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SOLIDARITY DILEMMAS IN TIMES OF AUSTERITY:
Auto-ethnographic Interventions
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There is a split in myself that has troubled my anthropological engagements
with solidarity initiatives in crisis-afflicted Greece. It is between two authorial
voices that compete in structuring and influencing my writing: the first adopts a
rigid, uncompromising stance regarding power, while the second considers strategic compromise as an essential part of protracted resistance. The first voice
criticizes my second authorial voice for being a bourgeois socialist of sorts, for
example, in embracing the humanitarian possibility. The second voice disapproves
of the hard ideological stance of the former, especially his dogmatic rejection of
humanitarian solidarity as “philanthropy in disguise.”
To address this emerging contradiction, I make use of—and share with the
readership of this journal—an innovative analytical tool that foregrounds the ambivalence and codependence of competing ideological positions in ethnographic
writing. Rather than hiding the authorial split I describe above, I take advantage of
the representational possibilities it engenders. The split itself, I will demonstrate,
results from parallel conversations between the ethnographer and their interlocutors in the field. The emerging dialectic—an exchange of opposing views in intersubjective ambiguity (Jackson 1998)—serves here as an ethnographic device
that facilitates the analysis of local disagreements, but in a manner that challenges
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the limitations of singular representation and “the reduction of social life to fixed
forms” (Williams 1977, 129). Making visible the conflicting predilections of the
author (and the degree to which these are constituted in dialogue with his respondents) serves as a remedy against the bias of singular representation and the
concomitant colonial vision of the “lonely” ethnographer (Rosaldo 1989).
Most ethnographers recognize those moments when they—and the people
they study—feel divided in identifying with more than one argument or type of
practice. Sometimes, the plurality of such identifications can be traced within the
narratives of the same anthropological respondent, but also, within the conflicting commitments of the same anthropological author. Reflexive attention to such
plural views can unravel the multiple layers of consciousness that shape the ethnographic outcome (Jackson 1998; Bochner and Ellis 2016), as well as specify and
undermine the authenticity of the author as knower (Fabian 1983; Clifford and
Marcus 1986; Davies 1998). The auto-ethnographic approach opens the way for
treating the authorial self as a resource (Collins and Gallinat 2010), adding transparency to the interrelationship between the researcher and the researched (see
Okely and Callaway 1992; Reed-Danahay 1997). The authorial split I introduce
below builds on these previous perspectives to provide a representational lens for
seeing others through more than one self-critical anthropological self, which take
responsibility for the complicit interrelationship between the ethnographer and
their interlocutors in the field (Marcus 1997).
In this article, I test the effectiveness of the analytical tool introduced here
against a set of irresolvable dilemmas that emerged from the context of humanitarian solidarity initiatives in austerity-stricken Greece. That is, the voluntary,
grassroots associations of citizens acting together to provide support—psychological or legal advice, food, clothes, medicine—to refugees, migrants, or fellow
citizens severely afflicted by austerity.1 To depart from hierarchical conceptualizations of humanitarianism, most local initiatives have embraced the term solidarity,
radicalizing their ideological foundation (see Rakopoulos 2016; Rozakou 2018b).
Emerging from this radicalization, the dilemmas addressed here embrace contradictory views about the emancipatory or compromising dimensions of humanitarian giving, as well as wider issues regarding resistance to austerity politics. For
example, should we conceive the prolonged dependency on aid of impoverished
citizens (or the whole Greek nation) as complicity with hegemony? Or does such
dependency perhaps constitute a form of strategic compromise—a respite from
straightforward opposition—that provides scope and time for a reawakening social consciousness?
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The questions I outline here point toward the cyclical interweaving of resistance and compromise, and remind us of the Foucauldian axiom that resistance
cannot be separated from power (Foucault 1978, 95; see also Abu-Lughod 1990).
Anthropological analyses of resistance indicate that resistance is not the opposite
of domination—or, I would add, the opposite of compromise. Local opposition to
power is not autonomous of the wider cultural and politico-economic relationships
resisted in the first place (Keesing 1992; Gledhill 1994, 2012; Ortner 1995; Theodossopoulos 2015). In practice, however, such a nuanced and sophisticated view of
the interplay between resistance and compromise can inform more than one argument in opposition. The persuasiveness of such arguments, as these are articulated
during anthropological fieldwork, has generated the authorial split I outline here.
Allow me to draw the parameters of this ideological disagreement.
