement of a legal 

court, or any mix of the above explains a great deal both about the relationships 

themselves, and about the meanings of money. Very often, these relationships are 

experienced or idealized as unquantifiable, affective, free-giving, and non-obligatory by 

the individuals within them, and only in moments of breakdown is quantification 

imposed from outside (as in alimony, child support, or the battle over an inheritance). 

Anthropologists know well, however, that a "freely given" gift only ever appears to be 

non-obligatory; the sharing of financial resources in affective relationships and kinship 

relationships activates a web of obligation and expectation that stretches far beyond 
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money. 

Money in its design is fungible; that is the very definition of its being money. A 

euro is a euro, is a euro, is a euro, and any given euro is as spendable or savable as any 

other. In practice, however, money's fungibility can be limited by its forms (the vending 

machine takes coins, the grocery store may take your personal check, the corner grocer 

won't accept bills over a fifty, and you had to charge the car rental to your credit card). 

Even more significantly for us here, its fungibility can be limited by its sources; when we 

look at money as a social object, a euro earned is not a euro won at cards, is not a euro 

given to you as a wedding present, is not a euro found on the sidewalk. Its meaning, its 

possible uses, and its very value may change in accordance with where it came from, or 

when it arrived. In practice, individuals differentiate their monies according to a vast 

number of factors. Viviana Zelizer's work on the social meanings of money amply 

demonstrates how this has worked in North America, on the level of the personal (as with 

a housewife's pin money), to the level of the state (as with welfare monies, food stamps, 

and the like) (Zelizer 1994, 1998). These types of differentiations also play a part in the 

social rules about how financial resources are to be shared. 

This chapter looks at credit and debt through these parallel concerns: how 

financial resources are shared in certain relationships (specifically kinship relationships), 

and how such sharing gives meaning to both those resources and those relationships. 

Why would a person take responsibility for another person's debts? Are some kinds of 

debt more justifiable than others? In my arguments, these questions are crucial to 

understanding what has been put forward in contemporary Greece as the "Greek family." 
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"The Greek family" 

A female anthropologist alone in the field has often been received as a problem or 

a question in the ethnography of Greece. Without family, she is a point of possible 

disruption in other people's families. She is a person whose actions are not guided by the 

possible repercussions she could face from husband or other kin, whose reputations 

would be tied to her own. A lone agent, and thus a threat (Cowan 1990, Dubisch 1995b, 

Hirschon 1989). My fieldwork experience, in Athens, carried none of these elements. 

Many of my informants (and friends) had sent a child off to a foreign university, or had 

gone themselves, or were at least very familiar with the practice. And although I was 

comingyrom a country that many students were going to, which occasionally raised a 

questioning eyebrow, my "student and alone" status was considered perfectly 

understandable, and perhaps in many cases got me a little extra sympathy from those who 

had once studied abroad or had children currently far away.20 Some made a particular 

effort to befriend me: an unusual response to a stranger in Athenian social life. 

What was not understandable, however, when it would happen to come up, was 

my financial independence. That I had put myself through college, or had taken out 

student loans that I intended to pay back myself, was an inevitable jumping off point for a 

conversation about how differently things are done in Greece, and how the Greek family 

differs from the American, English, or European model. The explanation was that Greek 

20 The Greek University system is very difficult to get into, and many who wish to go to 
college end up studying abroad if they fail to gain admission at home, or fail to gain 
admission into the program they desire. Many also consider certain foreign 
universities to be superior to the Greek system. Although very expensive, this is still a 
middle-to-upper middle class phenomenon. 
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parents pay for the education of their children21, and support their children heavily in the 

difficult years before they're financially well-established on their own. The moral 

condemnation of societies who don't do the same was either implied •- "it's very difficult 

for students to earn money while they're in school, it hurts their studies" - or harshly 

explicit - "we actually love our children, unlike the British." 

That connection between financial support and love is hardly specifically Greek. 

Daniel Miller has argued that the British do indeed love their children, and that one of the 

ways that this love is expressed is through thrifty shopping practices for the home (Miller 

1998). In his ethnography on shopping, he demonstrates that coupon-clipping and price-

watching by London housewives are not actually money-saving activities in an economic 

sense, and as practices are better understood to demonstrate care for the family, in an 

affective sense, rather than the maximization of resources. Marcia Millman, in her text 

on the interconnects between money and family in the United States, also notes the many 

ways (inheritances, gifts, and so on) that love and kinship are expressed through money, 

as well as how disapproval and censure are expressed by withholding it (Millman 1991). 

What is the model of financial care, then, asserted to be so different from the 

European or the American type, which my informants are identifying as specifically 

Greek? Additionally, what is the contemporary context in which individuals express 

concern that the "traditional" Greek family and the values expressed therein are 

disappearing? For this is an often-heard lament in Athens, one that extends from the 

21 The Greek University system is free, but even if one gains entrance there, much 
money was most likely spent on a frontistirio ((ppovTiorripio), or tutoring school, to 
pass the entrance exams. Also, most students do not stay in the state provided dorms 
if at all possible, which are generally perceived as a choice of very last resort. 
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personal (as a critique of one's children, perhaps) to the political (as to how the state will 

be forced to compensate in such areas as child-care and retirement pensions). It's a 

lament in which the moral and the economic are intertwined concerns. 

The household - a place 

To start, let us look at the beginning of a new family unit. The establishment of a 

new household in Greece has historically entailed a series of inter-familial and intra-

familial financial transactions and transmissions. Preeka (npoiKa), or dowry, and 

inheritance practices were once fairly heterogeneous throughout the country. Some 

regions had traditions of neolocality, others matrilocal, others patrilocal. However, post

war22 Greece with its shortfall of marriageable men, the increase of wage labor 

opportunities, and the rapid urbanization that began to empty the countryside, saw a shift 

in dowry and inheritance practices towards one particular model: dowry provision for the 

daughter, especially of an apartment in an urban center (Allen 1986, Du Boulay 1983, 

Hirschon 1989, Sutton 1986). 

Juliet Du Boulay has argued that the increased importance of dowry during 

urbanization reflected the fact that attainment of a middle class urban lifestyle at that time 

meant that the wife most often abandoned labor opportunities outside of the home, and 

focused her responsibilities on the upkeep of the home and the education of the children. 

Thus, her financial contribution to the household came at the front end of the marriage, 

providing the apartment and possibly furniture and the like, at which point the 

22 Greece's civil war followed closely on the heels of WWII, and thus post-war Greece 
of the 1950s followed almost a decade of occupation and bitter internal conflict. 
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responsibility for continuing to bring in money fell upon the husband. By the 1970s and 

80s, a college education for one's daughter was considered a dowry in its own right, but it 

still expressed a similar intention; it was a financial outlay that could potentially better 

the class position and marriage chances for the woman. Heather Paxson also points out 

that the "education dowry" has its aim in producing a self-sufficient adult (one who may 

thus be attractive to other self-sufficient adults, but without such an outcome as its 

immediate goal) (Paxson 2004; 89). 

As property or goods that could be reverted back to the woman if the marriage 

dissolved, dowry was also a form of security, and the sale of dowered properties was a 

definite moral bad. I should note here that during this era legally the husband was the 

steward of dowered goods, and property could be put into his name at marriage, but 

socially any property that was part of dowry remained publicly recognized as dowry 

property throughout the marriage. For a husband to sell, consume, or otherwise "eat" that 

property (to use the Greek expression) would mean to open himself up to social criticism. 

A preekotheeras (nponcoGfipaq) is a man who actively seeks women with a significant 

dowry, and immorally consumes it; the term might be tossed at any man who allows or 

causes his wife's dowry to be diminished. 

Deemed an onerous requirement for women seeking to marry, dowry was made 

illegal by the new family law passed in 1983 (Law 1329/1983), where most of the 

previous family law statutes were re-written to reflect gender equality. Although dowry 

has ceased to exist in the form of a legally binding contract, it continues to exist in 

sentiment, language, and practice. However, where sons were sometimes once expected 
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to contribute to their sister's dowry, both sons and daughters often today are provided for 

in dowry-like ways (Paxson 2004, 89). In other words, care for one's children is 

expressed in the same language of goods and expenditures that once constituted a formal 

dowry. You'll hear the word preeka used both seriously and jokingly by women to 

describe property and things apportioned to them by their parents in such a way. It 

should be noted, too, that dowry wealth transfers were taxed considerably less than 

inheritance or gift wealth transfers, and with the abolition of the dowry, a new category 

of "parental assistance" was created to receive that same favorable tax (Emmanuel 1990). 

For Katerina, a 27 year old architecture student living in one of Athens' north

eastern suburbs, this means that her parents have built a home that is structured as a three 

floor apartment building. Katerina, her brother, and her parents all live in the three 

bedroom apartment on the first floor (both of Katerina's parents work, and are 

professionals). The two floors above are separate apartments and are very unfinished; 

one is for her, and one is for her brother. 

Katerina and I talked about the pros and cons of living with her parents. 

My mother cooks, she washes my clothes. It's not easy to do those things 
when I'm studying. She doesn't clean the house alone, of course; a 
woman comes. [...] They're [her parents] fighting a lot, unfortunately; 
I'd rather not be in the house. I have friends with their own apartments, 
and we go there. 

I asked Katerina if she'd like to move out, or if she could use one of the other 

unfinished apartments in the building. 

I don't have money of my own. I have to ask my dad when I need 
something; luckily he's a good dad. He grumbles a little, but he 
understands. [...] I couldn't ask him for money for rent. I have my room 
here, my desk, my computer. And the apartment above, to fix the kitchen, 
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the bathrooms... I don't need it. 

Katerina's family is well-off, but not wealthy. Her parents don't drive status cars, 

and don't live in a tremendously large apartment of their own. Her dad is a "good dad," 

though, who pays her cell phone bill and took her to pick out a computer. Although 

Katerina has a more difficult relationship with her mother, she acknowledges the 

usefulness of having her mother look after her (na tin frontizei, va rrjv <ppovriCei).2i 

Unmarried and studying, Katerina is not quite an adult, and there is no perceived need 

(either on her part or her parents') for her to establish her own household. The resources 

are clearly there to transition her to that state when the time is right: her education is 

being supported, her future house has been secured, and when she moves into the upstairs 

apartment her parents will help her buy furniture and housewares. When will she move 

in? When she marries, she tells me. Before then, there's no way to justify setting up her 

own household either to her parents ("I couldn't ask him for money for rent"), or to 

herself ("There's no need"). 

If Katerina is still unmarried when she has reached her early thirties and has been 

working for a few years, chances are that her satisfaction with her situation will have 

changed. Most of the unmarried women with whom I spoke, who didn't have children 

but who had established careers, no longer shared apartments with their parents. 

However, most parents continued to express care for those daughters through whatever 

subsidies they were able to afford: cooked food, help with one-time purchases or 

23 Note that, although both Katerina's mother and father work full time and have 
roughly equivalent earning power, Katerina mentions her father's financial support 
(paying her bills and buying her goods), and her mother's logistical support (keeping 
her fed and her clothes clean). 
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loan debt. 

"Able to afford" is a key concept here. In my research, the ideal calculation of 

what one is "able to afford" is one where a child's needs are given consideration before 

the parents' (child being a kinship term, not an age term). A child thus has a claim on the 

parents' financial resources above whatever the minimum resources are that the parents 

need for basic subsistence. Speaking of "subsistence," I was told tales of rural parents 

who lived on bread alone in order to afford to send their children to Athens to go to the 

university; interesting here is that loving sacrifice and desire for social advancement are 

inextricably intertwined. "Needs" is, of course, the second key concept. It's over the 

definition of "needs" that requests for help are justified or declined, and that accusations 

of selfishness and being spoiled (kakomathimenos, KaKOjxaOnpLkvoq, literally meaning 

badly-taught or badly-learned) are flung about and rebutted. 

Nia Georges, in her work on abortion in Greece, has written that women in her 

research most often gave economic reasons for limiting their family size to two children 

(Georges 1996). Faced with the choice of having a third child or having an abortion, it 

was put forward that the greater sin would be to have the child but not be able to afford to 

care for it properly. The imagery of Georges' informants evoked near poverty ~ a third 

child would take food from the mouths of the other two children, and new shoes would 

become unaffordable — even though by Georges' estimation these families were in stable 

economic positions. Interestingly, I had individuals who ranged from moderate to very 

wealthy income levels explain to me the exact same thing: having more than two children 
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is simply economically nonviable. 

I argued with friends (not informants) on this point. I'm the oldest of four 

siblings, and mother has always maintained that having three children is only slightly 

more inconvenient than having two, and having three is already such a fuss that adding a 

fourth scarcely makes a difference. In childhood my sisters wore my old clothes, while I 

as the oldest wore the hand-me-downs of older cousins. How could having more than 

two children be such a financial catastrophe? 

I, of course, was thinking of children, as an age set, and the costs associated with 

them (and I don't have any, so what do I know, as friends indignantly and quite rightly 

pointed out). My friends were talking about children as a kinship relationship. Any 

social advancement that their children make has to be secured by their parents, and thus 

we go from talking just about new shoes to talking about private schools, tutors, college 

educations, property and homes, and so on. Every additional child lessens their ability to 

express their care for their children in the socially ideal manner. It's a lifelong 

relationship of financial and caretaking responsibility, one that ideally shifts when the 

parents become elderly and pensioners and need some caretaking themselves. I don't 

want to assert here the "economic rationality" of the argument that two children is all any 

individual can afford to support in contemporary Greece; instead, I want to demonstrate 

that it's underpinned by a lifelong relationship of financial interdependence between 

parents and children, and that it also articulates a critique about contemporary labor 

conditions, consumerism, and changes in what is understood to be the "traditional" family 

structure. 
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What's yours is mine 

Makis, a 46-year-old information technology specialist at a Greek corporation, is 

a good example of this shared sense of resources amongst family members. Makis's 

father died when he was a child; he was 4, and his older sister Litsa was 5. They were 

living in a two-bedroom apartment in the center of Athens. His mother, who hadn't been 

working outside of the home until she became a widow, was able to find work in a retail 

store, and her own mother left her village in the Peloponnese to stay with them in Athens 

and take care of the apartment and the children. 

Makis remembered that he didn't see much of his mother when he was young. 

His grandmother did the cooking, helped him and his sister with their homework (she 

was a smart woman and an avid reader, he recalled). He doesn't think his mom ever 

spent time with any new men, and he doesn't remember her having friends. His story 

focuses on how much of her time and her energy went to providing for himself and his 

sister. It's clear that he directly attributes his present good fortune to the way that his 

mother worked and supported them. 

Makis was married briefly in his 30s but divorced. He now lives with his mother 

in a very nice, newer apartment building, and Litsa and her husband live in the same 

building on a higher floor. The three of them used money they had been saving from 

their jobs to purchase the two apartments and furnishings when Litsa married (with 

additional help from her sister's new husband, who had some savings as well). His 

mother had continued to work even after Makis and his sister had graduated from college, 
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until she reached retirement age; he says that he and his sister tried to convince her to 

stop, but she wasn't willing to quit and thus fail to maximize the pension she could 

qualify for. She has her own bank account with her savings and where she deposits her 

pension money, out of which she buys all the food and goes clothes shopping for her son 

and son-in-law, from shirts to underwear, because she claims they'll wear old clothes 

with holes if she doesn't24. She'll immediately pay any bills that arrive if she gets them 

from the mail, so Makis makes a concerted effort to get to the mail first so that he pays 

them himself. She cooks enough food for the four of them, shuttling plates upstairs so 

that Litsa and her husband can spend time together over dinner when they both get home 

from work. On the weekends, they all eat together in the early afternoon. 

I spoke with Makis in his living room, while his mother went back and forth from 

the kitchen, bringing coffee and cold water, then sweets, then some fruit, then some more 

water, then an offer of juice, and so on, until he asked her to stop. The room was a mix 

of styles: heavy old-fashioned wooden furniture covered with crocheted lace doilies,25 

family photographs in heavy silver frames, a tremendous television with surround sound 

speakers, oil paintings of the seaside, and black and white artistic photograph prints of 

Athens that Litsa had done during college. Makis would switch to English when he 

241 often heard the care for male children expressed in just this way: that they would 
starve (or eat only bad foods like souvlaki and cheese pies) and wear dirty clothes if 
not properly looked out for. I never heard a daughter spoken of similarly; rather, care 
for them was justified by the daughter's busy study or work schedule. 

251 should note that this type of lace work, along with other traditional embroidery work 
on bed linens, tablecloths, tea towels, and the like, were also traditionally part of a 
dowry, and in fact such pieces can also simply be referred to as preeka (npoiKa). In 
the houses of many young people, however, such inherited pieces seem to be relegated 
to the closet and are no longer displayed; very few young women now know how to 
do such needle crafts. 
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spoke about his mother, apparently so that she wouldn't overhear and understand. 

I don't know, I was upset that she kept working when we moved here. 
She didn't work as much as then, as when we were small and our 
grandmother was alive, but she wouldn't stop. [Laughs] She says the 
money's for my children. [The implication is that she wants him to marry 
again.] My sister thinks its funny to say she's going to find her a 
boyfriend. That's just a joke, of course. 

I asked Makis if they lend money to each other, between himself, his mother, and 

his sister. He thought about it for a minute. He said, "I might borrow a five to go down 

and get cigarettes, if I didn't have it, something like that, and put it back later." I asked 

him if he'd ever lent or borrowed a bigger amount. He understood I was asking 

something different, and frowned. "I'd give the money before they asked." 

This particular family has rather ideally friendly relations. I had interviewed 

another woman who started to cry when she told me that her two children were fighting 

over what to do with a piece of her property. "It's not what you want for your children," 

she told me. "You're trying to make them become happy." But the story that Makis tells 

about his mother's life has two underlying messages. First: she worked hard for us 

during difficult times and it was justified, because look at how well we turned out and 

how we 're taking care of her. Second: she's a good, caring woman, and it's in her 

personality to not think of herself because just look at how she continues to be so, for 

grandchildren that she doesn 't even have yet. In the case of Makis's mother, her 

sacrificing bore fruit and her children identify themselves as successful and happy. But 

even without the positive returns, practices of sacrifice in order to care for one's children 

are a moral good in and of themselves. It's the characteristic that makes her a "good 

mother." 
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Jill Dubisch names sacrifice and suffering as the two practices, or performances, 

at the heart of what womanhood and motherhood means in Greece, and as part of what 

she puts forward as a "poetics of womanhood" (Dubisch 1995a; 212-213). Paxson, in her 

analysis of motherhood in Athens, places this notion under the "ethic of service," an 

ethics of motherhood wherein "women were morally required first and foremost to serve 

their families as wives and mothers" (Paxson 2004; 34). Children, grown children, have 

rights on their mothers' time for childcare, assistance with the household, and so on. 

Interestingly, financial support was consistently referred to as being from the father, in 

cases where both parents were living. The case of Katerina above is good example; 

though both of her parents contribute financially to their household, she considers the 

financial assistance to come from her father, and the activity-oriented assistance to come 

from her mother. This seems to evoke the masculine responsibility as male head-of-

household, the nikokyris (voiKOKvpr/g), a term I'll elaborate on further down, and 

Katerina's father's economic care for her is the performance of his being a "good dad." 

Makis's mother has savings that she considers to be the assets of her yet-to-be-

conceived grandchildren. The other woman that I've mentioned, who cried over the 

squabbling of her children, owns a piece of property which her children both believe they 

have the right to decide its use. When a 25-year-old informant of mine referred to "our 

summer house," she was talking about an old family house on an island that her parents 

had refurbished for vacation use. When a 39-year-old informant with a teenage son told 

me about "our house in the village," she was talking about a house where her parents live 
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fUll-time. 

"Family" property works that way; no matter whose name is on the deed or the 

papers, ownership is asserted (or is attempted to be asserted) in language and practice by 

the potential eventual inheritors. I've found this to be the case whether the land has been 

"in the family" for hundreds of years, or simply one generation. When land does get 

passed down and parceled out to siblings, there are often restrictions that prevent one 

sibling from selling or developing his assigned piece of land without signed permission 

of the others. Real estate is generally put forward as a very stable investment in Greece, 

and one of the most reasonable places to put one's money (especially given past decades 

of currency instability). Thus, this is a primary method by which wealth is transferred 

between generations. The popular practice of transferring property to a child's name 

instead of willing it to them, by which one can avoid additional taxes, makes legal this 

shared sense of property, although parents can (and very often do, from what I've seen) 

chose not to transfer the right to collect rents from use, retaining practical rights to use 

the property during their lifetimes for themselves. Epikarpia (eniKapnia) is the right to 

use a property and reap benefits from its use (and pay the property taxes), and ypsili 

kyriotita (vy/rjXri Kopioxnxa) is its ownership; in such cases, parents can keep the former 

and transfer the latter to their child. 

