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 he Hellenic state’s imminent term as President of that 

lofty body, the Council of the European Union, can only 

remind us of the Hellenic nation’s recent woes, which are 

by no means nearing their resolution. Still private-sector 

unemployment climbs as public-sector services are cut ever closer to 

the bone. Still Greek politics edge nearer the precipice of desperate 

violence. And still Europe routinely castigates the Greeks—her 

prodigal sons, to hear that aggrieved yet infinitely magnanimous 

matriarch tell it—for their imputed financial and political 

irresponsibility.  

In one thing, however, these Greeks have been only too 

successful: they gave Europe mythology and, with it, the template 

for their own caricature. How else could Europe-at-large so 

audaciously divest itself of all responsibility for the sword of 

Damocles hanging over its cherished Union but through recourse to 

bad faith’s favourite fairy-tale device: the fatal flaw? The problems 

which threaten Europe’s collective project will never be Europe’s 

problems if they can only be displaced, recast as side-effects of so 

many national foibles cultivated on the grasping fringe of the Union. 

These even have names: indolence, caprice, corruption, nepotism, 

cynicism and short-sightedness.  

All these exist without doubt in Greece. But so do they exist 

without doubt everywhere else. And if it’s true that some of the 

meanest, most joyless skinflints I’ve ever met have been Greeks—

yes, some of them have been—it’s equally true that other Greeks 

number among the kindest, most generous creatures, the most 

immediate examples being my father and his entire olive -laden 

branch of the family tree. But, alas, if you search long enough, you’ll 

have the misfortune of finding inadequate ambassadors from every 

nation. The Greeks, for all their variety, are no exception.  

There is perhaps one common denominator across this wide 

spectrum: the Greeks won’t pay their taxes. And it’s true. They really 

won’t. But does this innocent fact bear out the charge that they are 

an irresponsible race, unfit for the single currency and, a ccording to 
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some, the very political union at the heart of the European project? 

No. The problem seems rather structural than biological in nature. 

Specifically this is a political problem. Modern Greek history has 

yielded anything but democracy in the classical Hellenic mould, and 

modern Western history has dutifully furnished enough alibis for 

ostensibly responsible interlocutor governments to wilfully ignore 

the fact. Until now, evidently.  

Compared to its Western European family and distant 

descendants in the United States especially, Greece has been poor, 

politically unripe and, most important for our purposes, indebted  

since its establishment as a modern state almost two hundred years 

ago. Even the mid-twentieth-century ‘economic miracle’ must be 

measured against an infinitely more miraculous post-war recovery in 

Europe on the one hand and a juxtaposition, on the other, with the 

abject poverty of neighbouring Balkan countries, compared to which 

Greece was and still is a land of milk and honey. The fact that the 

names of a small, almost microscopic, handful of contemporary 

Greek entrepreneurs were synonymous with obscene wealth only 

proved how poor the rest of the nation was. (In this respect, we 

Americans are just now catching up to Greece in the 1970s. So pay 

attention to what happens next.)  

Enough nostalgia, especially for the dark days of Colonel Papa-

dopoulos and his ilk. The glaring structural flaws with which we are 

now faced are not novelties. That there has been no impetus toward 

meaningful reform (separation of church and state is the logical first 

step in principal but in practice something really ought to be done 

about corruption first) is due to a sequence of international client 

arrangements which have engendered one new national government 

apparatus after another, each deriving its raison d’être not from the 

governed but from geopolitical (and now geoeconomic) circum-

stances and, of course, narrow personal or factional self -interest on 

the part of Greek elites. As long as a Greek government —and some-

times it seemed like any would do—should fulfil its security obli-

gations (which were, throughout the twentieth century, obligations 

to dig deeper into debt by purchasing Western arms), there would be 

no serious questions asked about anything.  

Indeed, one could even consider the trade deficit balanced after 

a fashion. For, despite their perennial poverty, the Greeks have paid 

the dues demanded by the various exclusive clubs of which they 

were members: the Allies (in two World Wars), NATO (during the 

Cold War) and now the EU. These costs can even be enumerated. A 

disastrous ‘inter-war’ war with Turkey; a disastrous ‘post-war’ civil 

war, which ironically punished the Greeks’ c rucial yet too-successful 

fifth column against Axis occupation; later, a disastrous right-wing 

junta—home-grown, to be sure, but al ternately tolerated and 

sponsored by European and American governments; and, finally, 



 

‘admission’ into the eurozone as credit consumers with no future 

except debt. 

The upshot of all this has been 1) the establishment of 

successive governments with little relation to their people—even the 

best Greek government tends toward corruption, especially at the 

local level—and 2) said governments’ recognition, consecration and 

enabling by Europe’s power brokers. We are only too aware that 

such an analysis risks summary dismissal under the rubric of ‘Greek  

exceptionalism’. This absurd concept is meant only to stop rational 

people from stating obvious historical facts.  If the Greek 

‘authorities’ did indeed doctor their application to join the eurozone 

(as everyone and their mother suggest), they could only have done so 

with the collusion of their counterparts. These European 

‘authorities’, of course, plead ignorance but if they are to be believed 

then their incompetence is more damning than the self-interested 

complicity that is more commonly charged. Too damning, in any 

case, to be plausible.  

In short, the Greek state was never meant to be funded through 

taxation but rather through geopolitical patronage. Now tax evasion 

on the part of a supposedly deviant and truculent people is the 

convenient excuse for liquidating yesterday’s arrangements now that 

a geoeconomics in which—let all be warned—not just Greece but 

any nation-state or national economy is expendable is in the 

ascendant. 

And the world shamefully acquiesces.  

It’s not a question here of excusing the Greeks their own 

obvious share of responsibility but rather insisting on the fact that 

(historically) Great Britain, the US and (currently) the EU bear an 

equal share. One needn’t ‘reach’ for the usual CIA conspiracy 

theories, which are often too hysterical to be credible. Nor need one 

even ‘reach’ as far back as the Cold War. Greece entered the 

monetary union in the light of day, with the approval of its Euro -

pean partners, who cannot now deny it, however much they would 

like to. In a sense, they made the only choice they could have. It is at 

once the natural conclusion of two hundred years of a realpolitik on 

which the sun is admittedly setting (although its twilight will flicker 

long into the new century), and the clearest, most damni ng 

expression of a new regime of reckless financial chicanery.  

Europe, then, will be judged by how it accommodates Greece, 

not the other way around. The Greeks have no choice but to try and 

try again until they get it right. Their nominal partners in the 

European Union must choose to do so, even if it means ‘taking a 

haircut’.  

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
This literature carries the only plan of salvation. 

Do not throw it away. Pass it on to another.  

 