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THE SPLIT
The first analytical voice within me that has
shaped this article is a self-centered voice, authoritative and guided by uncompromising Marxist
principles. It superimposes an interpretation of
complicity with hegemonic neoliberalism on other
people’s political choices—a sort of false consciousness, so to speak. I refer to this voice in my mind
as the “uncompromising author,” although my
other authorial self has another name for him: the
“pathologizing author,” a label that marks a certain
authorial arrogance and a failure to appreciate the
nuanced meaningfulness of compromise at the local
level. The analytical notion of false consciousness
has pathologizing characteristics (Theodossopoulos
2015), as it assumes that the other does not know
the nature of their exploitation—at least, not as
clearly as the author. My uncompromising authorial
self bristles at the burden of such critical self-accusations. He desires to rescue the notion of false
consciousness from its pathologizing liabilities. This
ambition represents a move in the direction of a
wider reflexive-Marxist project, toward which this
article takes a small step.
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The second author within me prefers a bottom-up approach that foregrounds
the situated rationality of social actors and
fieldwork interlocutors. He is a “lefty,” particularly concerned about challenges set by
inequality, but open to flexible solutions,
even if these constitute partial compromises.
I refer to the second voice in my mind as
the “rationalizing author,” as he is frequently
accused—by my hard-Marxist authorial
voice—of producing an apology for people’s compromise and inaction (disguised as
a grassroots perspective). Despite such criticisms, the rationalizing author persistently
unearths undiscovered sets of meaning from
local, unofficial conversation: the interpretations of his socially and politically emplaced
interlocutors. “Yes, it is true, some of these
interpretations seem like rationalizations,”
admits my soft-Marxist self, “but the job of
the anthropologist is to make sense of this
mess.”
REPRESENTATIONAL TOOLS
I would like to introduce the authorial fragmentation presented above as an
analytical tool that makes visible a productive infighting—a tussle within one’s
mind—generated by the overpowering persuasiveness of local arguments in tension. I will lay out the rationale of this autobiographical device for the benefit of
other researchers who seek to capture ethnographically the coexistence of plural ideological identifications. In this article, the local identifications in question
emerge from a discursive trajectory about compromise and solidarity that involves
many local voices in the austerity-stricken city of Patras.2 The voices of my debating interlocutors from Patras resonate with the two authorial voices in my head,3
and lead me to believe that my pathologizing and rationalizing authorial identities
are not isolated from each other (or from the local points of view that generated
them), but that they have resulted from an intersubjective crystallization of ideas.
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Solidarians in Patras do not merely juxtapose the two positions outlined:
they navigate through them and the dilemmas they engender with admirable pragmatism and flexibility (Papataxiarchis 2018; see also Cabot 2016; Rozakou 2016b;
Rakopoulos 2018). Instead of reducing the emerging debates to a singular interpretation—as if one or the other argument has to prevail—I choose to underline
here their unresolved nature, taking responsibility for the resulting ideological
reduction structured by my authorial split. Through this reflexive approach, the
dichotomy that the author artificially inflates becomes the object of caricature: a
reduction registered and exposed.
The narrative technique of exposing a caricature by caricaturing invites us to
consider the advantages of another representational tool employed in this article:
graphic ethnography. The latter is a rapidly expanding approach that embraces
ethnographically more than one form, the written and the graphic (Marcus 2017).4
The combination of text and drawing brings to the fore ethnographic details that
might otherwise pass unnoticed. The panels that follow, for example, remind the
reader that the voices of our respondents emerge sometimes in ideologically motivated conversations. The latter may sometimes take place over food and drink;
they may be more or less emotionally charged—triggering particular body postures, including the subtle or emphatic reposition of heads or hands. In this respect, the graphic medium can remind the reader that in conversations we all do
more than express opinions: we share and debate ideas with friends, attempt to
persuade, flatter, or compromise. The image of the ethnographer in the graphic
frame serves as a further reminder that the ethnographic product—or the authorial split, in this case—is co-authored, the result of an ongoing conversation.
My particular use of graphic ethnography in this article makes available
components of the original ethnographic discussions presented as integral to the
ethnographic narrative. They reanimate but also destabilize the authoritativeness
of ethnographic interpretation, opening, rather than closing, ethnographic imagination (Ingold 2011, 2012). To escape from overidentification with particular
positions—a problem related to the topic I tackle here—I have mirrored the
emerging dilemmas on one’s self: setting my protagonists, and myself, against their
previous views, to escape momentarily from the performative certainty of arguing
particular positions. To the extent that the graphic medium trades in reductions,
it can—almost as easily—showcase internal complexity, accentuating a sense of
incompleteness (Taussig 2011; Theodossopoulos 2016a) as well as a sense of ethnographic openness (see graphic panel below).