Beyond a sense of shared ownership of property, dictated by inheritance, kinship 

ties are also a trusted relationship out of which to form business ties and investment 

ventures. I have spoken with many individuals who invested in new pieces of property 

with their siblings, or who ran family businesses with them; the family firm is most 
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prevalent type of business in Greece. Often these were ventures where the money was 

"family" money, from their parents, and in some cases these were ventures where siblings 

pulled together money that they had earned on their own. 

What I have sketched here are relationships of economic inter-obligation, which 

are idealized as being affective. As is always the case with gifting, their meaningfulness 

as a practice within a relationship relies on their being given freely, expressing the 

emotions that ideally define that relationship. They are explained in the language of care, 

love, responsibility, and trust. To follow these obligations is to behave morally, is to 

behave like a proper child/sibling/parent/grandparent/et cetera. When my informants 

took it upon themselves to explain to me what the "Greek family" is, it was generally a 

happy picture of intergenerational support that was drawn. 

In practice, the combination of obligation and the shared claim on "family" 

resources is a field of conflict. Both Hirschon and Papataxiarchis note the lack of overlap 

between friendship and kinship relationships, due to the obligations and conflicts 

indicative to kinship, in opposition to friendships, relationships of "choice" (Hirschon 

1989, Papataxiarchis 1991). In a structural way, the conflict is clear: siblings are 

competition for a limited set of resources, and when siblings have their own children, 

their moral responsibilities to their own children and spouses are greater than the 

obligations they have to their brothers and sisters. For as many instances of the sibling 

ideal that I witnessed - siblings as friends, working together, giving each other assistance 
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- 1 witnessed twice as many instances of sibling conflict26. 

Neni Panourgia tells a story about her grandfather's family, at the heart of her 

ethnography that revolves around the events of his death, which perfectly exemplifies the 

above idea. 

In the past, at any given time, any one of the brothers—four of them all 
together—would not be on speaking terms with any one of the others. The 
usual explanation for this was financial, that someone gave someone else 
money for which the first was never reimbursed. The "real" reason for 
this lies outside the consanguineous family, according to one of the 
brothers: "It's all the fault of the in-laws. When we are only family, just 
the siblings alone, we can make it. When the wives get in the way, that's 
when we can't stand the sight of each other. You know that from your 
experience with your brother-in-law" (Panourgia 1995). 

When the brothers are "only family, just the siblings alone," there is no problem. But 

when the pull of their own individual families comes into play - here as the intervention 

of their wives - they're no longer bound together in the same way. 

Why am I focusing here on sibling rivalries? Let's look at another story, from 

Elisabet, a woman whom I first interviewed about her credit cards, but who proved to be 

quite open about discussing her household finances in general, and particularly several 

current conflicts with her sister-in-law Effie. Elisabet's husband is Themis, he has a 

younger brother Kostas, and Effie is Kostas's wife. 

Well, we had to go to a wedding for Themis's cousin. And she [Effie] 
doesn't call me, of course, but Kostas calls my husband, and he asks for 
40,000 drachmas because she needs a new dress for the wedding. It'll be a 
shame for all of us if she doesn't have a new dress, she must have one, 

261 should note that when I speak of conflict, I don't mean estrangement. It's very 
probable that interviewing people about money could bring forward stories of conflict 
in an otherwise quite satisfying and supportive relationship. Indeed, as I show that 
finance and demonstrations of love and care are so clearly intertwined, I would fully 
expect that investigating family relationships through the lens of money would be to 
expose a lot of fractures that everyday life would otherwise smooth over. 
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everybody will have one. Won't I have one? She has to have one too. 
Both Themis and Kostas make the same money, they both split the garage 
[the business they own together], but she has the kids, I don't. [...] 
Themis will lend to them, but they won't pay it back. 

Elisabet later explained to me that a new dress for a wedding is, in fact, a 

reasonable need. Her true objections, as it turned out, were two-fold: first, that 40,000 

drachmas was too much and would probably be spent on additional clothing as well as a 

dress; and two, that the money would never be repaid. Because she and her husband are 

perceived as having more free income because they don't have any children, they are 

expected to help Kostas and Effie - something that Themis accedes to and Elisabet tries 

to limit as much as she can. 

My fieldnotes are full of stories like this, once I started asking people about 

lending money within their families. Some had replies like Makis's, in his rather ideal 

situation described above, where "lending" between his family members has no meaning 

because support moves between them freely. Many others, though, had stories like 

Elisabet's. Unfortunately, I'm not able to offer here the two sides - lender and non-

repayer - to one specific incident. A fieldwork lesson learned: once someone has 

complained to you about a family member and divulged information about family 

finances, he or she is extremely unlikely to allow you to contact that other family member 

who was discussed. 

There is, however, a common set of circumstances to the stories I've collected. 

From those who have been given money from family, there is a stress on the difficulty of 

their circumstances that are either beyond their control (like a poorly paying job) or a 

moral good (the need to provide for their children). There is also a stress on the 
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economic abilities of the family member from whom money was requested. When I 

asked if they were concerned about repaying the money, repayment was contingent on a 

change in their circumstances: "when I am able," or "if something happens." Only once 

did I speak to someone who had repaid a loan to his uncle within a week. The money had 

been borrowed because of an emergency, and when I asked about the speedy repayment 

(which due to the circumstances must have been very difficult), the reply I received was a 

very straightforward "because I hate him." In the language of gifts and loans, there are 

many ways to employ the terms of borrowing and gifting to one's advantage. Treating a 

loan exactly like a loan, with prompt repayment, is a way of negating the superior 

position of the lender. 

In affective relationships where inequality in resources can be asserted and need 

can be justified, an individual has a reasonable claim on financial assistance from the 

family member in the superior position. It is much more difficult for the individual in the 

superior position to request that money back without becoming morally suspect, 

regardless of whether or not the word "loan" was used, as long as they remain in an 

economically superior position. If they can make counter-claims to "need," then they 

have the rhetorical argument available to justify demanding repayment, but demanding 

repayment arbitrarily opens one to critiques of being a tsigounis (Taiyyovvrjg), a stingy 

person, someone who carefully watches his money. It is a strong insult. 

Of those people I spoke with who felt owed money by family members, few of 

them admitted to actually requesting repayment. Perhaps the rights to being indignant, 

harmed, and morally superior in the exchange have a value in and of themselves. 
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Perhaps they had no strong argument for repayment besides simply being owed - and that 

clearly isn't enough. While some "borrowers" (that term thus shown to be contingent) 

focused on the sympathetic and understanding nature of the sibling who had given them 

money, and their close emotional ties, others focused on the luck, unfair or unequal gain, 

or chance aspect of their siblings' better economic status, often with a bitter tone. This 

"chance" element of their siblings' position seemed to further justify their claim on 

assistance. 

I witnessed and heard of too many stories of this kind of bitter demand to chalk it 

up to a few soured sibling rivalries. When I asked others what those tales might mean, I 

received explanations about envy and about how "Greeks resent each other's success," 

explanations which ended up being cultural criticisms, perceived social flaws of the type 

Michael Herzfeld puts at the heart of his concept of cultural intimacy: self-categorizations 

that, although negative, "provide insiders with their assurance of common sociality" 

(Herzfeld 1996; 3). To quote one such response, a rather non-sequitur but telling one, 

"Why can't a local Greek soccer team win at a European championship? Because the 

other fan clubs give it the eye. They'd rather foreigners win than a Greek team that's not 

theirs." 

To mati (TO fidzi), the eye or the evil eye, a focus of much ethnographic attention 

in rural Greece, is a thriving concept in Athens, a testament to the ever-present and ever-

expected danger of the envy of those around you and that envy's corrosive power. The 

eye is triggered by the envy, even inadvertent or at below-conscious-level, from someone 

who witnesses your luck, your success, your cute baby, your status, or any other positive 
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attribute you have27. The eye causes a specific set of physical ailments: headache, 

frequent yawning, a sense of heaviness or weight pressing down upon you, and fatigue 

that cannot otherwise be explained from the physical context. It also can cause negative 

consequences for the feature envied; a few examples I've personally witnessed include 

the death of plants on a well-appointed balcony that faced the street, the fall of someone's 

stock prices, a baby's fussiness, the loss of a potential job offer, a fender-bender, an attack 

of clumsiness, a tumble down the stairs, the decline of a company's profits, and a stuck 

zipper on a wedding dress. 

This explanation points to a discourse in which luck or chance is the source of an 

enviable condition, and which posits "why him and not me?" as a natural human response 

to witnessing such luck. Further underlying this discourse, I would argue, one also finds 

at work a sense that one person's gain is necessarily another person's loss, in a universe 

where all good things are finite. George Foster first analyzes this as a world view of 

"limited good" in his analysis of the cognitive orientation of peasant society as "one in 

which all of the desired things in life such as land, wealth, health, friendship and love, 

manliness and honor, respect and status, power and influence, security and safety, exist in 

finite quantity and are always in short supply" (Foster 1965; 67).28 

I think this works to elucidate why the ownership claims of a more successful 

27 I'm omitting here quite a bit concerning the eye, because there are a number of 
additional superstitions about its transmission peripheral to my point, and which I 
found to be somewhat contestable in Athens during the time of my research: its 
connection to people with blue eyes, dryness, individuals born on Saturdays, 
compliments absent of envy, and so on. Its association with envy and inadvertent 
envy, however, was a constant. 

28 See also Christina Vlahoutsikou's article on mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law in a 
village in Boiotia as an example of how this sense of limited good makes one woman's 
gain in this relationship necessarily the other woman's loss (Vlahoutsikou 1997) 
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sibling to his or her own money can be rather weak claims in certain contexts. It is not 

just financial resources within a family that are finite and thus must be shared, carefully 

divvied and claimed according to argued need; the affection ideally expressed through the 

gifting of those resources is also finite. Luck that befalls a neighbor is luck that won't 

come to you; help from a parent to a child is help that won't go to her sibling; success that 

your brother's business had is success that won't happen to you, and thus when he "lends" 

you money, he's really just leveling out the inequity between the two of you, and you 

don't owe him anything for that (and he would expect the same if luck were to come to 

you, and instead of to him, in the future). 

Borrowing to repay 

My first theories about consumer credit in Greece were that it would be an 

alternative to the webs of borrowing detailed above; a loan from a bank wouldn't require 

justification, explanation, or argument as to what it would be spent for and whether it was 

needed. To a certain extent that is the case, but much more significant is the way in 

which the debt from credit cards and consumer loans is caught right back up into familial 

obligation. 

The story of Kimon's debt begins with a divorce; the home he lived in with his 

wife belonged to her (as part of her dowry, as he himself put it), and their separation 

meant that he moved out and rented an apartment. The financial difficulties of his new 

situation soon put him into credit card debt: 25,000 euro spent in one year on furnishing 

his apartment, a car, cash withdrawals to pay his rent when his paycheck wasn't enough, 
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restaurants when he wasn't in the mood for the cooked food his mother (a widow) sent 

over and filled his freezer with, and so on. I met Kimon just when he was beginning to 

shop around for a consolidation loan, because he couldn't afford to make the minimum 

monthly payments29 on all the cards that he carried. When I interviewed him, I noted his 

mother's assistance in making him meals, and the fact that she sent over the woman she 

hires to clean her own home to clean his as well; I asked him what she thought about his 

debt. He told me that he'd managed to keep it from her, mostly. "She found a bill once, 

when she was here, and insisted on paying it" (with sarcastic emphasis on the word 

"found," implying some sort of snooping on her part). Why not tell her the whole 

amount, now? Because she would insist on paying it, because it would cause a huge fight 

between them, because she already thinks he's bad with money, because she gives him 

money regularly to help him out and he doesn't want that to stop, because she thinks 

owing money is really, really bad. A consolidation loan would be better, he could have 

smaller payments every month, and the money she already gives him to help him out 

could go towards those payments. She wouldn't need to know. 

I ran into Kimon a month or two later, and he told me he had a story for me. His 

mom found out about the loan. There was some sort of address mix-up (he was unclear 

on this point), bank mail of his went to her house, and she opened it. She was furious. 

Beyond furious: she threated to cut him off financially, she told him that he would "ruin 

her name" with his action, and that the only reason that particular bank gave him a loan is 

29 In Greece minimum monthly payments are around 3% of the total credit card debt. A 
consolidation loan is a product meant to bring several credit cards or other consumer 
loans into one loan, making payments more manageable and securing a better interest 
rate than most credit cards offer. They started to come onto the market in 2004. 
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because she's also a good customer there and thus he used her without telling her. He 

should have told her about it; he should have told her before it got out of control; he 

should have sought her advice and her help. "She has to be the one that saves me. I took 

away her right to yell at me and then fix everything for me." 

Kimon hadn't applied for his loan at the same branch that his mother utilizes, so 

it's unlikely that her status as a customer had anything to do with his ability to get the 

loan (actually, his salary easily qualifies him at most banks). She thought of loans, 

however, the way they used to be in Greece, when one indeed needed to know somebody 

to get one. She also saw debt as shameful, embarrassing. Further, she felt that it reflects 

badly on her if someone finds out that her son took out such a large loan; why hadn't she 

helped him? When I asked what would happen, he was still unsure. The fight was 

recent, and she was still angry. She might try to pay it off, she might offer him more 

financial help, he didn't know. He didn't seem to take seriously her threat that she would 

cut him off. She'd help one way or another; he'd wait until she stopped being angry, and 

see. 

As an extension of the activities Kimon's mother undertakes, in the expression of 

her role as mother, is the fact that she will help her son with this debt. He knew she 

would; in fact, that's what sent him to get the loan in secrecy to begin with, to evade both 

her anger and her obligation to pay his debts. It all begins, however, with the fact that he 

kept his financial need from her from the start; he says she claims that's what she's most 

angry about. This again illustrates the "ethic of service" that Paxson describes. He's 

taken from her the ability to act morally as a mother, to take care of him; which is to say 
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that what's at issue here is a notion of virtue first and foremost, not of duty. 

Apparently, banks seeking to collect on defaulted loans and credit cards in arrears 

realized far before I did that parents ideally feel an obligation to pay their children's 

debts. "Ms. Stylianidi, are you aware that your son owes 2,000 euro on his credit card 

and hasn't made a payment in six months?" That's what the collection office said to 

Babis's mother, when they called looking for him at the apartment he shared with his 

parents. His mother didn't know about the debt; he acquired it when he signed up for a 

weight-reduction program at a gym, and they issued him a credit card through a special 

arrangement with a bank, to which they charged his program fees. When he returned 

home the evening of the call, Babis received a lecture for not telling them about the debt, 

and then his parents paid it. In making this (illegal, according to privacy law) plea to the 

mother, the collector played on the expectation that the mother would feel responsible for 

the son's debts. And she did. 

Stories also circulated that debt collectors were calling on the apartment buildings 

of those who had debts outstanding, knocking on neighbors' doors "looking" for Mr. or 

Ms. So-and-so, "who owes the bank money." A little social shaming to stimulate 

repayment. Another informant had received a call looking for a Nikolaos Konstantidis, 

to query him about problem with the repayment of his loan. My informant had no loan at 

this bank. "Is this Nikolaos Konstantidis, son of Dimitris?" No, it was Nikolaos 

Konstantidis, son of Thanassis." "Oh, we're sorry, our mistake." When Nikolaos told me 

this story, he looked at me expectantly as if he'd delivered a punchline when he reached 
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the end. I made it clear that I didn't get it. He laughed, "you see, they did it on purpose. 

I would be his cousin30." "His wife laughed harder: "it was my bank, too!" She happened 

to be an employee of the bank who called. Again, the practice of social shaming as a 

debt collection technique was being implied. Debt collectors made the news when they 

were beaten up and bodily thrown from a village by the inhabitants unhappy with their 

tactics (Delithanassi 2003). 

There is no bankruptcy for individuals in Greece, nor is there a "credit 

counseling" repayment system. The bank's final recourse for collection is to take the 

debtor to court, and have the court award them the ability to collect assets of the debtor to 

the value of the amount owed. That itself is a very expensive process, so it's perhaps no 

surprise that social and familial pressure have been used; banks themselves are distanced 

from such practices, in that the work of collection (and also of telephone sales, which I 

discuss elsewhere) is often subcontracted to other companies, whose practices the banks 

can (ostensibly) remain innocent and ignorant of. The ties between these entities are 

often complex, however; what indeed is the economic and informational relationship 

between the National Bank of Greece and the debt collection company that has been 

financed by the venture capital subsidiary of the bank? Such connections are invisible to 

the public. 

At present, however, overindebtedness is not considered to be a significant 

problem in the Greek consumer credit market from the point of view of government 

30 The common practice of naming the first son after the paternal grandfather thus leads 
to groups of first cousins with the same name. Greek Orthodox christening practices 
generally discourage "second names" (what would look like a middle name to most of 
my readers), but individuals also have the possessive form of their father's name 
included in their full name, which distinguishes between those cousins. 
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economists. The Bank of Greece undertook a survey on this specific issue in 2002, in 

response to the fact that credit use was growing at a very rapid pace (consumer and 

housing loans increased 40.4% in 2001, and 32.2% in 2002) (Bank of Greece 2003). The 

Bank of Greece determined through its survey that the average household is not 

overextended, as "households' outstanding debt does not exceed their annual income, 

even at the lowest income levels, while debt servicing obligations relative to household 

income do not seem to be a source of major difficulty for households" (96). Also stated 

to support that claim is the fact that total Greek household borrowing-to-GDP ratio was 

22.6%) in 2002, while the corresponding ratio for the euro area was 46.9%>. The fact that 

the average household in Greece carries significantly less debt than the average in Europe 

was often mentioned to me in my discussions with banking executives, as evidence of the 

expected expansion potential of the consumer credit market. Some of the data that the 

report presents, however, as positive information about consumers' ability to service their 

loans, has also been presented to me by consumer activists as proof of a problem with 

indebtedness: the fact that 75% of those surveyed who have debt have monthly payments 

that are at most one-third of their monthly income indicates acceptable indebtedness in 

the report, but that therefore 25% have payments that are more than one-third indicates 

problematic indebtedness to others. 

There's a gap there, in the definition of overindebtedness. There are economic 

calculations on how much debt a household can bear, in relation to its income, before it 

cannot repay that debt. And then there are the perceptions of those who borrow, as to 

how much debt is an unfortunate, stressful, shameful or immoral amount. The average 
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household credit card debt, in that report, was 1,830 euro. The average household debt, 

including mortgage loans, among those who had debt was 16,143 euro.31 

These numbers, in and of themselves, don't mean anything, however in an 

ethnographic sense. Individuals whom I spoke with could discuss credit card debt in the 

range of 1,000 to 2,000 euro with concern and anxiety, either for themselves or for my 

impression of them. When debt could be linked to a stable entity — a home, a car a new 

kitchen, air conditioning - the admission of it was not made guiltily or with concern. But 

debt that couldn't be accounted for easily, that had simply accumulated through grocery 

store purchases, clothing, this and that, invariably provoked expressions of dismay and 

complaints about prices, the economy, the amount of "needs" a family faces, and so on. 

Of course, going over debts with me for many people most likely brought to the surface 

of their attention something on which they otherwise did not focus. I often got the 

impression that reading their credit card statement with me was the first time some of 

them had examined the statement closely; on several occasions we discovered charges 

and fees that couldn't be remembered or accounted for. On more than one occasion this 

provoked a call to the bank.32 

311 include these numbers here because they're relevant to the findings of that Bank of 
Greece report, i.e. that consumer indebtedness hadn't reach problematic proportions at 
that time. See Appendix I for a table of relevant data for the years covered by this 
dissertation. 

32 One informant discovered that he was being charged a 1 euro "advertising fee" per 
month, which customer service explained to us (I asked him to call immediately) is a 
fee that covers their cost for sending him advertising materials. At his request, they 
agreed to remove the fee and stop sending him anything other than his monthly 
statement. 
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The household - a concept 

There's another gap, though, that we find here in the Bank of Greece report 

between economic abstraction and ethnographic description, and that's in the use of the 

concept "the household." For the Bank of Greece, its use as an economic unit allows for 

comparison with other markets, where population is also measured in households when 

looking at income and debt. The household, the nikokyrio (voiKOKvpio), is also a concept 

with which people think and understand their roles as men and women, as family 

members. The nikokyris (voiKOKvpng), which I translated previously as male head-of-

house, is the counterpart to the female nikokyra (voucoKvpd). I initially considered 

"house-husband" and "house-wife" as translations for these two terms; my dictionary 

translates nikokyra as housewife. However, in use the terms relate to non-married 

individuals quite easily, and "housewife" in English is inaccurate in its suggestion of the 

lack of outside-the-home wage labor and its contested value as a perhaps limiting female 

role. The terms in Greek are consistently morally positive and valued; the could be used 

sarcastically, ironically, or teasingly, but it would take quite a stretch to turn them into an 

insult of any type. Their care for the nikokyrio defines their performative success as men 

and women; nearly every step through the history of the anthropology of Greece touches 

on this point. Being a good nikokyris and nikokyra can also be extended metaphorically 

to other realms, when an individual is keeping a space or a situation orderly, tidy, and 

under control: I can be a good nikokyra of my personal finances, a child can be a good 

nikokyris of his bedroom. Alpha Bank utilizes the idea as well, in their advertising their 
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loan product that allows one to transfer a number of debts into one loan: "ola se ena, 

nikokyremena (OXa ae eva...voiKoicupeu£va)." The first part of the rhyming phrase is 

"all in one," and the second could be something like "householded," and translates more 

similarly to "put in order." 

