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Democracy and party politics during economic
collapse : The case of Greece

The 2009 economic, social and political crisis in Greece has left its mark on European

minds, but also on the Greek political landscape. It resulted in the victory of the Greek radical

left party SYRIZA at the 2015 elections, perceived as the expression of the people's

discontents.

Despite its ambitions and reforms towards more inclusiveness, the large social democratic

party PASOK, which led the country several times between the 1980's and the 2000's, was confronted

with the country's structural financial weaknesses, as well as with the global financial crisis, which led

it to a shift towards austerity, and then to its ejection from power at the elections. From this point

forward, there has been a reorganization of the Greek political landscape. The centre-left is

fragmented, PASOK loses ground and transform itself. The radical left party SYRIZA, accessing to

power with a strong discourse against austerity, then goes through a normalization process and

integrates the national and European political landscape. Confronted with the problematic of the

Greek debt, SYRIZA has adopted a more flexible approach towards the European troika's demands

for austerity in exchange for financial assistance.

Thus, austerity measures appear like real challenges for political systems and

democracy, provoking popular discontents without bringing reassuring economic results, and

leading to a rise of political instability and populist tendencies...
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I. Introduction : The impact of the crisis on
political parties

The unprecedented crisis which hit Greece in 2009 has left its mark on society, the economy

and the political system. Being a longstanding member of the European Union, Greece was able to

withstand enormous pressures upon its institutions. The rule of law was upheld to, and state

institutions have shown a great degree of resilience. However, the political landscape has been

dramatically reshaped.

Apart from the remarkable emergence of an extreme right movement (Golden Dawn), now

the third political force in Parliament, all parties or movements have been deeply affected. New

parties came into existence, some of which quickly fell into irrelevance. But what do parties

represent other than an effort to propose organized solutions to the current situation? The

heightened levels of political conflict are an expression of a healthy democracy, but they are

probably also an alarm signal, indicating that old party structures are becoming obsolete.

Since the restoration of democracy in 1974, bipolarization has been the main characteristic

of the Greek political system. The centre-right, through the ND (New Democracy), which is a

traditional liberal-conservative and atlanticist party, was long dominated by the eminent figure of

Konstantinos Karamanlis, Prime Minister in the 1950's, 1960's and 1970's, and President of the

Republic later on. Meanwhile the centre-left was represented by the PASOK (Panhellenic Socialist

Movement) founded by Andreas Papandreou in 1974, who then held office as Prime Minister from

1981 to 1989, and again from 1993 to 1996.

It was thanks to Papandreou’s action that democratisation of public life was achieved. His

economic policy priority was to heal the deep wounds of the Greek society, a society that was

deeply divided by the memories of the Civil War (1946-49) and the oppressive colonels’ regime

(1967-1974). Under Papandreou's leadership, PASOK brought forward a radical left-wing agenda

placing the emphasis on socialisation of the means of production, national independence and

popular sovereignty. 
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During Andreas Papandreou’s first two terms in office (1981-1989), an expansionary fiscal

policy was implemented, notwithstanding a rapid decline of the main economic indicators. The

purchasing power of Greeks increased, with personal incomes growing. This debt-induced

development, combined with the deep structural problems of a country on the periphery of

European capitalism contributed to the further deterioration of the competitiveness of the Greek

economy.

A major policy shift occurred in 1996, as Costas Simitis assumed PASOK leadership. The

party sought for a «third way» in between capitalism and socialism, striving to align the Greek

economy with the Maastricht criteria and to foster real convergence with core EU countries. Those

were the core tenets of PASOK’s modernizing wing. Under Simitis, PASOK became a social-

democratic party, irreversibly committed to the European integration project and an avid proponent

of a socially equitable market economy. During his time as Prime Minister (1996-2004), Greece

was finally accepted into the Economic and Monetary Union (2001).

In January 2004, Prime Minister Simitis handed over the party leadership to George

Papandreou, son of Andreas, by nominating him as his successor. Papandreou won the 2009 general

elections promising an expansionary fiscal policy focused on inclusiveness. The PASOK

government implemented widespread open government reforms, seemed to grasp the challenges of

digitalization and strove to tackle the effects of climate change, but the harsh economic reality

struck back. 

A worsening trend in public finances inherited from previous governments, the country's

debt rating and deteriorating debt rollover triggered the Greek government debt crisis. The crisis

was fueled on one hand by the turmoil of the global financial crisis, on the other hand by the

structural weaknesses of the Greek economy.

The manifold challenges facing Papandreou's leadership and the Greek debt crisis led to a

crisis of confidence in the PASOK government, which was replaced by a «technocratic»

government under Lucas Papademos. Supported by a coalition of the ND and PASOK, the

government prepared the famous «PSI» (Private Sector Involvement), a private debt reduction plan

which was considered a necessary solution for the rescue of the Greek economy. This situation

lasted one year, and ND won the elections in 2012. In spite of good results, with the Greek

economy picking up mainly in the second and third quarters of 2014, the government of Antonis
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Samaras was weakened by its own contradictions and losses owed to ND’s U-turn on its earlier

anti-austerity rhetoric.