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Graphic ethnography panels work synergistically with the main text in a way
that resembles how Neni Panourgiá (1995, xx, 2009) uses parerga (singular, parergon), that is, as work presented “alongside, another, main work” to offer an ad139
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ditional perspective and aid the analysis. Following Panourgiá, I use the technique
of parerga to support some of my graphic panels, offering further commentary and
contextualization. The combination of these three analytical tools—graphic ethnography, the parerga, and the authorial split—intends to challenge the singularity
of anthropological representation. All three tools rely on reflexivity to generate
a unified, self-critical effect that allows the author to coconstruct their object of
study with respondents (see Okely and Callaway 1992; Reed-Danahay 1997; Davies 1998; Collins and Gallinat 2010). Notably, reflexivity is not merely a remedy
against the biases generated by the invisible use of the authorial filter; it also foregrounds a more nuanced view of the other. Far from advancing self-absorption,
self-critical reflexivity can generate—to turn Clifford Geertz’s (1989, 2) aphorism
on its head—“plain and unpretending” anthropological texts.
GREEK SOLIDARITY DILEMMAS: Anthropological Insights
The growth of grassroots humanitarian initiatives in austerity-afflicted
Greece has brought attention to the emancipatory role of solidarity as a concept
that reconciles an ideological wariness toward philanthropy and the institutionalization of aid. An emerging body of anthropological work has registered this
reawakening of solidarity in Greece. I employ this literature here as a comparative
conceptual context to explore the ideological dilemmas of my solidarian respondents in Patras, an urban center troubled by austerity. Considering that my ethnographic exploration focuses specifically on the narratives of the supporters of two
political parties in the period between 2015 and 2018,5 the discussion that follows
expands the temporal and geographic scope of my analysis by bringing together insights from other anthropological work.6 But let me start by outlining the impact
of the Marxist perspective on Greek ideas about solidarity.
The basic premises of the Marxist critique of philanthropy are familiar to
several solidarians who participate in initiatives that aim to ameliorate the consequences of austerity in Greece. The original critique can be traced back to The
Communist Manifesto, in which Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels (1998) pointed out
that philanthropic charity (of the bourgeois-socialist variety) facilitates and reproduces existing capitalist hierarchies. Many theorists have echoed and developed
this critique in the past 160 years,7 Slavoj Žižek most prominent among them. He
identifies charity as a facilitating and redemptive constituent of the contemporary
capitalist economy (Žižek 2009). In Greece, the Communist Party has communicated Marxist ideas to the wider community, including the critique of bourgeois
140
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philanthropy, which at the local level informs spontaneous discussions about the
ethics of solidarity among left-leaning solidarians.
This long-established Marxist-inspired critique has generated a desire among
Greek social actors involved in the aid and voluntary sector to replace the hierarchical notion of philanthropy (φιλανθρωπία) with the more horizontal concept
of solidarity (αλληλεγγύη). In late twentieth-century Greece, solidarity was associated narrowly with the anarchist and anti-authoritarian movements, but it acquired a new relevance in the early twenty-first century with the influx of immigrants and refugees and the introduction of antisocial austerity measures following
the debt crisis (Rozakou 2018b, 189–90). This shift has resulted in the semiotic
amplification of the term to embrace a wider array of progressive, antisystemic
action (Rakopoulos 2018). The term solidarian (αλληλέγγυος), an adjective turned
into a noun, is a neologism that captures this antisystemic dynamic (Rakopoulos
2016; Rozakou 2017, 2018b).