Alexandra Bakalaki's look at the growing popularity of house security systems 

offers a contemporary analysis of this concept. The selection of burglaries as a source of 

risk represents both a new kind of danger (associated with an influx of immigration and 

Greece's concurrent economic rise as someplace individuals might want to immigrate to), 

and a reaffirmation of traditional values that focus on the importance of the institution of 

the household (Bakalaki 2003). Here she defines the modern Greek household as "the 

ideally autonomous units within which gendered people combine their efforts toward 

economic and social success, a showcase of which is the house and its contents" (214). 

The purchasing of a security door, with its large metal frame and multiple internal steel 

rods that ratchet into place with the turning of a special, large key, is a consumption act 

that marks the modernity of contemporary Greece (as a more dangerous place these 

days), while at the same time conspicuously displaying to neighbors and passersby the 

expensive care lavished upon the security of the household (security doors shout "I am a 

security door" in their design, to convince burglars to move on to the next house or 

apartment door without even trying them, according to the man who installed one at my 

apartment). 

Ideally autonomous, though - what would that mean in practice? Dependent 

upon no one, beholding to no one? This ideal is indeed reflected in residence patterns, 
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and in the locking of that front door in the evening and securing that household within, 

but I found little evidence for the sanctity of the household as an economic unit, as it is 

used in the Bank of Greece study, for most of the people with whom I spoke. For 

economists that may mean little, because it does not necessarily speak to its effectiveness 

as an analytic tool. For those points where economic abstractions rub up against actual 

life, however, when the latter is judged by the former, it creates a problem for non-

abstract individuals. And for anthropologists finally, it's a suggestive point; the walls of 

the household are porous in very particular ways, and money and labor flow through 

them in a manner that both challenges the idea of the household as an autonomous unit 

and yet also props up that image of autonomy in many instances. In this sense the 

household needs to be understood as a concept active in the discourse on what family, 

autonomy, and gender mean in contemporary Greece, and not as a unit of anthropological 

analysis; it is emic rather than etic. 

Take, for example, a small sub-set of debtors that I accidentally stumbled upon: 

women divorced or widowed, with children. Within the pool of individuals I spoke with 

about their credit practices, those least able to keep up with their debts fell into this 

group. These women had stable jobs - civil servants, office workers - solidly middle 

class. They were indeed able to service their debts, as far as the banks they borrowed 

from were concerned, for none of them had defaulted on their consumer loans or failed to 

make payments for too many months in a row on their credit cards. But none of them 

made these payments simply from their own earnings or from monetary payments from 

their ex-husbands; each of them had significant financial assistance from a sibling or a 
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parent. 

Each of these women ran their own households, however. They lived alone with 

their children, in some cases near the rest of their family, in other cases not. They did 

their own shopping, they bought their children clothes, they each paid for another woman 

to come to their house every week or two to clean. Each of them used a credit card for 

their everyday purchases, where they could, and several of them had taken out consumer 

loans to pay their credit cards when the balances came close to maximizing their card 

limits (a not uncommon tactic). And each of them consistently received financial 

assistance, specifically money to pay back their cards and loans, from other family 

members (in several cases this assistance was quite substantial, 25-50% of their salary, 

and in all cases the assistance was ongoing and consistent). 

For the most part, talk about debt entailed talk about children: 

When they're [her college-age boys] out with me, they know how I am. 
'Come on, mom, it's 6 interest-free payments!' It doesn't seem like that 
much then, you have half a year to pay it off, but of course we do it over 
and over. Clothes, clothes, shoes. They have to have them, so what can I 
do? 

For a few, it was about themselves: 

This way I can go to the sales, and buy the clothes I need for the year then. 
I can buy everything at once, and use the card. 

Here the credit cards are technologies that give an opportunity for saving money, 

by utilizing offers given by the stores and by the banks. "Interest-free payments", or 

atokes doseis (axoKeq doaeig), are found everywhere one turns while shopping in Athens. 

Signs advertising them hang above the registers in clothing stores, or are printed with 

exclamation points on banners in the windows of appliance stores. Upscale stores that 
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eschew these more blatant forms of advertising still ask "do you want payments?" if you 

hand a credit card over at the register. This was originally a program with Diners Card, a 

charge card where the balance must be paid in full at the end of each month, when they 

began to feel the competition from credit cards emerging in the market, and they made 

arrangements with some of the more exclusive and luxury retailers to extend the 

payments for a charge over a number of months. Banks issuing credit cards seized on the 

idea, and now it's ubiquitous in clothing stores, furniture stores, electronic stores, and so 

on, usually contingent on spending over a certain minimum. In other words, spend a 

hundred euro and get three interest-free payments, spend two hundred and get six 

payments, and so on. The stores actually bear the economic weight of the extension of 

free credit, because they receive their money from the banks in that number of payments 

as well. We see the illusory nature of that savings for the customer, however, pointed to 

in the first quote above; the debt doesn't get paid during the interest-free period, in her 

experience. Not for her. It is, however, the logic and rationale, the justification, for a 

certain type of spending for these individuals who see themselves as being in financial 

difficulty. They need to save money, but not having work-appropriate new clothes or not 

being able to buy their children what they want and need is not an option. 

The "sales" mentioned in the second quote occur twice a year, after the Christmas 

season in late January, and after the summer season in August. Each time they last for a 

month, and nearly every consumer good in the country is marked down 25-75% in price. 

Of course, many people profess that the stores raise their prices and then mark them 

down, so that people don't save as much as they think they are, but "good consumers" 



74 

understand the value of things and can't be tricked by such ploys. Again, large purchases 

made with credit cards during the period of sales, because of the discounts, can justified 

with a rationale of economy. 

The credit cards also allow these women to put the financial assistance from their 

family at a step removed from the actual purchasing. Alexandra, quoted above with the 

college-age sons, takes her boys shopping, buys them what they need, with her card. The 

acts of care, of being a good mother and indulging her boys when indulgence is called 

for, belong to her. Her father, from whom she receives money to assist with her bills, 

isn't directly taking care of her sons - she is. It's a subtle difference, but it seems to be 

significant, demonstrated in that in each instance I found the same fact. Each woman 

used credit cards to subsidize their income, and put the financial assistance from their 

family members towards that debt, instead of borrowing money from their family 

members beforehand. Borrowing directly from family members instead of from the bank 

would be the economically rational choice, but clearly the value placed on the autonomy 

allowed by cards makes their own method of managing their finances a more worthwhile 

choice. 

Thus, the repayment of debts as the manner of assistance, instead of gifts of 

clothes and other commodities, allows these women the practices of care for their 

children and household in a situation where their financial and practical ability to do so 

has been undermined by the loss of a husband. Thus, their households are not financially 

autonomous, but by using credit cards for their expenses they are able to spend as if they 

were autonomous. The fact that money was lent and given from family members to pay 
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for credit card bills, rather than meted out to pay for goods beforehand, allowed these 

women to spend on their own impulses, with cards in their own names, on their own 

timetables. 

The abstract and the everyday 

Does it matter that the economic unit of the household has walls more solid than 

the household in practice? That's a question that belongs to the realms of economic 

modeling, and models aren't meant to be reconstructions of the lived world. The 

calculation of "overindebtedness" belongs there too, as to what ratios of debt-to-income 

can be maintained with stability and without inhibiting the consumption practices that 

fuel economic growth; such a calculation is not created to analyze any one family's 

financial status. There are places, however, where economic abstraction and statistical 

representations confront the experiences of actual individuals: when various actors read 

such abstractions as depictions of everyday life, and when decisions (from policy to the 

personal) are based upon them. Daniel Miller, in his theory of Virtualism, calls this "the 

virtual moment" (Miller 2003; see also Miller 1998). I'll return to his theory more 

thoroughly in my discussion of inflation statistics later in the dissertation, but here I want 

to first look at the "household" as a unit of analysis. 

The usefulness of the household as an analytic term for anthropologists is a rather 

older debate. Donald Bender's 1967 article "A Refinement of the Concept of Household: 

Families, Co-Residence, and Domestic Functions" offers a review of the way the term 

was currently being distinguished (Bender 1967). Household is distinct from the kinship 
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term "family" in its focus on residency, but problematic in regard to whether co-residency 

or shared domestic functions outline who belongs to a household. His review makes 

clear that anthropologists find all sorts of combinations of groups that share domestic 

work but don't reside together, or reside together but are not pooling their economy or 

labor. Interestingly, he states that he knows of no ethnographic example "where families 

form residential but not domestic units, though it is certainly conceivable that such an 

arrangement could exist" (69). Someone familiar with Renee Hirschon's ethnography on 

Asia Minor refugees near Piraeus might call to mind the drawings she has in her text that 

illustrate how families over generations expanded their homes. These multi-generation 

families, as they grew, carved out multiple domestic units all within the same crowded 

house, each with its own cooking area, under the same roof. Dividing rooms, digging 

basements, building extensions: these families were not simply creating more rooms 

within the residence, but creating more households (in its local definition) within the 

same house. The importance of the independent cooking area for each household 

suggests this most strongly; the household is a spatially distinct space, marked by this 

feature of domestic life of great import both for the care of the family and for the 

demonstration a woman's skill as a nikokyra thorough cooking. Assistance in food 

preparation and the sharing of cooked foods between households are both things that 

Hirschon finds prevalent (as I also found food sharing to be), but the sharing of domestic 

work does not threaten the distinct outlines of the conceptual household itself. 

This phenomenon that Hirschon describes demonstrates the normative importance 

of a conceptually distinct household for a couple, and it may follow that there is also 
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normative importance of "a couple" to the concept of the household. The divorced and 

widowed women that I interviewed used bank credit as a method of maintaining their 

ability to run their own household in their own style, with the duties of shopping and 

provisioning carried out in practice by themselves, and sought financial assistance for 

such shopping one step removed from the practices themselves, for the debt that the 

shopping created. Looking at this household as a distinct economic unit, however, fails 

to recognize the informal financial assistance that comes from the extended family, and 

additionally the fact that this household has a stronger moral right to financial resources 

that reside in the extended family than other siblings may. It also underestimates thus the 

actual debt that belonging to the generation of these women's parents; individuals who 

don't have loans or credit cards in their own names, but who have responsibilities for 

others who do. 

I have here, implicitly in my discussion, replicated another assumption that both 

the Greek concept of the nikokyrio and the orthodox economic concept of the household 

both maintain: the household is unitary. That is, it functions as a cohesive unit, with 

shared resources and shared goals. In fact, closer analysis suggests in practice that 

households can be broken down into smaller units with potentially conflicting interests. 

Feminist economists have offered this critique, showing that individuals within 

households may have differing standards of living (Cantillon and Nolan 2001), and 

different economic positions (Folbre 1986). This idea goes against the ideal of the 

nikokyrio, itself based on a construction of heterosexual marriage as a relationship of 
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complementarity (argued to be so here: Salamone 1987; critiqued as masking an 

asymmetrical relationship here: Cowan 1990). Yet, use of credit technologies like credit 

cards tracks such fragmentations within the "unit" of the nikokyrio Loans and cards may 

be shared by a married couple, or they may be individual.33 And although the moral logic 

of the household in Greece dictates that resources are shared, we've already seen that 

certain monies, like dowries or gambling debts, tend to cling to one partner over the other 

more strongly. So credit cards too become a place where consumables are shuffled and 

maneuvered between shared and individual responsibility. 

Katerina Arvanitaki and Maria Stratigaki's early look at credit card use, focusing 

on bank employees who received credit cards through their employment (Arvanitaki and 

Stratigaki 1994), gives one example. They found that the employed women they spoke 

with often put what could be thought of as "family expenses" like children's clothing or 

household goods onto their personal cards, if they were items their husband might not 

agree with. Along with these they also purchased things they identified as personal 

items, like clothing, cosmetics, and jewelry, and stressed that they used the card because 

it freed them from having to justify or account for their purchases to their spouse. The 

fact that the card made it possible to spread the payments out over time made it easier to 

absorb such purchases into the budget without much disruption, and payments could be 

deducted directly out of their own bank accounts, where their salaries would be 

deposited. Such secrecy was not without its risks, however; they mention one employee 

who feared her husband would divorce her, and win custody of their children, if her 

33 Here's another point where the normativity of the heterosexual married couple is 
reinforced: only immediate family members can be placed on the same credit card 
account. 
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excessive debt were ever to come out into the open.34 

They also found that in couples who shared common expenses, but paid 

individually for personal expenses, women ended up paying for goods that theoretically 

belonged to the household, but which were deemed unnecessary by their husband. 

Another women complained that her husband would fail to purchase his own necessities, 

leaving her to put it on her own card eventually. In the end, we have one household and 

two different credit profiles, with one spouse potentially more indebted than the other or 

less able to keep up on payments, and secrecy enforcing the distinction. 

Who to blame? 

In the decade that has passed from the time that Arvanitaki and Stratigaki 

conducted their research, more stores now accept credit cards, spending limits on those 

cards have raised dramatically, and there are now special offers given by banks and 

retailers to encourage their use (co-branded cards that offer cash back, cards that collect 

bonus points) in places that their bank employee informants weren't using them, like 

grocery stores. In other words, the potential for large amounts of debt, quickly acquired, 

has increased dramatically. I'll talk later in this dissertation about my own findings 

relating to shopping and spending habits with consumer credit products, but for my 

argument here, it's this aspect of credit card use that my own informants would point to 

34 This also mirrors a credit practice that predates the credit card era, that of the 
installment trader. These door-to-door salesmen offered household goods on an 
installment plan, with no formal paperwork. This enabled the housewives who 
answered his knock to immediately acquire goods, "and, by deft management of her 
housekeeping allowance from his [her husband's] weekly wage, to do so 'without the 
husband knowing'" (Arvanitaki and Stratigaki 1994, 69). The credit card extends this 
practice into a larger world of goods, and into a new geography of shopping space. 



when lamenting the damage done to Greek families (and Greek society by extension). 

The easy satisfaction of desires was causally linked to an entire litany of moral ills: 

divorce, spoiled children, financial ruin, families breaking apart, and so on. Indeed, a 

great amount of social change has occurred in Greece concurrent with the rise of credit 

card use, and I'm sure if I'd been doing research on another technology that's developed at 

the same time, like television, I'd be hearing the same causal links. Consumer credit is an 

icon for the problems of contemporary social change for a large variety of reasons that I 

discuss throughout this text. Its individualizing aspects, allowing one the freedom to 

spend autonomously without recourse to spouse or parent, challenges the ideals of the 

household and family unity. Ideals, of course, not realities, but because it's a thing, a 

product, a plastic card, and a symbol of change, it collects blame easily. 

To return to generational differences, what I found in my research was a picture 

of a "younger generation" acquiring bank debt, and an "older generation" both free and 

wary of it, but with the older generation morally obligated to the younger for assistance. 

I use these generational distinctions not out of my own analysis, but drawing from the 

way my own informants made these distinctions. The "older generation," those people 

who stereotypically never trust banks, think owing money is a moral bad, who are 

"traditional" (with both its negative and its positive connotations, depending), are those 

who came of age around the civil war era, who were adults in the beginnings of the era of 

massive urbanization. The "younger generation" is their children. I also found many 

people, however, who age-wise belong to the younger generation but who refer to their 
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own values regarding banks and consumption as "traditional," In this was an implicit (or 

on many occasions went on to be explicit) criticism of consumer credit, and a 

presentation of themselves as preserving ideas and morals they identify as a heritage of 

some kind. Given the low penetration of consumer credit in Greece compared with the 

rest of the European Union (Greece's outstanding consumer credit per inhabitant was 888 

euro in 2002 and 1,545 euro in 2004, while the Eurozone's average was 1,696 euro and 

1,879 euro respectively), there are indeed a lot of people who don't use it: because they 

don't qualify, they don't feel they need it, or they make a moral choice about it as 

described above. But given the rates of increase of consumer credit as the market has 

liberalized, been more readily available and more aggressively advertised, its 

suggestiveness as a generational marker makes sense (compare Greece's 37% increase in 

outstanding consumer credit per inhabitant in 2004 to Spain's 10%, Italy's 14%, and 

Portugal's 4%).35 

Heather Paxson makes a very similar generational distinction when distinguishing 

between differing attitudes towards motherhood: this older generation belongs to the 

"ethic of service" I mention earlier in this chapter, and the younger belongs to an "ethnic 

of choice" that is distinct. "Under an emergent ethic of choice, women's virtues of 

service and sacrifice are weighed against newly available virtues of self-determination 

and autonomy" (Paxson 2004; 35). Just as abortion (and emergent family planning 

35 Greece's high rate of increase, when discussed in the Bank of Greece's annual reports, 
is usually tempered by mentioning Greece's lower numbers in relation to the E.U. 
average, with the implication that the high rate of increase is a "catching up," and that 
the market has room to grow. That Greece can, or will, or should approach the E.U. 
average is thus presented as a future given. All figures are from Eurostat, 
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat. 

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat
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practices) are the technologies that enable her informants to determine for themselves the 

shape and quality of their lives, without dependency on what fate, nature, or God has 

handed out, so consumer credit technologies also enable a realm of choice and self-

determination without dependency on what fate, paychecks, or God has filled their wallet 

with. Consumerism is a crucial element in the lives of these younger women that Paxson 

studies, in their roles as mothers, and I'll elaborate further on her "ethic of choice" in my 

chapter on shopping. 

In my preliminary research, I was speaking with people who were revolving 

between two and seven thousand euro in consumer debt, and who had been directed to 

me by other friends and informants as "someone really in debt" or "someone who really 

uses cards and loans." The cap imposed by the Bank of Greece for a consumer's credit 

line was from 3,000 euro (originally) to 10,000 euro (during the process of liberalization) 

during this period of time. While writing this dissertation, in contrast, I found myself 

serving as informal debt counselor to friends and acquaintances who were twenty, thirty, 

fifth thousand euro in debt from credit cards; the credit line cap was removed completely 

in June of 2003. I accompanied one acquaintance who went to the bank to apply for a 

consolidation loan (a type of loan not in existence when I started this research), and he 

expressed to me the impression it made on him that the bank employee didn't even blink 

when he told her how much he owed. "She must hear that all the time! What's 

happening?" 

In the ideal of the family, there is a free flow of assistance in labor, funds, goods, 

food, and so on between households, as need is perceived, with the greatest moral 
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obligations lying between the households of parents and their children. Anything that 

threatens that flow threatens the ability of family members to ideally express their 

affection, to perform their roles in a satisfying way. Ti krima (xi Kpifja), what a shame, 

what a pity, to be unable to assist a child in need. And children with 20,000 euro in credit 

card debt are difficult indeed to assist. 

Blame can fall within the family, for the accumulation of such debt or the lack of 

resources to repay it. The "ethic of service" that Paxson describes dictates, for fathers as 

well as mothers, that parents help their children with their debt however they can. But 

when that debt is the result of "selfish" spending, of participating in a consumerism that is 

focused on fashioning the self, the debt is seen as coming from an activity that goes 

against that ethic of service. It puts the two generations in conflict, the parents helping 

and the children being helped. This is the "spoiled" generation, I was told by several 

informants criticizing consumer debt. This critique came in two parts: first, that these 

people had been spoiled by their parents who had sacrificed so greatly for them that they 

created selfishness, and second, that their spoiling prevented these people from caring 

properly for their own children, whom they instead treated like commodities. This was 

put forward as a breakdown of the "Greek family" (itself a nostalgic ideal), symbolized 

by these individuals who put their entire families at economic risk because of their 

individual and individualizing activity. Individuals formed by an environment that 

encourages and assists them to do so, as I will discuss further in the next chapter. 

Blame can also fall outside the family as well. Many people fall into debt through 

an illness, the loss of a job, or other sudden change of circumstances. I saw a great 
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number fall into debt during that vulnerable period of time when they first left their 

parents' households and tried to begin their own. In such cases, debt was another 

example, like rising prices and high unemployment, of a general state of economic 

difficulty that the current government, or the previous government, or the European 

Union, could be faulted for. The changeover from the drachma to the euro in 2001 

brought with it what many people experienced as rapid and catastrophic price increases, 

despite the relatively low inflation rates reported by the government. Public attention 

turned to the cost of living, from the level of casual conversation to the level of organized 

protest and consumer boycotts. The increasing use of consumer credit during this period 

of time was linked in the minds of many people I talked with; it was hard to talk about 

debt without talking about rising prices. Given the social taboo that I'd witnessed 

previously among informants, acquaintances, and friends against complaining in public 

about prices and costs while in the act of spending, it was a shock suddenly to see people 

loudly going over menu prices in restaurants, calculating the price increase of the dishes 

from the year previous. I'll elaborate on this social change further on. 