Unable to convince voters that he would be able to get the best deal for the Greek people in

the context of never-ending and painful adjustment programs, Samaras lost the January 2015

elections to a party which had never been in office before: the heterogeneous left-wing SYRIZA

party (Coalition of Radical Left), led by Alexis Tsipras, who became the new Prime Minister. 

Tsipras, under his Finance minister Yanis Varoufakis’s prompting, embraced an anti-

austerity rhetoric, asking for «here and now» debt relief, a request that was presented as equivalent

to economic salvation for Greece, and that would help the country stand on its feet. Yet negotiations

with European institutions proved unfruitful, and this led Tsipras to accept a third bailout package

in July 2015. 

For many people in Greece today, whether opposed or not to the Prime Minister’s political

line, SYRIZA represents the left pole of the Greek political landscape. At the same time, SYRIZA

has gone a long way, from an inchoate radical Left-wing coalition to a party which is more

evidently pro-European and attends the meetings of the social-democratic Party of European

Socialists (PES) as an observer. To a large extent, it has managed to capture former PASOK votes,

even though the verbal interaction between the two parties is usually quite fierce. A last

particularity worth mentioning in the SYRIZA government is the coalition with the nationalistic

Right: being short of 6 seats in the Parliament for a majority, Tsipras decided to work with ANEL

(Independent Greeks), whose main characteristic is nationalism and a sovereigntist agenda.

Surprisingly, this heterogeneous coalition has stood solidly, probably because the ANEL party

leader Panos Kammenos is keen on staying on as Defence minister. ANEL was also the only party

(apart from Golden Dawn and KKE) which supported SYRIZA’s outright anti-austerity agenda,

before accepting the shift towards a more flexible approach with the European institutions. 

We will focus on the two Left-wing government parties, and disregard the KKE

(Communist Party of Greece) which does not support a coalition with SYRIZA. The KKE remains

a rallying point of long-standing communist voters who adhere to a dogmatic, orthodox rendition of

Marxism-Leninism. 
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II. The case of PASOK : game over – or possible
renaissance ? 

Unlike any other Greek political party, PASOK has borne much of the brunt of popular

discontent with austerity policies. Having to deal with a ballooning public deficit left unchecked by

the ND government at 15,4% of GDP in 2009, PASOK’s economic policy makers had very few

options available to overhaul the economic situation while maintaining social welfare levels at an

acceptable level. As a result, the first economic adjustment program was signed in May 2010. The

ensuing period was one of dramatic fiscal consolidation, unprecedented for any EU country. In fact,

most of the fiscal adjustment in the 8 years of austerity programs occurred during PASOK's years in

office. 

However, this left a party challenged in Europe, in internal disarray, alienated voters and set

vested interests in the state and economy against the party. In the double 2012 elections much of the

social base of PASOK deserted it en masse through a protest vote for anti-austerity parties (the most

eminent of which has been SYRIZA). 

The decline of PASOK, which fell from 44% in 2009, to 5% in 2015, was so rapid that it

spawned a new word, “Pasokification”, a term which describes the decline of centre-left political

parties in Europe and the simultaneous rise of leftist-populist parties. In Greece, SYRIZA rose its

influence and its voting share (Harris 2016) (1).

The process of PASOK's reconstitution as a third potential pole of power between SYRIZA

and ND has been a recurring concern for political actors on the Greek centre-left. An attempt to re-

energise the party under PASOK leader Evangelos Venizelos (2012-2015) produced some

encouraging results, with the establishment of the «Olive tree» electoral coalition, which resulted in

a partial renewal of political personnel and the moderate success of the 2014 European Parliament

elections. However, the fragmentation of the centre-left was perpetuated by the failure to establish

any form of coalition between PASOK and a new player in Greek politics, the centrist To Potami

during 2014-2017.

Under PASOK's new leader Fofi Gennimata (2015-ongoing) and with the support of

movements and civil society actors of the wider centre-left, a process culminating in open primaries
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held in November 2017 was carried out effectively. The leadership elections brought to the polling

stations an unprecedented 210,000 voters, a surprising sign for the resilience of PASOK, which

mobilised also a fraction of its disenchanted former voters. However, what the process did not

achieve was to mobilise younger age voters, who have shown an almost total indifference to party

politics.