There is also a third place that blame can fall, and this is in the relationship 

between banks and their customers. Some of my informants blamed the banks for being 

predatory and crafty; some of them blamed the indebted for being "stupid" and failing to 

protect themselves against such craftiness. It is indeed the case that the introduction of 

new retail products by banks has introduced the need for a level of financial literacy 

beyond the previous experience of most individuals who don't work with money as a 

commodity for a living. Consumer credit is a technology that requires a very specific 
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way of thinking about money, time, and the self, and this is also a topic receiving further 

study in this dissertation. 
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Chapter 3 - Neighborhoods 

Each neighborhood in Athens that you wander through has its own character. It's 

not something that's easy for the outsider to see: the view of the city from the Acropolis 

or Lycabetus Hill is impressive in its uniformity, not its variety. The white and gray 

buildings fill the Attic basin like a crystalline salt formation, encroaching the 

mountainsides that ring the city, and spilling down to the sea. Broken here and there by 

small islands of green, or nearby sites of antiquities, the major effect is of overwhelming 

similar angles of concrete and stone. It seems every travelogue or description of the city 

is required by custom to find a new way to describe that view of homogeneous sprawl; 

salt's my favorite. 

The neighborhoods themselves, though, when you descend from that view are 

different enough. The differences are shaded by socio-economic status, by historical 

events, by influxes of immigration (from the population exchange with now-Turkey in 

1923 to the current emerging enclaves of Chinese or Senegalese immigrants), and so on. 

Sometimes they are variations you can see as you walk (the types of cars parked up onto 

the sidewalks lining the neighborhood streets), while at other times they're distinctions 

that one must know the history of the local topography in order to recognize. The strong 

sense of local identity associated with these neighborhoods has been depicted by each 

ethnographer who has written about Athens: Faubion's Kolonaki, Hirschon's Kokkinia, 

Panourgia's Zographou, Paxson's Pangrati. 

For all this variation, however, most of the city is marked in a similar way by the 
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rapid urbanization that occurred in Greece in the 1960s and onwards. Apartment 

buildings, usually 3-6 stories tall, with a central entrance, balconies wherever possible, 

sliding metal shutters on the windows and glass doors, in shades of mostly beige or gray 

or beige-ish-gray, are the overwhelmingly dominant type of residence (hence that 

Acropolis view). Their proliferation was financed to a great degree through what's called 

antiparohi fiavTiTtapô cn): the owner of a single family dwelling (or of a plot of land) was 

approached by a developer, who contracted that owner to sign over the land in exchange 

for several apartments in the building that the developer would then build on it.36 This is 

a particularly good deal in a society where the close residence of extended family 

members is a moral and practical good, where children (particularly daughters) are given 

apartments when possible by their parents when they marry, and where multi-

generational assistance and reliance within the family makes up for insufficient state 

provisions in both pensions and childcare, as I've discussed in the last chapter. Even 

when residency wasn't established through such a deal, extended families often choose to 

live very near. Certain neighborhoods in the city may also be associated with other 

regions in Greece, as villagers who moved to Athens utilized as a resource co-villagers 

who moved there first, though to speak of villagers "migrating" to the city suggests a 

permanent movement, while in fact many ethnographers have shown such residence 

patterns to be fluid between these two spaces, challenging any rigid urban/rural dweller 

dichotomy (Costa 1988; Dubisch 1977; Friedl 1962; Seremetakis 1991; Sutton 1983; 

36 This practice was still found during the time of this dissertation research, although a 
new government law requiring that new building and real estate sales be taxed with the 
Value Added Tax of 19%, effective in 2006, may reduce the economic incentive to 
finance building in this way (Siomopoulos 2005). 
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Sutton 1994). 

This type of apartment building, with minor variations, covers most of the city. 

Wealthier suburbs are less dense and contain more single family homes or smaller 

apartment buildings, where both money and building codes have discouraged density 

(especially towards the north), and certain traditional working-class suburbs also retain 

older single family homes, as less desirable areas for development (especially towards the 

west). The very newest construction towards the outer suburbs (as the city sprawls in its 

growth every outwards) does have a slightly different aesthetic; these tortes (xopxeq), or 

fancy cakes, tend towards light peaches, pinks, and yolky yellows, and have a bit more 

greenery around their foundations than those in the city's center. Many suburbs were 

once towns and villages spatially distinct from the city, but developed during the period 

of urbanization, and many developed even further by the population move towards the 

suburbs from the 80s onwards, as families left the dense city center for the slightly 

greener neighborhoods that ring it. Many dense urban center neighborhoods exhibit a 

mixing of socio-economic classes where the empty spaces left behind by a suburbanizing 

middle class are filled by new immigrant families (Leontidou 1990; Maloutas 2001). 

Both center and suburb neighborhoods, however, feature a similar co-mingling of 

residential and retail space in their streets. This is a major characteristic of the 

neighborhood as it has developed in Athens to this point, and crucial to any discussion of 

consumption. 

Many of these apartment building I've described house the office of a 

professional or two on a lower floor, advertised with a metal plaque: a doctor, lawyer, 
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accountant. Some of these are also basement level micro-scale industries, not meant to 

draw sidewalk traffic; my own block in the neighborhood Pangrati has an upholsterer, a 

small clothing manufacturer, an appliance refurbisher, and a ceramic dental model 

manufacturer, all visible through windows level with the ground. Others have small 

specialty stores on the main floor: carpets, pharmacy, vegetables, photo developing, 

paint, candy, shoes, or perhaps a mini-market of convenience items. The shop entrance is 

removed from the main residential entrance, and the storefront walls are glass. The 

owner of the shop, or some member of the family, sits by the register, watches television, 

chats with neighbors who come by, and makes sales (usually using the register to produce 

a legal receipt that records the transaction, but perhaps just opening the drawer and 

making change sans receipt). I've very rarely heard someone refer to a shop as being 

their husband's, wife's, or parents'; in the immediate family, "we" have a shop. 

These stores can be found scattered on corners or mid-street here and there 

throughout densely residential sections, but you'll find them one after another in rows in 

certain areas that serve as consumption-centers to the neighborhood. It might be the 

streets bordering aplateia (a public square), or along a slightly more major thoroughfare. 

An article published in 1980 about Athenian neighborhoods from the Journal of Ekistics 

depicts them as looking like cells from one's biology textbook (Athens Center of Ekistics 

1980). In the center of the cell is a nucleus of commercial consumption activity, say, a 

plateia with a bakery, a fruit market, and a number of other small stores. Within a five-

minute walking-radius of that nucleus are the residences of the people who frequent those 

stores. At five minutes you're on the outer boundary of that cell and the beginning of a 
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new one, with a different commercial center nucleus. Such daily commercial activity 

space is defined then by walked distances; these small cells together in groups make up 

larger neighborhoods. Although it's been a quarter century since that article was written, 

it's clear today that the space and movements of people described in 1980 still map out in 

neighborhoods and consumption spaces today. There are also, however, additional 

centers of consumption, and new types of stores, that are affecting those nuclei. Retail 

has been changing in Greece, and thus consumption has been as well. 

What are these small, family-owned stores like? To call them "Mom and Pop" 

stores would be to evoke a nostalgia in an American reader that's not quite appropriate, 

because they remain a strong part of the variety of consumption practices one finds in 

Athens. Think of a small space, with products packed onto shelves that line the walls. 

Much of it might be inaccessible, behind a counter. Most often it's not a space for 

browsing, for looking, on your own. 

For example: I go to my pet store in my neighborhood, and I bring my dog. The 

owner invites me to sit down in the folding chair next to his counter. I do so; he talks to 

the dog; he offers me a coffee; and we chat for a few minutes about how my dog's doing. 

I eventually get around to telling him I need dog food, and he asks me which kind; it's in 

an aisle beside me, but piled in a way that only he seems to know how it's organized. 

After he gets it, I point out a few dog chews from the wall behind him that I'd like to 

purchase, and grab a few more myself from the display in the front of the counter too. He 

gives my dog a cookie. I get up to pay for my things, counting out the paper bills and 

several euro coins; he throws in an extra rawhide shoe into the blue plastic bag and tells 
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my dog that it's a present for her. We say our goodbyes and I go. There's a space behind 

the fish tanks where there are dog toys and leashes, but I don't go back there and wander 

around unless there's something specific that I want. I've never seen anybody wandering 

around in there, looking at the fish foods or the plastic plants. They stand (or sit) at the 

front, tell the owner what they're looking for, and he gets it for them. 

At the lingerie store too, I tell the woman sitting at the small counter with the cash 

register what I'm looking for. She finds me a pair of fuchsia tights in a box from a huge 

stack of similar boxes in the corner. The walls are covered with shelves of drawers full 

of plastic envelopes holding underwear and pantyhose, with socks on display dangling 

from the handles. A row of plastic legs wearing lacy hose point their toes at the ceiling 

from the top shelf. The front window is full of lace nighties and bright lace bras and 

panty sets, with the prices handwritten on little cards sitting next to them, giving me an 

idea of what fills the drawers on the shelves, and what's hanging from the cluttered 

clothing rack at the very back of the store, a rack I'm dissuaded from browsing through 

by the boxes piled in front of it. 

At the small electronic appliances store I look at the few phones they have in 

stock in the window, amid the irons, clock radios, sandwich toasters, and dusty cassette 

recorders; she finds a cordless model for me under the display. I hand over some papers 

to the man running the one photocopy machine in the small store that also sells cigarettes, 

newspapers, and gum; I come back for them that afternoon. In the yarn store where I buy 

knitting wool I linger in front of the skeins cubbied in square wooden shelves set into the 

wall - they know me there, and know I like to stand and think - but the woman next to 
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me gets reprimanded for haphazardly handing the balls of yarn without assistance. She is 

told, "we don't do that here." 

The profit margins at these small stores are minimal. It's common for households 

to have multiple sources of income beyond the store, and credit is available from 

suppliers (Bennison and Boutsouki 1995). Strict accounting practices are also not a 

hallmark of these enterprises. By this I don't mean that they are particularly or unusually 

lawless; rather, they have available to them a cultural ethos where if it's possible to not 

pay full taxes to the government, you might be considered foolish not to take advantage 

of that fact. Herzfeld has noted in Rethemnos that the fines for tax evasions and other 

small illegalities in small enterprises are anticipated and calculated into balance sheets, 

for few can afford not to take such risks (Herzfeld 1991; 39).37 

Tradition governing store hours (and in some cases law) protects these operations: 

closing early afternoon Monday through Saturday, reopening Tuesday, Thursday, and 

Friday evenings for a few hours, closed on Sundays. Such hours allow many small 

operations to avoid hiring additional employees. Advertised discounts and sales are also 

governed by law; there is a set season, from mid-July through August and from mid-

January through February, when stores may advertise discounts, as I mentioned in the last 

chapter. These small shops, family-run, with very few employees, characterize the 

majority of Greek retailing until the 1990s; economic growth in the country to that point 

was translated into more and more small shops meeting consumption needs and providing 

investment outlets, rather than an average increase in shop sizes (Bennison and Boutsouki 

37 Evasion of the Value Added Tax, the state tax on goods and services, has been 
estimated to be as high as 45% of VAT revenues (Agapitos 1999). 
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1995). "We are a nation of shopkeepers, as the saying goes," I was told by a planning 

director at a former state bank, explaining to me why credit cards weren't widely accepted 

at many Greek retail stores. "Many many small shops." However, a very rapid 

liberalization of the retail market after 1990, with the legalization of part-time labor, 

removal of many price controls, and the extension of opening hours, encouraged the 

entrance of international retailers and the development of larger retail spaces (Bennison 

and Boutsouki 1995; Kouremenos and Avlonitis 1995).38 

Instead of going to the little store a few blocks away from my home when I want 

to buy new tights, then, I might decide to go to a larger chain store. A little further away 

from me, along a busy street, joined by other clothing stores that have multiple clerks 

roaming among racks of clothes, is a space that invites the customer to come in and take a 

walk around. The aesthetic is different: the goods are there to be seen, to entertain in 

their display. The practice is also different: one walks, searches, carried along a path by 

the layout of the store but also by personal vicissitude that draws the eye and hand to 

certain colors, lengths, textures. 

In this type of shopping, most of the work, the searching and the selecting, is done 

by the shopper, not an employee of the shop. It is work constructed by many who do it as 

a leisure pastime. It is also work constructed by many theorists of shopping and 

consumption as creative work done on the production of the self (Campbell 1987; Falk 

1994) or work by which individuals express the ideal of the relationship they have with 

38 Such changes did not occur unchallenged by small business owners, or unheeded as 
encouraging unfair competition on the part of the larger stores, and current steps 
towards further liberalization have stalled; a 2005 bill that would have taken control of 
retail hours of operation from the hands of local municipalities was eventually tabled 
due to resistance. 
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those family and friends they shop for (Miller 1988). "Shopping therapy," or "Shopping 

therapia" (Ospania) it's also called in Athens (usually never translated into the Greek 

word psonia (ycbvva), for shopping) refers to this type of shopping, a phrase used 

occasionally by informants to talk about shopping trips (often in a rather tongue-in-cheek 

manner). It's posed as an antidote or relief to the "stress" of urban life and work (another 

word that has entered the Greek lexicon as is: orpeg). 

This type of retail store, one that entertains, one that does not necessarily require 

that a person even purchases anything, one that brings goods and trends from centers of 

production a world away, one that's associated by the locals as a feature of modernity 

(with all of its positive and negative valents), is a symbol of globalization, both for 

theorists of shopping and for my informants as well. And although such stores are not 

new in Athens at all, they're proliferated in number and in variety of price range to a great 

degree over these past two decades, and are referred to by many Athenians as marking a 

change in the city, and in social life as well. Athens' first consumption-intensive zones 

made of up stores almost exclusively of this style, intermingled with stylish coffee 

shop/bar establishments (/cafeteria), were built in the early 1980s, located in the suburb-

towns of Glyfada (on the coast and tinged with American-ness because of the U.S. 

military base there at the time) and Kifissia (a northern suburb that was once a center of 

wealthy summer villas). This aesthetic, to varying degrees and with varying 

personalities, can now be found in retail zones in any given neighborhood in the city.39 

391 should note here that multi-story "mall" structures have never challenged these 
consumption zones that are mostly streets of shops densely clustered, but very recently 
several indoor malls have been built to much fanfare and with much interest from 
international retail chains (the largest in Athens literally named "The Mall") (Madden 
2005). 
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Spending 

The anthropological study of consumption started to solidify in the 1970s and 

rapidly gained strength in the 1980s, for the most part leaving behind a production-based 

focus that would consider consumers as manipulated ends in an economic system. 

Interestingly, this corresponds with the apex of the "consumer movement" in the U.S., 

France, and U.K., the sites where much of the theory to which I refer was produced; I 

don't think that it's a coincidence that a popular understanding of consumption as 

potentially infused with political meaning and social import, and the figure the consumer 

as a person certain powers, certain rights, and certain vulnerabilities (the Nader effect in 

the U.S., so to speak), were part of the cultural landscape that these theorists belonged to 

(Cohen 2003; Hilton 2005). It's a well-established realm of anthropological study at 

present, and no longer do authors of studies about shopping feel the need to spend their 

first pages arguing for the legitimacy of the topic as a subject of serious academic 

attention. 

Much of anthropology's contribution to the study of consumption has focused on 

the meaning of objects, in how they express and replicate cultural categories (Bourdieu 

1984; Douglas and Isherwood 1979; Sahlins 1976), or in how individuals themselves 

imbue them with meaning (Miller 1987). There's also a return and a renewal of the 

attention to circulating objects that we find in the classic work of Mauss and Malinowski, 

where there is an attempt to go beyond just the moment of consumer choice or the 

moment of consumption, and follow these objects in the trajectories of their own social 
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lives (Appadurai 1986). It's possible to excavate a path back to the context of their 

production, a site usually alienated from the object's meaning as a consumable, and such 

work illuminates relationships between these two sites that may be completely unknown 

to the producers and the consumers themselves, and may additionally carry with it a 

moral critique about the impact of a consumer society (Wilk 2001). 

The moral arguments for consumers themselves about a consumer society may 

only occasionally be related to the types of arguments made by academics. A concern for 

the origins of one's commodities can be a new responsibility for the consumer, 

knowledge that must be discovered and managed to successfully negotiate the world of 

goods for health, safety, or ethical reasons. In Greece, scares about the quality of new, 

cheaply imported goods ("Three Dead from Chinese Clothing Iron") or falsified origin 

documentation on foodstuffs aren't just concerns about foreign substances invading and 

polluting the national market (on levels literal and metaphorical), but are also morality 

tales about the failure of consumers to gain the information necessary to consume 

properly. Managing such risks become responsibilities of the consumer. 

Looking at shopping practices alone can reveal very little about the connections 

between the sites of consumption and any other moments in the life of a commodity; 

indeed, this dissertation has not and does not deal ethnographically with commodities and 

their meanings as social objects at all, other than in those moments when retail banking 

services could be considered commodities. Further, relating to my description above 

about the changes in Greek retailing, Miller has noted that changes in a local market 

caused by the entree of "destination" retail spaces (like malls, or "hypermarkets" lying on 
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the outskirts of the city) can't necessarily be uncovered either through looking at the 

shopping practices of the individuals who come to utilize them (Miller 2001). In line 

with this, I do not attempt to speak to the retail changes in Athens's retail marketplace on 

a level meaningful to an economist or student of marketing. 

At the start of this chapter I've described two different ends of the spectrum in 

styles of retail store: the small, cluttered, personal, local shop on the one hand, and the 

airy bright outlet of global consumerism on the other. For my informants, however, 

shopping required spending time in both kinds of spaces, and for those who took pride in 

their shopping prowess, knowing when to try the branded chain store and when to go to 

"their" shoe guy (with his tiny shop on a side street) is a demonstration of skill. Even in 

the realms of the huge supermarket (like the French chain Carre Four), or home goods 

and hardware store (like the German chain Praktiker), the huge chains have not 

decimated the small produce store, open market stall, butcher, hardware/paint shop, and 

so on at this point in the Greek marketplace.40 Needs and time available draw consumers 

to both. 

There is another type of distinction, however, between the micro-enterprise small 

shops and these large retail chain stores. It's one that often gets overlooked from social 

studies of shopping, retailing, and consumerism, as essential as it is to those activities. 

This distinction is the manner in which people are able to spend money in these stores. 

The way one pays can have a variety of effects on consumption, in quantity (expanding 

one's financial ability to consume), in speed (effecting the time it takes to make a 

40 Though it remains a continuous concern on the part of the various small business 
associations that they will do so, exemplified by the predictions for ruin by them in the 
press each time another step of liberalization in retail regulations is announced.. 
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transaction), and in quality (effecting the relationship between the consumer and the 

place of purchase). The differences between cash, plastic, or other credit payment play a 

large role in the meanings of the transactions, and thus are embedded in the significances 

of consumption as well. 

For example, one of my informants, Maria, described to me how her credit card 

allowed her to buy an expensive watch while she was away on a business trip. As she 

told me the story, I first thought that she meant the card allowed her to purchase 

something at a time when she wouldn't have had cash with her, or when she didn't have 

that much money in general. But she clarified, no, it's not about having the cash. It's that 

if she'd had the cash, how could she have spent it on a watch like that? It was nearly 

300,000 drachmas, almost 900 euro in other words. As she put it, "I'd have to count it 

out there, ten thousand, twenty thousand, thirty thousand - how could I do that, I would 

have cried!" Somehow, counting out the money would have caused her to realize the 

amount she was spending in a way that using her Visa allowed her to avoid. The 

counting of the money was something that would occur at a vague future point. 

Somehow, in this style of spending, time and money are not objectively measured: the 

swiping of the plastic card eludes them both. 

Maria was one of the first individuals I interviewed during my research, someone 

I knew socially who let me "practice" on her to figure out what I was doing. She took me 

shopping to show me "where to go" in Athens, not just for my research it became clear, 

but also to steer me personally towards a more Athenian style of dress. We consistently 

used credit cards as we shopped; she usually taking advantage of the multiple interest-
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free payments available on her Greek cards, while I had meanwhile made it a habit to try 

to use a credit card wherever I went, to get a sense of where it was usual and where it was 

not. Plastic money was consistently easy to use in these stores; the cashier never needed 

help from a manager, the card readers were usually electronic, and the readers were 

located at the register itself. It could take a while for the charge to be approved (waiting 

for 1-4 minutes was not unusual), but one stepped to the side to let the next customer ring 

up her items, until the credit card machine printed the receipt for signature. 

Maria is also the perfect example of one common style of bank debt I would come 

to see often in my research. She was a young professional, 27 years old, and had decided 

with her last promotion that she would leave her parents' household and rent her own 

apartment. Her father had a barber shop, her mother worked in an upscale furniture store, 

and her brother was attending school in England with their parents' assistance. Maria's 

job required that she spent a decent portion of her income on her wardrobe and on 

evenings out with work friends, but she told me that she was reluctant to be too much of a 

drain on her parents' resources, because her brother needed their help more. And clearly, 

as I sat down with her in her kitchen one afternoon to go over her credit card statements 

together, she didn't have an idea of how she was going to pay off the money she'd spent 

to decorate her apartment, or how much it cost her to live every month. 

As a salaried employee, Maria didn't have a problem getting credit cards, and a 

loan for her appliances, and then another loan (marketed as a "vacation loan") to pay off 

part of her credit card debt. Because such a considerable percentage of the country is 

self-employed, or is employed on a contract basis (allowing the employer to avoid most 



100 

of the labor laws and insurance payments applicable to full time employees), an 

individual who has opened a bank account connected with their salary (essentially a 

direct deposit account) is often offered preferential credit products from their bank. Civil 

servants, whose continuous employment is virtually guaranteed, are a particularly favored 

class of client. Even those who work in other industries, however, like Maria, are 

considered good credit risks by the banks if they are salaried. 

Her debt was the equivalent of just under 6,000 euro; this was also during the 

period of time where there was a cap on how much consumer credit one could get from a 

bank, and she was not close to reaching that cap. But there was growing dismay on her 

face when we went through the bank bills that she brought out for me and that we spread 

across the kitchen table, as I asked her to narrate to me what the various charges and cash 

withdrawals were for. In telling the story of her spending, we were essentially counting 

up the charges, adding up the debt; an arithmetic she had explicitly been able to avoid, 

apparently, by never laying them all out like this. She was surprised; she looked angry; 

she asked me if I thought it looked bad; she walked away to the refrigerator to grab us 

another large beer to share; she laughed as she walked back to me and said "And I need 

to buy a car!" 

Maria was spending money in essentially the same style as the work-friends who 

surrounded her, but without parental subsidy or additional income sources. This moment 

of becoming indebted at a change of one's position in life — leaving the parental home, 

having a child, losing a job « is hardly specific to Greece. Maria's uncertainty as to how 

serious her debt might be was an indicator of how new bank debt was at that moment 
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both to her and to Greek society, to be sure; was 6,000 euro too much to owe a bank, or 

was that normal? In fact, her debt would grow considerably over the next few years that I 

knew her, financing several large trips she argued to be her last chance to travel before 

she got married and had children, and then supplementing her parents' budget for her 

wedding when she decided to marry. Those years also saw her experience in 

comprehending, and re-arranging, her bank bills grow; when consumer refinancing loans 

were introduced to the credit market she shopped around with a financial literacy much 

more acute than the one she displayed looking through her bills that day in her kitchen 

with me, and she called me several times for my opinion on credit products, not asking 

me what she should do, but wanting validation of the choices she'd made based on her 

own research. 

This story illustrates the double-sided relationship that consumer credit seems to 

have with personal accounting. On the one hand, by furnishing their credit card 

customers with a monthly credit card statement, banks provide an objective accounting of 

a consumption history, as well as future repayment possibilities. A date. The name of 

the store. The amount of money charged. The next date. The next store. The next 

amount of money. The total. The finance charges. The balance carried over from last 

month. The minimum payment due. This statement is all at once a budget, a calendar, a 

list, a story, a trigger for memories. It measures consumption and the passage of time as 

a series of discrete events, in a linear and rationalized fashion, 1 then 2 then 3. It offers 

the customer the ability to experience their consumption in that same linear temporal 

fashion. To reduce it to a line on the page, a date and an amount. An opportunity to 



manage it, to expenence it in a particular way. As the market developed, advertisements 

encouraged consumers to pay attention to the interest rates they were paying on their 

debt, and to get their finances "in order" through consolidation loans and card offers ("ev 

zd&i" is literally the name of one product for this purpose from Eurobank). This 

orderliness is something that the paper documents (and later the electronic documents of 

internet banking) make possible. 

On the other hand, credit money (in the form of credit cards, for instance) can be a 

technology that allows the consumer not to account, or even count at all (as in Maria's 

description of buying her watch), when they shop. This image of a person carefully 

counting their money out to pay for something, bill by bill or coin by coin, conjures the 

tsigounis (taiyyouvrii;), a stingy person. The ethnographic literature on Greece contains 

many examples of the necessity of, when socially appropriate, spending one's resources 

publicly (monetary and otherwise) with the appearance of not counting the cost: in the 

extension of hospitality, at ritual functions, in the celebration of one's good mood. In 

some instances, paying with a credit card might damage the good impression made by 

generous spending, in places where credit cards hadn't yet reached common use and thus 

carried the suggestion that their user didn't have any other money (for example, in certain 

styles of dining establishment). In other instances, where a credit card could pass as a 

convenience, it can facilitate a spending style that avoids the negative connotations of 

having to appear to care about how much one is spending. 

Bessy was recommended to me as a "real consumer" whom I should speak with. 

She used that expression to describe herself as well, "a real consumer." For her that 



meant that she had a love of shopping, of things, destined to decorate her self, her home, 

and her young daughter. She also explained it as a certain style of shopping: "I want to 

go from that dress, to shoes, to that bag, you understand?" She described to me a 

shopping style of inspired spontaneity, of a creative flow. This was explicitly what 

appealed to hear about her credit cards, in that she didn't have to worry about how much 

money she had with her at that moment, that she didn't have to "count." "There's misery 

in counting your money like that," implying that being limited by cash in her wallet 

would disallow her from letting taste, mood, and opportunity lead her from one object to 

the next, dress-shoes-bag. I've used the word "misery" above as the translation for the 

Greek word miseria (juiCepia), but the English word has somewhat lost in common usage 

the strong overtones of poverty and connotations of miserliness that the Greek word 

carries. 

Ironically, I spoke with Bessy just months after the switch from the drachma to 

the euro (which occurred January 1, 2002), and she joked that if she used to not 

understand (comprehend) how much she was spending by using her credit card, with the 

euro now she really had no idea. "Twenty? What is a twenty?" she laughed, tossing her 

hand as if she was tossing a bill.41 Thomas Malaby has noted that after the currency 

changeover in Greece people no longer rounded transactions up or down so as to not 

bother with small drachma coins (something either the customer or the business might 

do), responding to the proffering of such coins with a "dismissive wave of the hand" 

41 Twenty euro was often the denomination that would come up in discussions of how 
euro feel small, probably because one twenty euro note equals three of the largest 
drachma notes circulating at the time of the changeover (around 30,000 drachma, the 
10,000 drachma note being the largest bill). 



(Malaby 2002; 594). Malaby calls this a demonstration of "instrumental nonchalance"; 

Herzfeld refers to it as an "ethos of imprecision" (Herzfeld 1991:160-168). Rather, in 

performative demonstration of "their ability to live up to a standard of competence they 

identified with being European," change was carefully counted to the last euro cent. This 

type of counting would no longer be the mark of the tsigounis, thus, but the mark of the 

European. Malaby suggested at the time of his writing that even though the euro would 

eventually become familiar, "the the new set of practices it introduced will not vanish so 

easily" (595). 

In fact, by the end of the summer of 2002 cashiers were no longer consistently 

giving me my 1 and 2 cent euro coins when they were my due, and waving them away 

when I searched for small change in my bag (even in large chain grocery stores, where 

one might expect cashiers to be held more responsible for the accuracy of their drawers). 

If a cashier was to return to me 4.97 euro in change, I'd receive a five euro bill instead. 

Tipping in cafes and restaurants as well seemed to adjust itself to the aesthetic of how 

many euro coins looked like a sufficient amount of metal casually left on the table in 

comparison to drachma coins, rather than an actual calculation of monetary value. There 

was enough of a concern that people weren't recognizing the value of the euro coins to 

encourage the government to start an advertising campaign announcing "Your change 

counts!" (7a peara aaq psxpave, a pun in both English and Greek), featuring a young 

cashier at a fast food chain energetically chasing down customers to give them their coins 

that they'd left behind on the counter. 

Thus, I would agree with Malaby, the careful counting of euro and cents belonged 



to a moment where indeed the new money was not just money, but functioning also as a 

sign of Europeanness (or if not Europeanness, I would suggest, then the ability to handle 

money as well as any European). This counting, however, disappeared along with such 

linguistic experiments like the phrase "10 cents 'till 5" to describe 4 euro and 90 cents 

(cents and minutes being the same word in Greek), or the even more confused "15 of the 

big ones and 50 of the small ones," which I heard from a woman too young to remember 

a drachma that too once had cents, before inflation would make them irrelevant. 

Michael Herzfeld's discusses this "ethos of imprecision" in his ethnography of 

Rethernnos, Crete, as a way of understanding the studious lack of care demonstrated by 

his informants in certain moments of calculation, where demanding precise payment or 

measurement of goods paid for is a behavior of the "strange" or of the wealthy. 

Interestingly, we find this same ambivalence about "counting" in Alexandria Halkias's 

work on abortion and contraception in Greece. In describing the tensions around the 

commonly used contraceptive method of "counting the days," where one counts the days 

following menstruation to determine the days around ovulation, she asserts: "Certainly, 

the attempt to count, in itself, is very often adamantly represented as a move that is 

extraneous to and limiting of'the Greek personality.' Bakalistika. Ti eimaste, 

psilikatzidiko na ta metrame ola!" (Halkias 2004, 166). This first term bakalistika 

(pinaKoliaxiKa), most literally meaning to behave like a vegetable grocer, suggests a petty 

closeness to small financial detail. The second expression asks, "What are we, 

psilikatzidiko that we're counting everything?" The psilikatzidiko (y/diKarCidiKo) is a 

store that deals with small consumable items (cigarettes, gum, soap, etc) and thus small 



amounts of money in each transaction; the word for small change, psila (y/dd), is also 

contained within that word. 

In correspondence to this negative sentiment about counting, Halkias finds 

heterosexual sex to be represented "as the site par excellence where the free spirit of 

Greece, so to speak, is expressed," and that she was often told that "the 'essential 

temperament' of Greeks is radically and uniquely spontaneous" (53). This valuing of 

spontaneity, and the perception that careful counting runs counter to its expression, is an 

exact parallel to Bessy's sentiments about shopping. In explaining that credit cards 

facilitate her spontaneity, she frames her behavior as being rooted in a very familiar 

aesthetic. 

Although I've described in the previous chapter that provisioning and care of the 

home is a valued but female gendered practice, I spent time with both men and women 

for whom shopping was necessarily central to their expression of themselves: clothing 

and music styles, the look of their homes, their technological gadgets. I tagged along on 

afternoons spent without particular shopping goals in retail-intense neighborhoods, where 

my informants dropped in various stores to see what was new, dissected current fashion 

trends and prices from the displays in the windows always visible from the street, all 

punctuated by long stops for coffee. I went with informants to shop for furniture, for 

interior decoration items, for balcony plants, for electronics, for groceries, for 

automobiles, and more. I saw that with more expensive items—a couch, a grill, a stereo-

prices were often negotiable, and the prohibitions I've described above about not 

appearing to care about small amounts of money did not apply to attempts to get a better 



deal in these cases. 

In fact, for larger items, in almost every instance it was the case that some sort of 

"deal" would be requested, or offered, regardless of whether the store was a large chain 

store or an individually owned smaller store. Sometimes, a price discount could be 

gained by agreeing to pay in cash instead of with a credit card, or one could accept a 

receipt that was for a lower price than the one actually paid, and receive a discount; both 

of these methods enable the merchant to pay less tax, and they're offering that savings to 

the customer. Occasionally, where atokes doseis or interest-free payments were offered, 

a discount could be gained by offering to not take the payments; here the merchant 

benefits by not having to extend free credit. At other times, discounts are spontaneously 

offered after the customer had already decided to purchase the item, with the 

announcement that the customer was going to get the "friendly price" (filiki timi, (pikmr\ 

tifxrj): a gesture with no immediate financial gain for the merchant, but one that attempts 

to assert a social relationship with the customer, and perhaps inspire the loyalty that 

social relationships, and good prices, might bring. 

The ability to pay by credit card, then, simply inserts one more possibility for 

creating possible savings into the decision making process, and the bargaining process, 

that the customer goes through when considering an item and how much is going to be 

paid for it. I ran into the husband of a friend one day on the street. "I've got news for you 

- I got a credit card," he told me, almost immediately. This was news because I'd been 

subjected to quite a long speech on the evils of bank credit from this particular person, 

just previously. "And why?" "Atokes doseis." He and his wife were furnishing a new 



apartment, and he spent some time then explaining to me the various good deals he'd 

been able to get with interest-free payments by using his new card. The payments 

allowed him to spend quite a lot of money within a short amount of time, without 

depleting his cash reserves, he explained to me (he worked as an insurance and 

investment broker). 

As I've mentioned in the first chapter, the ability to make payments on purchased 

items predates the introduction of credit cards, with official IOU notes or grammatia 

(ypa^ndna), and this payment method is still in use. There are two reasons this man was 

not likely to use grammatia, however. First, they're less likely to be an accepted form of 

payment at the more expensive furniture stores he was frequenting. More significantly, 

however, is the physical work required in making payments; each note must be signed by 

the payer and the payee when the payment is made, for the note to be canceled. Thus, it 

requires meeting in person month after month with the person one is making payments to. 

My husband's friend, quite accustomed to using computers at work, explained to me how 

he had set up his payments through online banking so that they would be paid 

automatically; he mentioned this specifically to point out to me how he wasn't falling into 

the bank's "trap" of not having finished paying for the items once the interest-free period 

was over. 

For most, however, the economic "rationality" of buying with cards because of 

the atokes doseis becomes a style of spending without accounting, because so few pay 

attention to the doseis themselves when they come around. People I shopped with 

consistently used interest-free payment offers as justifications for spending, or spending 



more ("if it's over 100 euro I get 3 payments"), but people I reviewed credit card 

statements with who were heavy atokes doseis users most often carried balances and 

didn't complete their payments during the interest-free period. 

These practices serve to produce a particular geography of retail, marking spaces 

where credit cards are easily used, and encouraged, from those spaces where they are not. 

These geography adds an additional layer of difference on to the already aesthetic 

differences associated with the international chain stores that have transformed shopping 

in the city over the past several decades. It is also in these chains where one is least 

likely to be offered other special kinds of deals or discounts on an individual basis (like 

the "friendly price"), or to be able to ask for a discount from the salesperson to get him or 

her to close the deal. Thus these spaces can also be associated with a determinacy in 

price, where skill in bargaining, or practices of loyalty, or personal relationships with the 

store, are all irrelevant to shopping there. 

Plastic money and credit monies 

Many people have contemplated the reasons why credit money spends so much 

more easily than material money, from British novelists of the 18th and 19th centuries 

(Finn 2003), to Georg Simmel in his seminal 1900 text The Philosophy of Money 

(Simmel 1990), to innumerable American self-help book writers of the 20th and 21st 

century. I think that in these instances I've described and summarized, we find at work a 

cultural value in spontaneity in spending that is facilitated by credit cards, coupled with 

the ability to frame one's spending as economically smart, while deferring the 
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repercussions of those actions to an indistinct future. 

I should note here while pointing to spontaneity as something recognized socially 

as a "Greek characteristic," something that my informants have done as well as other 

anthropologists, that there coexists a self-critique among insiders of those same 

characteristics (along the lines of Herzfeld's concept of cultural intimacy), also leaving 

room for an alternate construction of the self that takes pleasure in its deviations from 

that Orientalist persona, positioning itself as modern. I think here of a particular young 

man, a civil servant over 50,000 euro in debt through various credit cards and consumer 

loans, who took particular pleasure in demonstrating me the orderliness of the way he 

organizes his payments online, downloading his financial data into spreadsheets, and 

where he'd consolidated debt from several high-interest cards onto a lower-interest loan. 

As he clicked through the pages, he criticized Greeks ("this whole country" as he put it) 

who don't understand technology, who wait in line 2 hours at the National Bank to pay 

their accounts because they're afraid of using the automated teller machine, who don't 

realize what they're paying the banks in interest. He framed his being "more modern," as 

he put it, in his comprehension through technology of his financial situation. 

As I've briefly mentioned above, a credit card at this moment in Greece has an 

ambivalent valence. It can at moments function as a token of modernity, a sign of a 

person comfortable and confident about being able to negotiate a rapidly changing retail 

banking market, as when an informant of mine produces a new card from his wallet with 

a flourish and explains the new deal associated with this particular account, and how it 

benefits him. It can function as a tool for a certain style of shopping, spontaneous and 
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able to take advantage of consumer whims, but also of special bargains and good deals 

(like interest free payments) too. It can also signify a lack of money and financial 

resources, the inability to pay in cash at the right moment, as when a group of friends all 

throw cash in together at the end of a meal in a restaurant. 

Banks have made a effort to extend the geography of credit card acceptability. 

Before the year 2000 one could grind the supermarket line to a halt by producing a credit 

card for payment. A number of supermarkets kept a bank of card readers at a separate 

counter away from the cashier, so that the cashier needed to leave his or her own machine 

with the card in hand to process it for payment elsewhere. Eventually most stores moved 

those to the point of sale. Cash back bonuses and other bonuses specifically marketed to 

supermarket use have assisted in encouraging consumers to use plastic in those spaces, as 

has an increased familiarity with the medium on the part of the cashiers. 

Although there are many places that don't accept plastic money, there are a variety 

of reasons that it may be the case: it may be technologically unfeasible (such as at the 

sidewalk kiosks, oxperiptero (nepimepo) that do a heavy business in newspapers, phone 

cards, drinks and snacks, cigarettes, and other small paraphernalia), or because profit 

margins are too small to absorb the 2-3% rate charged to process credit cards (such 

certain types of small neighborhood shops described above), or because the type of 

establishment is strongly associated with cash use (like certain types of restaurants). 

Certain spaces, like bouzoukia (unovCoviaa), a type of nightclub with live music, see 

tremendous amounts of conspicuous consumption in the ordering alcohol and plates of 

flowers to be thrown at the performers, and the aesthetic of free-flowing uncalculated 
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spending reigns. But credit cards have been slow to come to these places (though I've 

eventually seen them at some of the larger clubs, particularly it seems to facilitate people 

using their business credit card), and it's not uncommon for people to end the evening 

without actually having enough money to pay, at which point they're expected to leave 

their personal information and come back the next day with the cash. Other places with 

small profit margins, like travel agencies, sometimes accept credit cards by adding the 

2-3% processing charge on to the total charges whenever a card is used. 

It's in this context of potential negative perceptions of using a credit card, along 

with limits as to where they can be used, that other credit products offered by banks that 

provide cash have thrived (ones that aren't tied to a specific purchase dictated within the 

loan). The "holiday loans" previously mentioned are one such example, advertised 

particularly around Christmas, Easter, and August, with a focus on the particular 

expenses of those time periods; Christmas presents, the Easter table and potential travel 

outside of the city, and August vacations. There are also general open loans, essentially a 

credit line that one borrows against. These have been packaged in interesting ways, such 

as the National Bank of Greece's My Cash card (it has an English name), which comes 

with a card with which one can draw money from automated teller machines when it's 

desired, "So that you never run out of cash" ("Yia na min menetepote apo metrita," 'Tia 

va pir\v fievere noxs andp.sxpr\xa" ) . Credit lines also get attached to other accounts, such 

as those set up to receive automatic payments of one's salary, so that salary earners can 

continue to withdraw money from their account even after that month's salary is depleted 

(an overdraft credit line). 
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Again, for most of the people I spoke with, consuming these kinds of retail 

banking products was the marker of a particular generation. People characterized their 

parents as being afraid of credit cards, or as thinking that owing money to banks was 

something to be embarrassed by. Those who work in the banking industry are explicitly 

aware of this and market to it as well; most advertisements for retail bank credit products 

are designed with a middle class 35 or 40 year old man as the audience, as designated by 

the banks when they define what they want from the advertising agency, according to the 

advertisers I spoke with. I should note that where their marketing studies showed men of 

the lower socio-economic classes to be the most reluctant to use bank credit products and 

the most "traditional" (their word) in attitude towards banks, it is also the case that, from 

what I was told by the bankers I spoke with, that there wasn't much lending being done 

(i.e. applications being approved) to individuals from lower income brackets either. 

Interestingly, I had trouble verifying this, and wondered if sometimes talk about their 

"typical customer" wasn't a certain type of bragging, or a type of marketing itself, 

because there was so much focus in describing the "high quality" of their customer 

portfolio, which their language indicated was a "high quality" person socially, not "high 

quality" in terms of pure profitability in how they borrow (a very different valuation all 

together). It's a point for further research in a different part of Greek society than where I 

conducted most of my interviewing. 



114 

Consumers 

There were a number of other changes and events occurring in Greece during the 

period of the deregulation of the consumer credit market, to which I want to now turn. 

The first of these concerns the activities of the consumer protection groups active in 

Athens, some directly related to shaping the consumer credit market, and others related 

more generally to the development of a "consumer consciousness." Those actions 

directly related to the consumer credit market were in the main lawsuits brought against 

specific banks by one particular consumer group, EKPIZO (Evooo-n KaxavaXootcbv -

rioiOTTiTa Zcof)*;, Consumers Association - Quality of Life). The peripherally related 

events revolve around the price increases that occurred after the adoption of the euro 

currency, when protests and media coverage brought questions of price, value, inflation, 

and consumer responsibility into the forefront of the conversation and concerns of 

everyday life. This chapter looks at the development of the consumer credit market and 

the politicization of the consumer as intertwined processes. 