A transitional period of structural change of the party was initiated, based on a pluralist

approach ascribing organizational and policy roles to all main factions of the centre-left. As the

party basis approved the policy of open primaries, the election confirmed Fofi Gennimata in his

position as party leader. The openness and transparency of the process brought fresh legitimacy for

PASOK as a bulwark of Greek social democracy. PASOK and To Potami formed a single

parliamentary group at the end of 2017 under the provisional title «Kinima Allagis» (Movement for

Change). Τhe process of establishing a new party to replace PASOK and its allies is ongoing,

following a party conference held in mid-March 2018. The conference decided on a new

constitutional and policy platform for the Greek centre-left. A new 351 member strong central

committee was centrally appointed after the conference, reflecting internal power configurations. 

PASOK, despite the decline of its electoral appeal through years of economic adjustment,

has remained a fixture of the Greek political system. In the short term, a restoration of its

hegemonic role in the Greek party system is out of the question.1 Besides, political conflict between

SYRIZA and ND started brewing in the early months of 2018. Both parties made corruption

allegations, which have only benefited the extreme right and may damage PASOK’s appeal to

moderate left-wing voters. However, a pragmatic social democratic agenda, focusing on providing

effective welfare and ensuring equality of opportunity and enhancing quality of life standards would

offer a credible policy alternative to ND’s conservatism and SYRIZA’s governmental populism,

even if this would mean that PASOK has to take on a position as a junior partner in a coalition (like

the SPD in Germany).

1 https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2016/sep/06/does-the-left-have-a-future
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III. The case of SYRIZA : how radical can a party
in power be ?

Alexis Tsipras was elected Prime Minister in January 2015 and is still leader of SYRIZA

(Coalition of the Radical Left). Its formal European allies are Die Linke in Germany, La France

insoumise in France, and Podemos in Spain, although it has attracted heavy criticism within the

Party of European Left for its compromise with the austerity conditionality. However, SYRIZA is

the only party of the radical Left which is in power today in Europe. 

Since January 2015, Greece has signed a third adjustment program. As stated by the

European Council, «the conditions for receiving financial assistance, include a number of measures

and reforms that Greece has committed to implementing in order to address its current economic

challenges». This means that more restrictive measures are to be implemented, in both public

expenses and tax revenues.

So, is Tsipras showing enough resistance to the constant deterioration of standard of living

and social cohesion? For a number of Greek political formations to the left of SYRIZA, the answer

is a clear negative and has led to outright condemnation of the ruling party by LAE (Popular Unity,

founded by former Environment and Energy minister), Panagiotis Lafazanis, PE (Course to

Freedom, founded by former President of the Parliament Zoe Konstantopoulou), and Diem 25

(Democracy in Europe Movement 2025, a pan-European political movement founded by Yanis

Varoufakis, former Finance minister).

These three protagonists were crucial allies of Tsipras in his rise to power, but deserted

SYRIZA in the aftermath of the July 2015 referendum which, despite a majority vote for an anti-

austerity course, was followed by a third adjustment program. Their political influence is limited as

they have no representation in the Greek Parliament, but they tend to criticize the government’s

agenda and strive to capitalize on discontent, which will grow with new tax increases and social

expenditure cuts. 

However, the real question is whether Alexis Tsipras really has a choice if he wants to keep

Greece in the Eurozone. As member of the Eurozone, Greece has tied itself to the decisions taken

by the European Commission, the European Central Bank and the International Monetary Fund.

8



Staying inside the Eurozone means accepting the conditions of the aforementioned institutions. The

weight he can put on those institutions to alter the austerity path is limited, also because Tsipras is

the only representative of the radical Left in a Eurozone government.

Alliances or at least sympathy for his pleas could be expected from governments like

Portugal, Italy and also France. The difficult reelection of Angela Merkel in Germany might be the

first sign of the end of the austerity dogma in Europe. In that sense, the answer to the question of

how radical a party in power can really be is : not very much, especially in the context of excessive

debt. However, in the long run, its sheer existence (and maybe the fear of further radicalization)

might convince democrats that excessive fiscal discipline and surreal primary surpluses cannot be

the only answer to unhappy voters. 

IV. On the compatibility between democracy and
austerity

As has been demonstrated, the agenda of the radical Left changed substantially as soon as it

assumed responsibility for the country. This leads us to a serious question: does a popular vote have

any impact on the economic agenda in such a tight context? And if we answer that question in the

negative, then is democracy systematically defeated by the underlying economic situation? 

We should then take the next step and ask if democracy is compatible with capitalism, a

question frequently raised since the beginning of the financial crisis in 2008. Capitalism is certainly

providing better economic growth rates and more prosperity than tightly regulated economies. And

we can take it for granted that a country like Cuba would happily vote for those growth rates and

prosperity if they had the opportunity to do so. So, we cannot deduct an incompatibility as such,

even though capitalism and democracy have partly antagonistic principles.