Before the 1990's, there was no Greek law that specifically named the consumer 

as a type of person needing special protections. Certain provisions under Act 146/1914 

on Unfair Competition provided some protection, specifically regarding misleading 

advertising, in defending consumers from false information about goods or discounts. 

Other significant issues, however, like unfair contract terms, were solved on a case-by-

case basis in the courts under civil code requirements for "good faith," but their 
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application was fragmentary (Alexandridou 1988). It was pressure from the European 

Union, specifically the European Community internal market program on consumer 

policy and law, that brought about the introduction of Greece's first law that specifically 

conceived of the consumer as being in an inferior position in market exchanges, and thus 

needing special protection from the state (Alexandriou 1992). This law, Act 1961/91, 

must be seen in the context of a deregulating market, where there is a need to harmonize 

consumer protection across member states, securing the the same minimum protections 

for all consumers as they consume across borders. 

Greek law 2251/94 is a revised version of this law; passed in 1994, further 

revisions follow in 1999 and 2007. The law outlines the state's responsibility to the 

consumer, the consumer's rights, and further defines what a consumer association is and 

what its activities can be. It's this law that also gives consumer associations the right to 

represent their members in and out of court and to initiate collective actions (where they 

represent a group of their members in court on the same issue). Although the few 

consumer associations that existed before this law struggled financially, with little 

financial assistance from the state, funds from the European Union would allow for a 

great increase in their activity through the 1990s. 

The largest and most active of these associations at the time of my research were 

four: INKA (Ivaraouxo Kaxavataoxcbv, Institute of Consumers) and EKPIZO in Athens, 

and KEPKA (Kevxpo ripoaxaaiac; KaxavaAxoxaw, Center of Consumer Protection) and ' 

EKATO (naveAAnvia KaxavataoTucf| Opyavcoar), Pan-Hellenic Consumer Organization) 

in Thessaloniki. There are other active groups that are also regionally defined, in other 
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smaller mainland cities and in the Greek islands, but the skewing of the national media 

towards Athens and (to a lesser degree) Thessaloniki means that the groups active in 

other areas receive less of a public profile: their representatives are less likely to be called 

upon for quotes and interviews in the national press, and their actions less likely to draw 

the large crowds that make national news. 

My discussion here mostly draws on the activities of INKA and EKPIZO. INKA 

is Greece's oldest consumer organization, founded in 1970, and functions also as a 

consumer federation, with smaller consumer associations throughout Greece sharing 

membership in the group. They estimate that with their member associations they have 

almost 75,000 members throughout Greece. EKPIZO, a smaller organization with about 

6,000 members, is the association most actively involved in legal collective actions, and 

especially in lawsuits involving banks in Greece. EKPIZO was founded in 1988, but 

essentially was born out of an earlier group, EPIZO ('EVCOOTI noiornxa Zoor|<; -

Association for the Quality of Life) which was more holistic in its aims. With the 

development of the consumer protection sector in the late 1980s, and in a period of 

increased consumerism in Greece, consumer issues became a particular concern of the 

group and they reformed themselves around this refraction. All other consumer 

associations in Greece also formed during the 1980s or later. 

What is the significance of the fact that consumer protection law in Greece was 

enacted because it was required by the EC? Does this suggest a lack of grass-roots 

organization? In fact, although civil society is considered to have been (and to be) weak 

in Greece, one could find a number of consumer association programs and activities 
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enacted in the 1980s . Most of these centered on educating people about health and 

environmental concerns. These groups were also active in campaigning for the 1994 law 

that gave consumer associations a legal identity as groups that could represent their 

members in disputes. At the same time, however, it was this law, styled on an EC 

directive, that codified these groups into their role as defenders of the consumer in the 

marketplace. 

It's been argued that this top-down development of consumer organization has 

been a feature of the consumer movement in the European Union more broadly. Adam 

Burgess argues that consumer associations became functionally necessary during the 

market deregulations of the 1980s throughout the countries that would become the E.U. 

to "introduce the appearance of accountability," especially through the production of 

channels for complaint and redress of consumer problems. In this framing, consumer 

organizations take up as a primary concern consumer rights (as they'd come to be defined 

through consumer organizing in the 1960s (Hilton 2005),42 institutionalizing those rights 

as being strictly limited to acknowledging the consumer's inferior position in market 

transactions, and buffering that position through education and the power to resolve 

problems. 

The consumer groups in Greece are clearly connected up with the goals and 

methods of groups throughout the rest of the E.U. and Europe. They share membership 

in larger organizations like BEUC, The European Consumer's Organization, and through 

42U.S. President Kennedy named four basic rights in 1962 which were taken up 
and expanded upon by Consumers International to a list of eight: the rights to safety, to 
be informed, to chose, to be heard, of redress, to consumer education, to a healthy 
environment and to basic needs. 
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such membership gain access to information, support, and participation in conferences 

with other European and international groups. I spent time volunteering at EKPOIZO, 

where the president of the organization traveled often to conferences, bringing back 

stories of how things were being done elsewhere, and actively comparing their situation 

in Greece with how other delegates depicted their own contexts and struggles. During 

this period of time E.U. funding priorities shifted towards projects that were collaborative 

across member states, and all the grant applications I witnessed entailed working together 

with consumer organizations in other countries. Emails came daily from BEUC, and 

often from other organizations like the United Kingdom's Consumers' Association. 

EKPOIZO is run out of a five-room converted apartment in Exarchia, a 

neighborhood in Athens historically associated with leftist politics. It abuts the Athens 

Polytechnic, the university where a student uprising in 1973 against the Greek military 

junta was eventually met with a tank breaking down the school gates, and with 24 civilian 

casualties by the end of the conflict; this is considered one of the final acts that lead to the 

junta's fall. The generation of those who were university students during the junta years, 

when student activity was one of the main sites of protest against the regime, share a 

particular politicization, and the key figures in EKPOIZO all have this background. 

In the 1990s much of EKPOIZO's work focused on health, safety, and education. 

They were able to run their own laboratory to do product testing, through E.U. funds. 

When those funds became contingent on matching support from the Greek government, 

EKPOIZO had to suspend its laboratory work. From 1995 to 2000 they also organized 

nineteen collective action lawsuits: nine for unfair contract terms (against banks, 
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insurance companies, one distance selling company, and one mobile telephony 

company), six for the violation of laws that limit the advertisement of toys on television, 

three for misleading advertising, and one for the violation of the laws that protect 

personal information (against a bank). Although EKPOIZO is a much smaller 

organization than INKA, they have a reputation (both good and bad, depending on whom 

you speak with) for their litigiousriess, and several banking industry people recommended 

to me (off the record) that I seek them out. They also helped members with individual 

lawsuits; most of these were against insurance companies and time sharing companies. 

They also organized class action lawsuits, ones which did not represent the cases of 

specific members, but which if won, collective action lawsuits could be organized to seek 

redress on the basis of the courts' decision for groups of members thus effected. 

When I had expressed to friends and acquaintances in Athens in discussing my 

research that I was hoping to spend some time volunteering at one of the consumer 

protection agencies, responses were both discouraging and doubtful. "They're going to 

think you're a spy," a couple of people warned me, a common enough accusation for 

anthropologists in Greece in the 1970s, but not one that I expected to run across myself 

(though in my case they were suggesting I'd be seen as a spy for industry, not for 

America). In fact, although volunteerism in Greece is historically rather a foreign 

concept, one that only recently the state is trying to encourage (Panagiotopoulos 1999), 

EKPOIZO's president Eleni Alevritou asked me if I'd like to volunteer for them during 

our first interview. I did basic office tasks and some translating, had the chance to 

familiarize myself with their publications by creating an index, clipped articles out of 



fifteen-plus newspapers when there happened to be a major court decision or action that 

related to EKPOIZO, and did other computer work. Because the offices are such a small 

space, with three individuals working in the office full-time, I had the chance to hear 

many of the problems and complaints that people came to discuss. Traffic was 

particularly intense right after an activity by EKPOIZO had appeared in the press; the 

organization did not do any advertising as to their existence, but were quoted or 

interviewed often by television and newspapers for a "consumer issue" stories. 

One of the most important benefits of membership in the organization that I 

witnessed was that members could have EKPOIZO's lawyers (there was one who worked 

full time at the offices, but other lawyers who also affiliated themselves with the group 

and assisted with the larger suits) intervene on their behalves, and that the format for 

effectively addressing a complaint was provided for them. Whenever I saw an individual 

register to become a member at the offices, it was consistently because they came to the 

organization to seek help with a particular issue. Most of what I saw revolved around 

problems with contracts: gym memberships, beauty and diet centers, telephony (a newly-

privatized and rapidly proliferating market), time shares, insurance companies, and bank 

loans and credit cards. Members paid for their court costs, but these were fairly reduced 

because the lawyers fees were either discounted greatly or done pro bono. 

Many of EKPOIZO's class actions thus deal with those areas of contracts and fees 

that most consumers themselves remain unaware of. For instance, the decision handed 

down in their case against Citibank in 2000 (n. 6291/2000) struck down monthly 

surcharges on accounts that have less than a certain amount of money within them, bank 
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commissions on cash advances drawn on credit cards, and consumer responsibility for 

illegal use on their card through loss or theft (if the customer is not found to be at fault 

for the loss). The decision in their case concerning mortgage loans in 2002 

(n.l 119/2002) made illegal the filing fees and vague "financing expenses" charges. 

Interestingly, these court decisions aren't necessarily upheld by the banks. In 

some instances they're acknowledged; the decision on mortgages led to a surge in offers 

by the banks where the such fees were now "free," turning the need to eliminate them into 

a chance to offer a special deal to their customers. Several other decisions have been 

blatantly ignored; the Supreme Court decision against Citibank (n. 1219/2001) determined 

that the "non-bank interest rate," the interest rate limit set for all loan transactions not 

conducted by a bank43, should also apply to credit cards. At the time this rate was 10%; 

most credit cards were charging near double that. The 2000 decision against Citibank 

also mentioned that banks couldn't raise their interest rates without giving a justifiable 

reason, and EKPOIZO brought another lawsuit against Alpha Bank for the same 

infraction in 2003, and organized a boycott against them in March of 2003 over their 

arbitrary interest rate hike (arbitrary in that it reflected neither inflation nor a rise in the 

Euribor, the rate at which euro interbank term deposits within the euro zone are offered 

between prime banks). 

I consistently raised the question of the 2001 decision against Citibank, where the 

limit was set on interest rates, in my interviews with those involved in banking or 

43 This would be the interest rate that one person could use to loan money to another. It 
would also he the interest rate used, for instance, if you sued your employer for false 
termination and back wages; if you won, this interest rate would be added to the 
amount the employer owed you between the termination and the time of payment. 



consumer law, first out of genuine confusion, and later as a sort of litmus test. Greek 

courts do not have a law-making capacity, so when a bank decides to stop charging a fee 

because it's been ruled illegal in the courts, there's a combination of factors at play: 

pressure from the state (through the Bank of Greece or other ministries), a desire to avoid 

bad press or loss of customers if other banks discard the fee, and the knowledge that 

collective actions organized after the decision will most likely result in the bank having to 

return the now-illegal fee to the customers who have taken them to court. The Supreme 

Court decision that limited credit card interest rates to the non-bank rate has been 

universally ignored. Most of the answers I received implied that the case was still being 

appealed; only those who specifically worked with consumer law or consumer protection 

did not suggest this, and answered generally about the power of banks in Greece, the 

weakness of consumer protection, and the state's position on the side of the banks. As to 

those who told me it was being appealed, when I told them that the decision had come 

down from Greece's highest court, they either asserted that it was going to the E.U. court 

(which isn't the case), or I got a much more straightforward answer at last: the decision 

was anti-competitive. Any decision that would require something besides open market 

competition from setting interest rates would not be supported by the government. As an 

official at the Bank of Greece told me explicitly when I asked him about the consumer 

boycott against Alpha Bank, "we don't tell Alpha Bank what to do with its interest rates." 

EKPOIZO politicizes consumers in that they use the courts to make public and 

contested the results of a deregulated market that they find victimizing to consumers. 

Their successes in their collective and individual actions are impressive; when I was 



there, almost all of the cases that weren't in appeal had been won. But while the courts 

seem to be sympathetic to their cases, a lack of support at the state level for anything that 

goes against the broadly-construed ideology of the competitive market means that their 

legal successes have a limit. The consumer credit market is thus shaped by EKPOIZO's 

actions to a great degree, but only within the more narrowly accepted boundaries of 

consumer's rights, and those rights don't extend to requiring banks \o justify the prices of 

their products. 

Politics and prices 

I want to turn now to a further consideration of the politicization of the consumer 

through this concern with prices. I spoke briefly in the last chapter about the transition 

from drachma to euro in 2002, and the careful counting practices that indicated a concern 

with mastery of the new currency. There were certainly other anxieties beyond 

performing some sort of competency as a European in the handling of small change; there 

was a great concern that with prices given only in the new currency in many cases, 

merchants would be able to raise prices without individuals realizing the difference. 

Malaby mentions the proliferation of small currency converter calculators during his 

research as an other indication of the performance of euro-competence (Malaby 2002), 

but these calculators also speak practically to the difficulty in mentally calculating the 

drachma to euro exchange. In fact, Eurobarometer surveys found that fears of such price 

increases hidden in the currency changeover were a major fear throughout all of Europe 

in countries that were to adopt the currency, but that Greeks were among the least 
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informed (self-reportedly) about the new currency (GallupEurope 2001, 2002). 

At first glance it may appear that I'm trying to strip the cultural meanings from 

Malaby's findings about counting and calculators to return them to straightforward 

economic concerns, and to assert that anxiety about price increases, wide-spread and 

anticipated as it was, is about economic and not cultural behavior. But these economic 

concerns, I would argue, politicized the identity of the consumer in a very specific way, 

and talk and complaint about prices worked their way into social situations where 

previously they'd have been scrupulously avoided. 

It was the laiki agora (kaiK.f\ ayopd), the open-air foodstuffs market that arrives 

weekly in each neighborhood, that was used most often as an example of the increases of 

prices, and the injustice of it. There are a host of reasons that contribute to this. First, 

price increases were indeed tremendous: the Ministry of Development reported an 

117.81% increase in the price of fruits and vegetables from January 2002 to the middle of 

March 2002 (Tsouparopoulou 2002). Second, the largest piece of coinage under the 

drachma was the 100 drachma, around 30 cents in euro, and was often used as the base 

price for purchases (so many kilo of fruits, so many bunches of vegetables, for 100 

drachmas or multiple thereof). With the euro coinage (with a coin as large as 2 euro, or 

600 drachmas, six times the size of the largest drachma coin), small money was worth 

quite a bit more, but it would be some time before people accustomed to that value and 

for it to feel like more. The money seemed small, and so price increases (especially when 

dealing with coin money) weren't immediately experiential unless one did the 

calculations, as I have mentioned previously. This was a common complaint: going from 
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drachmas to euro, merchants rounded up to a degree that for small purchases created 

rather a high percentage increase. For pensioners and others with limited income, such an 

increase could be catastrophic. 

Another factor is that the laikiis supposed to be the cheapest source of produce 

available, the place where one can purchase a week's worth of groceries at a much better 

price than at the supermarket or produce grocer. Foodstuffs here are the necessities. The 

laiki comes to each neighborhood area once a week on a set day, drawing out all those 

who aren't away at work during those hours (early morning to early afternoon). Prices are 

posted at each stall, just as they are in supermarket, but that doesn't mean that they're 

fixed; the proprietor adds additional weight or other treats at his or her discretion, to win 

repeat customers. Merchandise can be tasted. Advice may be given on its preparation 

(for whatever reason, I was continuously given advice). The laiki is symbolic of a certain 

type of market interaction, one that requires skill (experience in knowing what stalls to go 

to, recognizing freshness, bargaining). Renee Hirschon in her ethnography of the Asia 

Minor refugee communities in Piraeus, conducted in the 1970s, notes that the laiki is the 

one place where neighborly concern is suspended and self-interest, sympheron 

((TVfiipepov) reigns, as each woman competes with others who are otherwise her friends 

and thus who in other circumstances have a claim on generosity, hospitality, and 

assistance. But in the laiki, she reports, it's each household for itself. Though I didn't 

witness any grabbing competitiveness in the laikis I visited regularly, and notably saw 

many more men there than Hirschon reported seeing 30 years ago, I'd still agree that the 

morality of that market remains the same. That is, each actor is actively trying to 



maximize his own resources to the detriment of the other, and each actor is responsible 

for standing guard against being cheated. If you are taken advantage of, the fault lies with 

yourself. Extraordinary price increases however post-euro seemed to break this rule, 

where suddenly asserting to the stall owner "this is far too expensive" was no longer a 

rhetorical technique for getting a lower price, but a statement about a problem in the 

market far beyond their personal interaction at that moment. 

Before elections politicians never fail to walk through the laiki for their photo-op, 

greeting especially the elderly ladies trailing their metal wheeled trolleys filled with 

vegetables bound in plastic bags (plastic bags saved and used as garbage bags in the 

appropriately-sized trash bins found under kitchen sinks and in bathrooms). When the 

television comedian Mitsikostas imitates a politician communing with "the people" on his 

television show, he strolls through the laiki. When the Ministry of Development 

announced that it would post the prices of food staples from previous years and the 

present on its website so that people could compare, in response to concerns about price 

increases post-euro, a cartoonist mocked the irrelevancy of the action with two black-

kerchiefed older women in the laiki: "Have you seen the new website?" "No, it interferes 

with my MP3 downloads." The laiki has a definite symbolic importance, acknowledged 

by the politicians and mocked by their satirists, not the least of which lies in the word 

laiki itself, a complex term that most inadequately translates to "popular" or "folk." 

Alongside these concerns for the pensioners and the poor, those for whom small 

increases in the laiki and elsewhere in everyday consumables were particularly difficult, 

one found conversation about prices springing up at every turn after the conversion to the 
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euro. I found that a surefire way to affect a moment of communitas with those around me 

at the bakery would be to calculate aloud the price of my just-purchased cheese pie into 

drachmas. Gasps, muttering, complaint, and the occasional diatribe were shared among 

the customers every time (where otherwise chat amongst strangers would be highly 

unusual). Several times the proprietor chimed in, complaining about the rises in his own 

costs. Having gone through a thorough socialization in how and when to talk about 

money in Greece through having those around me correct my faux pas (for instance, 

when someone compliments what you're wearing, don't tell them how cheaply you found 

it), suddenly everyone around me was breaking those rules and talking about and 

comparing prices, and complaining to those around them about how expensive everything 

had gotten (from the laiki to the chicest and priciest restaurants). In social situations 

where once one might have been subject to being called stingy for talking about the price 

of goods, it was now the conversation of the hour. 

I asked people if they remembered this kind of talk during the 1980s and early 

90s, when Greece went through double-digit inflation. The explanation was generally no, 

that during that period, wages were undergoing inflation as well; I can't say whether this 

reflects the actual attitude during that inflationary period, or whether it reflects the 

common post-euro lament "Brussels prices and Greek wages!" In fact, the cost of living 

started to top INKA's consumer complaint list in 1996, and a devaluation of the drachma 

in 1998 also sent up cries of sudden price increases, after which commerce ministry 

inspectors were called in on a large effort to stop profiteering among retailers. But it's 

possible that the March 1, 2002, end of the "gentleman's agreements" to voluntarily limit 
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price increases between government, producers, wholesalers and retailers, and the 

beginning of an anti-inflationary policy based solely on the rules of the free market, gave 

the issue a new push. Certain prices increased so dramatically, especially among 

vegetables and fruits, that the Development Minister Akis Tsochadzopoulos was trying to 

reinstate these agreements by the end of the summer (to no avail), after having firmly 

stated previously that it was not the ministry's job to interfere with prices, and that such 

agreements had no place in the free market (Roumpou 2002). 

On September 3, 2002, as people were returning from August vacations, INKA 

organized a mass consumer boycott of all goods and services, as a protest against post-

euro price hikes. INKA's own press releases reported afterwards that the vast majority of 

the country refrained from shopping on that day, although the Greek Retailers' 

Association called the effect on its members "negligible" (Papachristou 2002). I 

circulated that day around Athens to get a sense of the boycott, and although the shops 

weren't entirely empty, there was indeed a notable lack of business in shops, as if the 

quiet of August, when so many shops close for the holidays and the city can feel 

surprisingly empty, had extended itself into September. 

The difficulty in understanding the boycott, however, and who was to blame for 

the post-euro price hikes, is reflected in the fact that support for the boycott was found at 

every level: Prime Minister Simitis expressed support for the action, the ruling party's 

secretary-general Costas Laliotis went so far as to encourage people to participate, and 

vegetable growers closed many laiki markets in solidarity. Food retailers demonstrated 

their own shrinking profits and complained that their own costs have increased with the 
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euro; newspapers reported even supermarket managers supporting the boycott, who 

complained about increases and high costs in state-controlled utilities (Greene 2002). 

INKA called another 4 day protest two weeks later, of fruits and vegetables. 

There was another a year later on October 16 (to mark World Food Day), together with 

the civil servants' union (ADEDY) and the workers' trade union umbrella (GSEE), again 

over food costs. The fact that every group possibly who might share blame for price 

increases was themselves complaining about the increases and pointing elsewhere was an 

irony not lost; indeed, it seemed like nearly every person in the supply chain of goods 

agreed that prices were egregiously high, but placed the blame for those prices one step 

higher on that chain. One informant of mine, critical of INKA because of the president of 

that group's alliance with PASOK (the ruling party during this time period), asked me 

rhetorically "What's the point of a boycott if the government is telling you to do it?" This 

type of organized action suggests that prices are a "consumer" concern, and consumers 

express their opinions, their power, in the market. Or, as my informant suggested more 

darkly, the PASOK wants people to adjust their purchasing patterns when they're upset, 

but not their voting patterns. This depoliticizes the consumer, and keeps their activities, 

and their protests, market-oriented only. 

Numbers as arguments 

I came to interviewing people about prices and inflation because the topic arose 

so often in talking with people about consumer credit after 2002; the increased use of 

credit cards and loans that my informants saw in themselves and those around them was 



explained to be the result of rising prices and the cost of living, and as such it was 

understood to be a situation that banks were taking advantage of by offering new credit 

products. And as my conversations about consumer credit seemed to consistently circle 

around to conversations about the cost of living, so my conversations about the cost of 

living would consistently circle back around to conversations about consumer credit. "Of 

course it's more expensive now; don't you see how many people owe [the banks]?" 

By the classic definition, money is money when: you can buy things with it (it's a 

unit of exchange), you can measure the value of things with it (it's a unit of account), and 

you can save it (it's a store of value). Fiat money, money backed by the power of the 

state rather than by a commodity (like gold) or its intrinsic value (like being made out of 

gold), is the money most of us use today, and fulfills all three of the above. Such money 

has been a fruitful site of intellectual query; as Bill Maurer puts it, "After all, modern 

money has been the archetype of the problem of the adequation of sign to referent, word 

to world, intellectus et res: how can a piece of paper truly stand for abstract value?" 

(Maurer 2005; 5). For most individuals in the everyday, such a question necessarily 

never gets asked; when it does get asked, it usually means that something has gone awry. 

In which case, all sorts of confusions about value and its stability bubble to the surface, 

and the usually-invisible workings of money get thrust into the everyday. Periods of 

inflation, "corrections" in a currency's value, the circulation of alternative currencies, or 

changeovers in currency type all can create disruptions that frustrate taken-for-granted 

suppositions about the ties between money, value, things, and people (Dominguez 1990, 

Hart 2000, Lemon 1998, Maurer 2005, Peebles 2002). 
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Inflation, as a number measured and calculated according to an agreed-upon 

formula, is meaningful as a number to those who do that agreeing-upon. Is it meant to be 

a complete representation of the reality of shopping in the supermarket or the world of 

expense for an individual? No. It's a measurement that allows for comparison over time, 

and comparison between markets. To the average newspaper reader, however, there is an 

expectation that the inflation percentage reported for an economy can be translated into 

an objective description of the change in prices they experience subjectively in the 

everyday practices of consumption. High inflation numbers are reflected in an increase 

in the newspaper price they're being read in, and an increase in the price of the cup of 

coffee that sits next to that paper. There is a sense of connection between that number, 

created for technical usage, and the world of prices and costs that surround it. 

During the time of this study, for most individuals with whom I spoke, inflation 

numbers were neither a technical measure nor a representation of reality; inflation 

numbers, or the yearly increases in the Consumer Price Index reported in the press, never 

went above 4%. These numbers were thus an argument, or a tactical /^representation, 

or a political assertion tied up in party politics. "They just change what's in the 'basket of 

goods,'" it was very patiently explained to me by an informant rather dismayed by my 

naively on the subject; economists hired by the government are clearly in the service of 

the state's agenda to keep the economy looking healthy, in this logic. One of the running 

complaints that I heard from people about the state's complicity in the price increases 

gave as evidence the fact that there no connection between the low inflation numbers and 

the everyday experience of the price of goods. They were a prime example of how all 
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numbers are arguments, not representations. When it later came to light that Greece had 

"cooked the books" in representing to the European Union, among other things, its debt 

when it was trying to bring the economy into line with the E.U.'s requirements, the news 

story was further evidence supporting suspicion towards any economic numbers offered 

by the state. 

As I show in chapter 3, the euro reduced any sense of transparency between cost 

and value for consumers adjusting to the new currency, and this was exacerbated by the 

experience that the price of everyday goods was rapidly increasing. Though it was 

possible to continue to calculate in drachmas for the first year if you were at a store that 

posted both euro and drachma prices (many supermarkets did), thus making the euro 

function as a dual currency both before and after its introduction (Dodd 2005), in many 

places this was unfeasible. In a market where getting a "good price" for a good is 

understood to be at least in part reliant on bargaining skill or skill in understanding the 

object's "worth," the euro adds another layer of opacity in the contingent relationship 

between price and value. At the time of writing, real estate in Greece is still often 

discussed in terms of drachmas. 

At the same time that the euro obscured, however, it also provided a tool for 

comparison between costs in Greece and costs elsewhere in the E.U. After witnessing a 

rash of coverage on television of price comparisons between Greece and other European 

countries (the price of a cup of coffee in a cafe was one used particularly often), I 

interviewed the news director at one of Athens's television channels. "I could show those 

charts everyday!" He was rather enthusiastic about them, and the,ratings this kind of 



coverage was bringing in. It was his assertion that it was the euro that made these 

comparisons possible. Couldn't you have just converted the currencies before, I asked 

him, to produce the same charts? Europe is supposed to be harmonized now, he replied. 

Although harmonization between the E.U. states is meant to make government 

regulations and practices similar (or the same, if "maximum harmonization" is being 

sought, something that was in debate during this period of time), he was suggesting that 

his viewers expected harmonization to make the cost of living similar as well. It was 

extremely newsworthy to report on how much more expensive life in Greece was as 

opposed to other E.U. countries, or how it was equally expensive in comparison to the 

"richer" countries. 

Such coverage added to a climate where it seemed that everybody was talking 

about prices. These comparisons to other E.U. countries added a new element; not only 

were prices higher in comparison to what they had been before, but they were higher in 

comparison to other European countries, truly solidifying the argument that the climbing 

prices were unjust and not representative of what the commodities were actually worth. 

"Greek yogurt, Greek yogurt, is cheaper in Germany!" To the consumer, that was 

patently unjustifiable. Ironically, just as consumers were being encouraged to 

comparison shop as a way of beating price increases, they were being informed of 

cheaper prices for similar goods, but beyond their reach (located in other countries in the 

Eurozone). Incidentally, in discussing comparison shopping with this particular news 

director, he dismissed the practice as useless: "The supermarkets have a cartel." I'd heard 

complaints of the like before, and had generally lumped them into the "conspiratorial but 



possible" category, but in 2007 the government actually moved to take action against the 

supermarkets for price fixing practices. 

In line with such comparisons, the "E.U. average" was a reference point for 

measuring Greece's position in numbers, but not just in popular news coverage. 

Comparisons of numbers and statistics from Greece to the E.U. average reinforce the 

"Europeanness" of Greece at the same time as they express a relationship of difference 

with other E.U. member states, or this imagined "average E.U." The meanings of the 

numbers that describe the economic position of Greek consumers are found in their being 

higher or lower to other numbers from the E.U.; it is not enough that they refer to 

comparable numbers from Greece from previous years. Thus, from the Bank of Greece: 

"As a percentage of GDP, the liabilities of households vis-a-vis the 
banking system stood at 22.3% at the end of 2002, compared with 47% in 
the euro area. Therefore, the indebtedness of Greek households cannot be 
considered to be high." (Bank of Greece 2002; 45) 

"The total outstanding balance of bank lending to Greek households at the 
end of 2002 corresponded to 22.6% of GDP, compared with a euro area 
average of 46.9%. Based on this comparison, the indebtedness of Greek 
households cannot be regarded as high in general, even though it cannot 
be ruled out that some of them may have borrowed more than what would 
be justified by their income and the value of their assets." (Bank of Greece 
2003; 79) 

From this we learn that what might appear to be a high percentage increase in bank 

lending to households should be tempered by the knowledge that Greece is still well 

below the E.U. average as a percentage of the G.D.P., and thus rapid growth takes us 

toward that average, not somewhere unknown. 
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The harmonization of banking laws brings the final goal of an open market for 

financial services in the E.U., with banks headquartered in member states competing for 

customers in other member states, either by opening branches or even solely through the 

internet (a future eventuality). This makes the comparison to other E.U. countries a 

naturalized comparison; they are all (ideally, eventually, though on many fronts 

contestedly) one market in terms of regulation, law, and consumer protection. The idea 

that the consumer credit market "has room to grow" because it's below the E.U. average 

contains with it an assumption that consumers, consumer behavior, needs and desires are 

also subject to harmonization, indirectly. Not only does the euro as a currency facilitate 

comparisons between countries, allowing Greeks to see themselves and their spending in 

relation to other member states, but the E.U. "average" serves as a tool measuring for 

Greece's status as well, in relation to no one and everyone at the same time. 

The consumer's place in the market 

Katherine Verdery, writing about the shift from a socialist to a post-socialist 

economy in Romania, describes a moment I find to be quite relevant to Greece as well: 

"As markets achieve greater significance in post-socialist society, then, we 
must look for social visibility to be transformed: the proverbial invisible 
hand must replace the all-too-visible one of the party. Things that were 
personal must become impersonal; the economy must become a force of 
nature for which no one in particular is responsible" (Verdery 1995; 4). 

As clientelism and politics leave banking, so does the personal disappear in favor 

of the impersonal. Not that the advertising images of the bank branch experience would 

in any way suggest the impersonal as an atmosphere; it's all friendly and personal in the 
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interactions between customer and employee in the television commercials. But rather, 

as I've pointed to elsewhere, it moves towards the impersonal in the rationalization of 

how the bank comes to know and identify that person as a customer. 

As Andrew Leyshon, Nigel Thrift, and Andrew Pratt discuss in their work on 

retail banking in Britain, one of the main challenges for banks is the informational 

asymmetry that exists between the banks and their customers, where the bank has a 

greater challenge in determining the ability of the consumer to repay his or her debt 

(Leyshon, Thrift and Pratt 1998). Where once "interpersonal relationships of trust" were 

utilized to bridge the gap (of the type I've described in Chapter 1, between branch 

manager Mrs. Ioannou and her customers), now "information and communication 

technologies are increasingly applied to provide an "at-a-distance" means of constructing 

an understanding of the consumer which contrasts with that which has hitherto been used 

in the financial services industry"(31). 

One of the first significant steps towards this in the industry was the establishment 

of Tiresias, a public credit bureau to which all banks much submit certain types of 

information about their customers, which I've briefly described in Chapter 1. Such a 

database, containing not just information about defaults or bad loans but also the number 

of credit cards, loans, and so on a person currently has, is meant to protect and assist the 

banks as well as the consumers, The more complete and accurate such a database is, the 

better the bank is able to rectify the informational asymmetry between itself and its 

clients, to lower its risk, and theoretically therefore offer better-priced products to its 

potential good customers (and manage its risk by offering more expensive products to its 
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potential not-so-good customers) (Jappelli and Pagano 2006). As I mentioned above, 

concerns about consumer privacy kept Tiresias from launching until well past its intended 

start. In addition, privacy law prevents the database at Tiresias from being sold or used to 

create lists for any other purpose beyond that which has already been laid out. 

This is something that privacy law in Greece prevents in general; companies 

cannot create lists of personal data about their clients for resale. This has interesting side-

effects for Greek consumers; for instance, direct marketing is extremely limited. Another 

is that discounts are rarely offered through the use of coupons. Actually, I had been 

curious about the lack of coupons in the Greek market, and for a while had assumed it 

might result from a reluctance on the part of consumers to appear to care too much about 

small change, as I've discussed elsewhere. However, I took advantage of a chance 

acquaintanceship with someone who was employed in the marketing department of a 

multinational personal care products company, whom I met at a wedding. I called her at 

work and asked her if she could tell me why her company didn't mail out coupons or put 

them in newspapers, and to my surprise she indulged me with an hour long conversation 

on the topic. In the end, it came down to two reasons: first, because nobody's doing it, 

and second, because they wouldn't be able to collect any marketing data from it. 

Coincidentally her company had just been pitched a proposal by two young men a month 

earlier, which would have involved setting up a company to print and distribute coupons 

for them. The problem was that there was no way to generate useful marketing 

knowledge about who was using the coupons, or even receiving the coupons, because 

privacy law restrictions wouldn't allow the sharing of that information between the two 
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companies; because of this their proposal wasn't accepted. 

That doesn't mean that the sale of such customer lists doesn't occur; EKPOIZO 

sent several letters of warning to a particular bank who it suspected of doing just that, 

based on member complaints. The bank vehemently denied having done so. The 

problem with such a database of consumer data is that, though it is not for sale, it already 

has a market value. Privacy law attempts to make personal data inalienable by keeping it 

out of the market, but once personal details about a number of individuals are compiled 

and transformed into information that can be mined for data useful to marketing research 

and sales, it is already a commodity, and no longer "personal" in the same way. 

"Everybody is a consumer." This statement has been suggested to me on many 

occasions, putting forward the importance of consumer activism and consumer protection 

law; if everybody is a consumer, these issues involve everybody. To consume in Greece, 

however, means more and more to be measured, statistically represented, classified into 

types, as marketing becomes "consumer driven" (Sibouras 1990, Lysonski, Durvasula, 

and Zotos 1996). George Marcus writes of the "doppleganger" selves of the members of 

Texas dynastic oil families, selves which exist in the unseen world of the trusts (in law, in 

financial instruments) by which their fortunes are managed (Marcus 1992). So too these 

consumers have have dopplegangers that they rarely meet or understand, unless a crisis 

occurs (say, false information shows up on their Tiresias profile, or their credit score is 

too low for them to receive a loan). They are the abstract consumers of the market as 

well, but must be disciplined to behave as such (doing the work of consuming by being 

informed, comparison shopping, and so on) for the market to work; here the virtual 
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consumer is confused with the behavior of the actual individual. 



Chapter 5 - Mistakes and Misunderstandings 

"We have 1,000,000 drachmas [3,000 euro] in an account for you; all you need to 

do is come sign for it, and you can use it however you want." This is the alleged 

telephone call, soliciting a consumer loan or open credit line at a bank, that many "stupid" 

people mistook for free money. I didn't actually meet anyone who had made this 

mistake. It came up quite often in my interviews however, especially in those 

conversations where my invasive personal questions about spending and debt were 

tactfully evaded by explanations of how other Greeks spend and get into debt. 

Tales of other people's mistakes and debts are very easy to come by: 

acquaintances, friends of friends, family members, individuals who were interviewed on 

the news. Brett Williams, in her ethnography on debt in the U.S., agrees with another 

researcher on the ubiquity of such sharing: "Abby Sher writes: 'Tell your friends and 

relatives you're writing an article on credit cards and see what happens. Everybody has a 

horror story.' So true!" (Scher 1998 in Williams 2004). In my case, however, they were 

almost always stories about somebody else (unless the person was going to ask for some 

advice). 

Everybody has a story about someone else who has misused or misunderstood 

credit cards or consumer loans. Most often they're not told as tales of simple ignorance, 

of people who didn't know any better, who were taken advantage of. 

"Let me tell you, my Aimee. They don't look at the paper they sign. They 
don't read it. They like what the guy says, and they sign it. This happens 
continuously. Greeks are stupid." 

Proclamations like these came with contempt, with condemnation. They didn't 



come with pity for the person who entered into dealings with financial products with 

which he was unfamiliar. I finally found someone who had indeed herself received a 

phone call like the one I describe above, which she assured me was quite ambiguous in 

the description of what this loan was all about. Telephone sales for credit cards and loans 

are often not run by a department in the banks themselves, but are contracted out to other 

companies; most likely, I was told by an industry person, someone in the bank would be 

aware of the sales methods being used, but the bank itself (in its spokespeople) could 

always feign ignorance. There was little sympathy however for the person who had, 

perhaps, been taken advantage of. 

Instead, the blame is on the individual who, entering into a situation, thinks that 

he is taking advantage of the other party, that he is getting an unusually good deal, and 

because of that, because of his incomplete knowledge, he gets taken advantage of 

himself. Such an individual is open to derision; he's not a victim of another's 

machinations, but rather a victim of his own inferiority in the transaction. 

The banks are crafty, it's true, was admitted by my storytellers. But this why one 

is careful. I've been warned many times, outside of my research, to be cautious at the 

bank in Greece: to count the money you are about to hand over and be sure of its amount, 

and to count the money you receive equally carefully. To check your account balances 

and make sure that nothing is missing. Note the difference in the acceptability of close 

counting here, in comparison to the negative associations that counting has in other 

contexts; perhaps it's because the adversary was a bank, closely aligned with the 

adversary the state. A ring of bank employees at a particular branch had once taken 



money from idle accounts to play the stock market with, I was told. That story sounded 

so much like an urban myth in its vagueness that I spent time looking for it in the 

newspaper archives; it turns out it actually did happen, at a branch I had actually visited 

no less. 

The suspicions that people expressed to me about the banks fell into two 

categories. The first is the general suspicion one experiences in Greece facing 

bureaucratic processes: nobody is going to look out for your best interests, they're only 

going to thwart them, unless you have somebody you know personally on the inside who 

can help you out. The second is slightly more vague, and less familiar to the concerns of 

everyday life: these banks are powerful entities, with foreign interests involved, 

concerned only with an immoral theft of Greek money.44 The former is entirely 

congruous with sentiments towards the banks previous to deregulation, as discussed in 

the previous chapter. The latter, through its paranoia, levels a criticism at the deregulated 

bank system, at the changes that have occurred as it has moved towards marketing its 

services and credit products to individuals. 

Banks (often the Automated Teller Machines) have been targeted repeatedly in 

441 should mention that in these critiques, the word "Jews" was in a number of 
interviews used by my interlocutors as synonymous with the word "banks." Each 
time, I expressed surprise at the use of the word, and received either the response, 
"You mean you didn't know it's mostly Jews who run the banks?" or the response, 
"Oh, I forgot, you're American." It being the case that pro-Palestinian sentiment in 
Greece was running high at the time and was continuously in the news, and that the 
United States was being strongly indicted for its support of Israel, I'm quite willing to 
accept that those comments might have been all about getting me personally to rise to 
the bait, and not proof of a malevolent strain of anti-Semitism. I don't have enough 
information to say either way, which is why I'm relegating this to a footnote - it's a 
very loaded issue, obviously, with too much history behind it to even begin to properly 
treat here. I do feel I would be remiss if I didn't mention it at all, however, at least as a 
signpost to other researchers. 
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Athens with small bombs as a protest to their activities, and one sees graffiti in the street 

that states things like "Banks and ministries are the enemy, not Albania and Turkey." 

The bombs always occur late at night, when no person is likely to be injured. I was 

entirely unsuccessful in contacting anyone related to any group that was involved with 

such protest; my attempts to do so were met by quite a bit of antagonism (and 

understandably so, as this was the one time I really did anticipate being taken for a spy). 

Such bombings receive almost no coverage in the press, other than a line or two 

mentioning that such a bombing occurred. Some suggested to me that such activity is 

connected with groups that identify themselves as anarchists, and who represent quite a 

new political identity in Greece, one that escapes the party machinations that characterize 

the rest of Greek political life.45 This activity is tied with the anti-globalization 

movement, and especially prominent among university student activists. Such activities 

and ideologies were never in the forefront of the conversations that I had with my 

informants, but they certainly were there present as noise in the background of everyday 

life in Athens. 

When people told me stories about the failure of others to understand what bank 

credit really was, it had been mistaken as "free" money; in other words, people had failed 

to understand, or chose to ignore, that it was a debt to the bank that would have to be 

repaid with interest. Unexpectedly for me, my informants used the Greek stock market 

boom and crash of the late 1990s as an example of the kind of behavior they were 

explaining. 

45 The contributed chapters to the volume Greek Prepares for the Twenty-First Century 
give a thorough sense of how the party system colonizes other political, and non-
political, activity (Constas and Stavrou 1995). 