In the case of Greece, the development of the country’s debt stock in the last four decades

(from 25% in 1980 to 179% in 2017) is certainly linked to democracy: voters want to believe in a

better future, and will most likely agree to better infrastructure, improvement in the health system,
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in schooling, etc. As soon as Greece entered the EU in 1981, it was expected that public

investments would help the country catch up with other member states and make every Greek

wealthier and provide them with better prospects for the future. And so it went: Greece experienced

yearly growth rates between 3 and 6% from the 1990’s on, until 2006. 

Moreover, income equality, an indicator of wealth distribution and social well-being, rose

during those growth years, which means that despite the imperfections of the Greek economic

system, it has benefited the largest number. 

Hence, democracy was beneficial to the economy, but a lack of measure and supervision,

together with the introduction of the Euro, clearly an overvalued currency for the needs of the

Greek economy, led to the collapse and to the political hard reboot we are currently experiencing.

We have seen that the imposed (i.e. non-democratic) austerity measures have shattered the

political landscape. Have they had any beneficial effect on the Greek economy? Not according to

the Inclusive Growth and Development Report 2017 of the World Economic Forum:

“Greece ranks lowest out of all 29 advanced economies on the IDI, while also registering the worst five-

year trend in scores among this group. Several developing economies manage a higher score, which

indicates how urgently reforms must continue as the country struggles to emerge from a deep economic

crisis. The Framework indicates the many areas in which Greece must make progress to put in place the

drivers of future growth and inclusiveness. Particular priorities include reforming the education and

training systems to improve outcomes and narrow the gaps between students from different socioeconomic

backgrounds; addressing high levels of corruption and red tape that are holding back business creation and

development; and incentivizing companies to move out of the informal sector to create better employment

opportunities and widen the tax base needed for the government’s coffers.” (WEForum 2017) (2).

V. Conclusion : What next ? 

Austerity has proven a challenge for political systems in the South of Europe. In Greece,

austerity policies pursued as a condition for financial assistance brought an abrupt end to a

consumption-led growth. Measures of internal devaluation were readily implemented, entailing a

10



loss of a quarter of the country’s GDP. Declining income and welfare levels, unemployment,

poverty and social exclusion triggered discontent with established parties and the spread of anti-

austerity narratives. 

The ensuing political turmoil resulted in a radical reshaping of the political landscape,

unprecedented in post-authoritarian Greece. PASOK, the mass party that had been the political

embodiment of the demand for democratization, prosperity, equitable wealth and convergence with

the EU, suffered a massive loss of its electoral appeal. Faced with a ballooning deficit of 15,4% of

GDP in 2009, which was left unchecked by the then ruling New Democracy conservatives,

PASOK’s leaders wandered in unchartered territory. For the first time, a series of lending

agreements were concluded with the EU and ECB, as both the EU and Greece came to terms with

the harsh economic reality of the economic crisis. Financial assistance mechanisms (such as EFSF

and later ESM) came into being in response to the Greek situation. 

However, the new euro area economic architecture did not leave room for redistributive

policies to national economic policy makers. PASOK was held hostage to a stringent neoliberal

agenda, in part due to destructive choices made by its political opponents during their own tenure.

Meanwhile, the party’s efforts to establish a more effective, accountable and transparent governance

model, that would guarantee social cohesion, were being undermined by inertial forces within the

state as well as within the party itself. 

The key lesson of the Greek case is that austerity is undeniably a vast challenge to

representative democracy. The loss of socio-economic status by large segments of the middle class

seems to be correlated with political instability, the rise of populist movements and isolationism.

However, austerity is not the only explanatory variable. Globalization is another trigger of political

cynicism and discontent among those on the losing side. Political leaders and societies in small,

peripheral countries such as Greece have proven ill-equipped to harness the positive effects of

globalization and establish a competitive edge in traditional or emerging product and service

markets. Rising inequalities have affected the young and the underprivileged resulting in brain-

drain and a destruction of human capital. 

Owing to the country’s predominantly centre-left political culture as a legacy of governance

by PASOK, the political ascent of SYRIZA has been facilitated. However, as the country is now

exiting almost a decade-long economic decline, all political actors strive to redefine their narratives.
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SYRIZA develops its own “government success” discourse as the economy has eventually returned

to growth. PASOK, having learned the lessons of the past is undergoing a process of transition, and

organizational change aiming at reconnecting with the voters. 

Nevertheless, as in much of the rest of Europe, the far right has been strengthened and

established parties are all losing their appeal to voters. In fact, the challenge for the Greek centre-

left is not only to keep a culture of openness and change alive, but also to bring it back to the heart

of the Greek political system and, ultimately, of Greek society. The key to maintaining prosperity

levels is a mission-oriented approach of reforming state institutions to co-create preconditions for

quality employment, socially cohesive growth and to cover the missing ground on technological

adaptation and digitalization. The task requires long-term planning and a sense of vision for Greece

in Europe and the world. This should be an undertaking not only for Greek politicians, but also a

priority for European leaders and policy makers. 
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