The Athens Stock Exchange, known popularly as Sofokleous after the street 

where it's located, was not a place your average individual was placing their investments 

before the feverish speculations of 1997-1999. The rapid increases in the market, 

however, made playing the stock market a cultural phenomenon. People climbed the bars 

of the gates on the outside of the building where the exchange is housed, shouting news 

to those gathered below. The crowds from the meat, fish, and vegetable market of 

Omonoia square mingled in (and overlapped with) the crowds gathered outside of the 

exchange, and news and tips flowed back and forth. The beaches were a sea of pink 

newspapers (the financial sections being printed on pink paper). "Limit up," a trading 

term, entered the Greek language as indicating something positive or superlative; a 

compilation CD of music hits from a Greek radio station from the summer of 1999 was 

called "The limit up," and there were several cafes by the same name. 

There was little regulation at the time that governed broker-like activities, and 

thus individuals who had previously been selling insurance or other investment services 

began to take stock market trades for their clients as well. Thus, people normally outside 

such methods of investment began to speculate through these channels. To emphasize 

the prevalence of participation, I was told, "Even the yiayia in the village played." This 

yiayia (meaning grandmother), stereotypically removed from the speculative practices of 

modern finance by age, gender, and geography, is supposedly the last person one would 

normally expect to find playing the stock market. 

To indicate the depths of the folly one found in the midst of the bubble, I was 

told, "People sold apartments to play," and "People took loans to play." In the first 



example, the traditionally most solid and valued investment, property, has been traded 

away for the chance to increase wealth quickly, in an unstable and insecure manner (a 

perspective gifted by hindsight, post-crash, of course). In the second, even worse 

example, money that one didn't even have was gambled. I heard from several sources 

that one of the banks had an advertisement for a consumer loan with the tag line "take it 

and play" ("pare kai pekse," "naps KOU raxi^e"). I tried to track it down to a specific bank 

but was unable to, so I cannot verify that it actually existed, but the fact that I heard about 

it from several different people makes it significant as a rumor none the less. It suggests 

a popular perception that not only were people borrowing money to play the market, but 

that they were also being encouraged to do so.. 

The "smart" people, the people who knew, somehow, that the stock market 

wouldn't just continue to rise, cashed out in time. People put themselves in this category 

if they managed to not lose their initial investment; in other words, if after their 

investment started to increase they removed the amount of the original investment from 

the market and just continued to speculate with the profit; losing that profit in the crash 

wasn't really losing. 

The people who weren't smart failed in two ways: first, they failed to recognize 

that it wasn't just "free money" and that it carried a risk, and second, their activity and 

loss benefited only those shadowy figures who were behind the boom and crash in the 



first place. They had been taken advantage of, made vulnerable by thinking that they 

themselves were taking advantage of a system that they didn't really understand. It's this 

parallel that was being made to the person who mistakes a telephone solicitation for a 

loan for free money; the stock market boom was thought to be free money as well, and 

ended up as a lesson in risk. The "victim" in these cases is not considered innocent at all. 

Of course, it's probably significant that these interviews happened several years after the 

stock market crash, and it was no longer something people experienced with much 

emotion when I spoke with them; around the time of the crash there were riots at 

Sofokleous, some rioting actually closed the exchange, and luxury cars in the area were 

set on fire. 

Contracts 

Market research puts "long lines" as the top complaint that people have about 

banks47. Much bill paying for rents, insurances, utilities and so on is done by individuals 

directly at a bank (some can be done at a post office as well), and the lines during the first 

two weeks of each month can indeed be taxing. The waiting time at my neighborhood 

National Bank of Greece branch is almost 3 hours at the beginning of the month; smaller 

banks have better waiting times. 

461 can't begin to relate all of the theories here behind the Sofokleous debacle, which I 
really did try to understand and interviewed several former brokers on the subject. As 
a cultural moment and economic event, it deserves its own dissertation. The only text 
I can recommend on the subject is Haris Mathiopoulos's The Limit-Duck: You Should 
Have Seen How it Kissed (O Aifiir-NraK va Aeig ncog <Pikov<7s), a sort of philosophic 
memoir and economic treatise. 

47 The research was proprietary and thus I can't cite it, but this is based on a conversation 
with the researchers themselves. 
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Long lines, however, are part of the history of Greek banking; they're part of 

every interaction with the Greek state (the insurance office, the hospital, the town hall). 

They're not on the forefront of people's concerns when they talk to me about bank 

products, and nobody goes to a consumer group like EKPOIZO to complain about long 

mornings wasted waiting to see a bank teller. Almost all of the products advertised on 

posters and pamphlets that one sees on the walls while waiting in the bank are for credit 

products, with various introductory Annual Percentage Rates (rates that are low for a 

fixed period of time before they rise), with bonus "cash back," with gifts and trips, all of 

which make it difficult to determine the actual cost of the loan or credit, and even more 

difficult to compare such costs across products. In taking out a consumer loan, or a 

consolidation loan, those final costs will be calculated for you by the bank employee you 

sit down with, after plugging in the amount of the loan and the monthly payments you 

can afford to make, so good comparison shopping means visiting different banks in turn 

and doing the calculations with an employee at each one. For credit card offers, you may 

or may not receive the same assistance, depending solely on the training and competence 

of the individual with whom you speak. These credit contracts that people enter into with 

the banks, banks-as-profit-institutions instead of banks-as-state, are the reason that people 

end up seeking the help of EKPOIZO. 

Many of the problems that people had with consumer credit issues were caught up 

in various kinds of contract disputes. Gyms and beauty and diet centers were selling 

membership packages that at the same time entailed signing up for a credit card; the fees 

were charged monthly to the card, and the customer would sign the contract for both 



membership and credit card there at the same moment. Elly, a 44 year old woman who 

worked as an office coordinator, described her problem to me: 

I signed up for 15 treatments, I think. Facials, something with hair 
removal, it was a good package if you bought them all together. It was at 
my gym, they have all that there. After a few though, I decided that I 
didn't want to continue, and I told them, the guy at the front desk. And he 
said he'd cancel it. It was still on my credit card, though, that month. I 
asked him again, he said he did it, no problem, and this went on for 
months like that. I couldn't pay on the card, and now it's reached around 
5,000 euro. 

This is clearly a problem where neither Elly nor the employee at the gym 

understand the terms that she's signed up for. 

A similar story involves a young man, Babis, who's 19, and who went to sign up 

for a membership at a gym in Athens. They convinced him there to contract for a year's 

membership, a certain number of personal training sessions, and a supervised weight-loss 

program. The cost was over a thousand euro, but through a partnership program the gym 

had with a particular bank, they would issue Babis a credit card and spread out the cost in 

twelve payments, so that it would be like a monthly charge. Indeed, Babis viewed it as a 

monthly charge, and so when he quit the gym three months later, he expected to quit 

paying as well. The bank told him to talk to the gym, the gym told him to talk to the 

bank, and so he just started to throw the bills into the trash; he told me he thought he was 

not paying the gym, not not paying his credit card, because all of this business had been 

conducted at the gym. At this point in telling me his story, Babis picked up my pen and 

my notebook from the table, placed his hand splayed over the center of the notebook^ and 

then pointed with the pen to the small area at the bottom of the page, saying "sign here." 



He was suggesting that it was in the gym's best interest for him not to see what was in the 

contract, not see that he was dealing with a bank, to not understand. By putting the rules 

down in a large block of dense text, the obscurability of the contract in its material form 

was exploited by the gym. 

The obligation to engage in contracts where the language is difficult and 

technical, and the import of the terms unclear, seems to be a hallmark of modern life in 

many places. As much as EKPOIZO or other consumer groups would encourage people 

to read the contracts that they sign, for most individuals that I interviewed or watched 

sign up for bank products it would simply be unfeasible without the help of a lawyer. 

Why would one feel it important to read a contract? It may be hard to realize that 

people do not come to contracts with no previous habits or orientations towards such 

paperwork, even if engaging in such contracts is new to them. Or that preexisting norms 

and ideas about contractual relationships and obligations may already exist, ones that 

bank contracts fail to live up to. 

I encountered a woman while I was doing some business of my own at a bank 

branch, sitting with an employee at her desk, when a woman (in her 60s) came up beside 

me and said that she had just a quick question. She had received her new credit card on 

her account, because the old one had expired, but a piece of paper had come in the mail 

with instructions that she sign it and bring it to the branch. "Can I just sign it and leave it 

with you?" she asked bank employee. The employee took the paper and went to go ask 

her supervisor. The woman apologized to me while the employee was gone, and 

complained of how annoying it was to have to come do this, because it wasn't a new card, 
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and she'd already had it for a long time. I answered that it was very likely that something 

about the terms for her card had changed, and that the paper she had just handed over 

may say so, and that she should look at it again. They need your signature if they change 

something, I reiterated. No, no, she assured me. It's just paperwork. Then she put her 

hand on my shoulder and said "Listen, this isn't a serious bank. I'm telling you this 

because you might not know, since you're a foreigner. They just do these things." We 

proceeded to have a brief conversation about Greek bureaucracy, and it was clear that she 

classified this document she just signed with the endless and often-arbitrary paperwork 

that one fills out when dealing with the state at every turn. The proliferation of 

meaningless papers needing signatures (sometimes your own, sometimes those of 

officials and clerks, sometimes of doctors, and so on) made this document at the bank just 

another document of formality, not a contract that she was agreeing too. 

The understanding of the woman in this story, where she brings her experience 

and expectations of her dealings with the state to her dealings with the bank, was 

something I found often. I consistently saw in my interviews that people expected the 

substance and importance of their loans to exist in the conversation they had with the 

bank employee (and I saw that people made a special effort to speak and deal with the 

employees they knew), in the personal interaction, and that when it wasn't, the bank had 

cheated them. Now, Babis's impression that such contracts can't be understood, and 

purposefully aren't meant to be understood in the form they're presented in, is also a 

common one, and it's one that Babis comes to after this "pedagogical moment" that is his 

misunderstanding with the bank (I might mention here that it was resolved when the bank 
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called his house and told his mother that he owed the money, a very typical and illegal 

method of debt collection, and she directly went and paid it. I discussed his case in 

chapter 2). His attitude that there's flexibility in practice regardless of what one's signed 

is also one behind many of the misunderstandings and problems that I saw people having 

with credit products. Because of who the banks were before and the manner in which 

they used to lend, and because of the other forms of credit that preexisted and coexist 

with bank credit, the "papers" of the loans are thought of as the formality and not the 

substance of the agreement. Thus, here, one important aspect of financial literacy is the 

lesson that "paper" can bind more closely than anticipated, for those used to social, not 

institution-based, credit relationships. And as Babis experiences, such contracts are both 

more binding and less comprehensible. 

Economia 

For individuals who find themselves more deeply in debt than they can manage, 

when they can no longer make the monthly payments on their loans or credit cards, there 

are few options. Greece has no personal bankruptcy. If a creditor takes someone who 

owes him money to court, and the court decides in his favor, he can claim material 

possessions of the debtor of equal value to the monies owed, if there's no actual money 

available. There was a story circulating of an elderly lady who thought she was being 

robbed in her home and who attacked and fought off the invaders, "robbers" who were 

actually there to take possession of the furniture because her son had fallen into debt. 

Credit counseling is also not available. As it is known in the U.S., credit counseling 



usually occurs through an agency who works out a finance plan between an individual in 

debt and his or her creditors, under several conditions: that person is no longer able to 

take on any more debt, the amount they owe stops accruing interest or the interest and 

fees are reduced, and they pay a fixed amount monthly until the debt is cleared. The 

agency receives a percentage fee from the banks for making the arrangement. I 

interviewed an individual who had worked at a credit counseling agency in the United 

States after moving there to attend university, and who had tried to bring credit 

counseling to Greece after learning how the business worked. The banks were however, 

at that time, uninterested; the debt collection industry was growing, and that seemed to be 

sufficient to their needs, according to what he was told (and what I was told as well, 

when I pursued the issue with several bank contacts). 

It is possible, however, to work out a payment plan in Greece similar to the ones 

organized by credit counseling agencies, although it's not well-known or widely 

advertised. When individuals came to EKPOIZO having contracted more debt than they 

could manage and looking for advice, EKPOIZO could contact the banks owed and try to 

work out a payment plan, whereby the interest accruing on the debt would also stop, and 

the person would no longer be able to take out any new loans or credit cards during the 

repayment period (actually, one bank employee told me of such arrangements, "we'll 

never loan them money again"). What interested me most about these cases was that in 

each file there was usually a letter from the person seeking assistance explaining the how 

and the why of their debt, detailing the unfortunate circumstances that led them to be into 

such a difficult position. This was part of the materials that were sent to the bank in the 
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process of working out the repayment arrangements. These letters represent two things to 

me; first, the idea that such debt is morally negative and wants justification, and second, 

the letter writer's perception that the bank would be swayed by the individual 

circumstances of one of its customers (most likely also encouraged by EKPOIZO, who 

would see the member as an individual with particular circumstances as well), and thus 

mitigate its treatment of them according to those circumstances. 

Why would people think that the bank would be influenced by their personal 

story? Perhaps they're thinking of the individual employee reading that letter, someone 

who might be endowed with the authority of the bank and held to the bank's rules, but 

with enough autonomy in his decision making to respond to each applicant as an 

individual with individual needs and circumstances. It's a rhetorical tactic that everyone 

reading this text has probably used at one time or another, in getting a fee waived or a 

product refund from a "customer service representative." I would argue, however, that in 

Greece this expectation for flexibility of rules in the face of individual circumstances 

goes beyond a rhetorical tactic, towards an expectation of morally right behavior. I have 

discussed previously in this dissertation the contempt for state authority that makes law 

and rule subject to negotiation and manipulation, but here I'm referring to another 

sensibility about rule and law, related to Greek Orthodoxy. 

The concept of economia (oiKovo/uia) in Greek Orthodoxy refers to the idea that 

the salvation of the soul takes primacy over the application of the specific rules of the 

church48. As a priest of my acquaintance explained to me, "two different people may 

48 This is quite a partial gloss of an intricate and historically rich theological concept, but 
I think it's fair enough and accurate for my purposes here. 
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come to me for the same sin. And you have to listen to them, and understand the 

person... one I might tell to take communion immediately, and the other that he cannot 

take communion at all. Even if they've committed exactly the same sin." He emphasized 

that much of how he sees his role as a priest has to do with listening to and understanding 

the individuals who seek him out, seeing the context behind their actions. 

Another acquaintance of mine, Antonis, a divorced man in his forties who lives 

with his girlfriend, told me his own story of economia. His parents are religiously 

devout, and very unhappy that he and his girlfriend live together without being married. 

At Easter, he had planned to take communion49, but his parents told him that he wasn't 

allowed, because he lived astefanotos (<xoTe(pdvcoToc;), literally without-a-wreath, 

referring to the stefania foTEcpdvia) or wedding wreathes used in the Greek Orthodox 

marriage ceremony (it's rather an old-fashioned word, but it's the one that they used). 

When their priest came by their house on Sunday afternoon, his mother related this fact to 

him, most likely seeking to get further support in her efforts to pressure her son to marry. 

To her surprise, the priest told her that she was wrong, and invited the young man to take 

communion the next week. "Who takes communion without sin?" the priest asked the 

mother rhetorically. Antonis explained to me, "am I more likely to get married if I'm 

coming to the church, or if they keep me out?" to suggest that the priest's method of 

49 Most Greeks in Greece do not take communion often, once or twice a year being 
sufficient even for those who are regular church goers. Easter is the one time when 
most people who have the inclination will most likely do so, and the neighborhood 
churches in Athens have to put their priests on full rotation schedules all day long 
during holy week to meet the demand of those who wish to give confession in order 
take communion. 
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achieving the same results was superior to his parents'.50 

I had anticipated at the outset of this research that I would be exploring religion to 

a certain degree, based on the fact that the word for faith and credit are the same (pistee, 

morn), and the understanding that religious ideas about lending with interest have 

influenced moral perceptions of banking elsewhere. Both of those topics, however, were 

relatively dead ends. But what I did discover was that the expectations that come with 

economia are part of a world view that, for various reasons that I've tried to explore 

throughout this text, views externally-imposed rules as contextual and negotiable. Such 

an outlook clashes with the kinds of contracts that individuals in Greece are engaging 

with more and more often; this is why the top complaint categories at INKA and 

EKPOIZO (aside from price increases) over the past years are in industries where 

contracts are either new or increasingly more complex: telephony, internet, banking, 

insurance, beauty and diet centers (gyms), time shares, data privacy, and distance travel." 

What I've suggested above is that a particular attitude towards contracts is part of what 

informs the "mistakes" that have been made in relation to consumer credit, and that such 

mistakes become pedagogical moments (as in Babis's story) for either the unlucky debtor 

or for those who circulate his story. Thus, the development of a kind of financial literacy 

in Greece that would serve customers in their interactions with retail banking would need 

include a knowledge about what contracts mean, not just in their language, but in the 

ways in which they bind. 

50 The interactions between women who had had abortions and their priests, described by 
Georges in her article "Abortion Policy and Practice in Greece" also exemplifies this 
tactical flexibility towards sin on the part of the clergy (Georges 1996). 

51 Only food and labeling issues, also a top concern, are not related to contracts (at least 
not in the same way). 
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Financial Literacy 

Part of the concern for consumer groups in regard to bank financial products is to 

establish that all relevant information is available to the consumer, in a format they can 

understand, and in a manner that allows them to compare meaningfully between products 

and between banks. This concern is entirely consistent with a market view of the 

consumer's role, where a consumer must have good information available to him in order 

to make choices that favor the best businesses, the best products, and in a circular fashion 

encourage competition in the marketplace, which is then good for consumers. 

What else does financial literacy consist of? An understanding of the basic 

techniques of valuing time as it intersects with money, as in interest rates, is necessary for 

consumers to determine the cost of the credit products they utilize. A further step in 

literacy allows them to measure that cost against other savings and investments income, 

and would provide the groundwork for financial management that would plan into the 

future for needs, risks, and goals that are months and years away (Leyshon, Thrift and 

Pratt 1998). 

As I've described, I spoke to very, very few people who thought about their 

money that way, or who regulated their finances with accountancy and discipline into the 

future. More often, money was found here and there, for this bill and that bill, as it came 

up. That there were multiple sources from which small amounts of money might be 

found if needed (from family, a short-term contract job, the sale of a few shares of stock a 

parent has purchased) facilitated this style. 
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Many people had no idea how much their expenses really were, from the 

standpoint of having to account for them, until I sat down with them to ask them; that 

doesn't mean that they didn't have other ways by which they sensed and understood their 

spending. In preparing this study, I never considered the ways in which my own manner 

and methodology in asking people about their money was informed by the reading I'd 

done in U.S. self-help literature on controlling debt, budgeting, and financial 

management for consumers while I'd been researching consumer credit. Those texts 

consistently recommend sitting down with all your bills and banking statements, to 

understand your own consumption. When I thought to understand the consumption of 

others, I unthinkingly borrowed the same techniques. It wasn't until after my fieldwork 

that I reflected on just what a specific technology or technique the budget is. And it 

works against the sensibility of a "flow" of money, with its avoidance to have to count it 

out one by one, which my informants in chapter 2 favored so highly. 

The credit card bill contains the possibility to be used as a tool for measuring 

expense over time, as I've described, but only if it actually gets read that way. I had 

thought my informants might, but found they rarely did, until I made them do so for my 

own ends. I only hope looking back that the experience wasn't traumatic. 

Katherine Verdery has written about Caritas, a pyramid investment scheme that 

swept post-socialist Romania, as a transformative technology that enabled a new way of 

thinking about money (Verdery 1995). I went into this research expecting to find perhaps 

a similar sort of scenario. I suspect my instinct was right, but I think the moment I chose 

was to early to determine what that transformation would be. It has certainly not been 
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that Greeks have developed the same type of ethics of the consumer that one finds in the 

U.S., where all modes of life (education, citizenship, romantic relationships, and so on) 

are informed by the rights, work, and expectations for satisfaction that the consumer has. 

The violent strikes in 1996 by university students to keep education separate from 

consumption in their protest against the recognition of private universities (along with 

other education reforms demanded by the E.U. directive on higher education) are just one 

example of how this model has been resisted. I find it unwise to make predictions. 

Joseph Nocera's history of the credit card in the United States has shown that the 

inventions of retail banking — checking accounts, credit cards, money market accounts, 

certificates of deposit, and so on -- have allowed the American middle class to become 

much more active in the manipulation of their resources and surpluses (Nocera 1994). 

This is indeed something I see beginning, in its own way with its own shape, in Greece. 

Brett Williams's social history of consumer credit in the U.S. has its particular 

focus on those in society most vulnerable to high-interest lending, but she also 

demonstrates compellingly that middle class Americans, who could potentially pay their 

bills in full every month because of the stability of their income, are encouraged to over 

extend themselves by using their credit cards at every and any point that they might use 

money in a transaction. It is in this way that they make themselves profitable to the 

banks. Practices and habits relating to cards in Greece work against this ubiquity of 

plastic money, but new bonus points and cash back schemes with credit cards in Greece 

suggest that a move in that direction is at least being attempted. 

And so I'm left unsatisfactorily wondering what lays beyond the "moment" I've 



159 

described in this dissertation. It's with these questions in mind that I hope to continue the 

exploration this research begins. 
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