Recent anthropological work has brought analytical attention to the subtle
and nuanced dimensions of this reanimated ethos of solidarity that proliferates in
austerity-ridden Greece. To draw attention to its emancipatory and transformative
possibilities, Theodoros Rakopoulos (2016) frames the notion of solidarity theoretically as a “bridge-concept” that unites diverse ideological elements with local
practices embedded in social relationships. The renewed popularity of the concept
among Greek activists reflects a desire to evade the inflexibility of formal institutions and the hierarchies of giving (implicit in humanitarian aid). Emerging as
a politically aware alternative to philanthropy, solidarity serves as an inspirational
principle that provides “a form of political education” realized through collective
grassroots action (Rakopoulos 2016, 143). Rakopoulos’s work provides us with examples of activist mobilization that aims to subvert austerity through alternative
forms of food distribution.8
An overwhelming majority of Greek humanitarian actors affiliated with the
left, volunteers and professional aid workers, have replaced philanthropy with solidarity in their vocabulary and practice—in fact, as Rakopoulos (2016, 146) observes, even philanthropists have dropped the vocabulary of charity. Nevertheless,
many solidarians remain doubtful about the degree to which humanitarian solidarity can truly erase the connotations of philanthropy (Theodossopoulos 2016b): Has
solidarity simply become another word for philanthropy?9 Heath Cabot provides us
with a helpful metaphor to conceptualize this particular dilemma. Urban Greek
solidarians are aware of the “two-facedness” inherent in the ethics of giving: solidarity inspires collective action, but it is also “tied to” “neoliberalism and austerity”
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(Cabot 2016, 153). This two-part realization generates a Janus-face effect, argues
Cabot, one ridden with ambivalence. Cabot’s Athenian respondents—volunteers
in social clinics and social pharmacies—do not see solidarity as a remedy for the
crisis, but rather as another one of its aspects, one intimately linked to dominant
forms of neoliberal injustice. Such nuanced local views can help us appreciate that
solidarity initiatives in Greece generate a political awareness nurturing a productive self-critique: participating in humanitarian solidarity is not a radical break
from neoliberal austerity, and many solidarians are self-aware of these limitations
(Cabot 2013, 2014).
The dilemma outlined above has deeper roots. In the Greek humanitarian and
volunteering context, the concept of solidarity has a rival: hospitality (φιλοξενία)
toward strangers. In fact, solidarity’s antihierarchical connotations become more
visible when contrasted with hospitality, which is deeply implicated with the inequality of gift-giving and the performance of competitive masculinity (Hirschon
1992, 2001; Herzfeld 1987, 1992, 2012; Gkintidis 2014, 2018; Papataxiarchis
2016c). The comparison between the two concepts encourages a wider anthropological view that expands beyond anti-austerity movements to embrace the wider
value system in Greek society. Such an anthropologically informed analysis is thoroughly accomplished by Katerina Rozakou (2012) in her work on the power and
biopolitics of asylum-hospitality in Greece, and the spaces of sociality engendered
by solidarity volunteerism in the refugee context (Rozakou 2016a, 2017, 2018a).
In relation to “the extravagant generosity of hospitality,” she points out, solidarity
seems to be a less conspicuous or horizontal alternative (Rozakou 2016b, 190). It is
such previous, culturally intimate notions—for example, hospitality—that reconstitute (through opposition) the egalitarianism and political relevance of solidarity.
The post-2010 explosion of solidarity initiatives in Greece has encouraged a
reconfiguration of previous attitudes toward giving, something most visible in refugee-crisis volunteerism. Rozakou (2016b, 196–97) wonders whether this interesting transformation has something to do with the nature and short-term needs
of refugee aid recipients. At the same time, Rozakou indicates, the newly emerged
egalitarian ethos of solidarity that has permeated Greek society under austerity
appears to transform the self-identification of middle-class volunteers, leading to a
newly relaxed and generous attitude toward asymmetrical giving (Rozakou 2016b).
The experience of austerity seems to inspire empathetic perspectives (see Kirtsoglou and Theodossopoulos 2018), encapsulated by the everyday figure of speech,
“today it is you, tomorrow it will be me” (Kirtsoglou 2018b).
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It has become increasingly apparent, therefore, that the refugee crisis, combined with the protracted nature of austerity in Greece, has engendered a new
dynamic that accentuates previous dilemmas regarding the ethics of solidarity (see
also, Cabot 2019; Kirtsoglou 2018a). In what follows, I explore some of these dilemmas, focusing on the narratives of citizens in Patras who had previously shared
their views about solidarity with me in a recurring dialogue that has remained
open since the beginning of the austerity crisis. Their arguments, taken together,
outline a view of solidarity politics during a particular period of Greek political
life: the early period of SYRIZA’s (The Coalition of the Radical Left) government
(winter 2015 to summer 2018).
SOLIDARITY BEYOND POLITICAL COMPROMISE: Views from the
Grassroots
The summer of 2015 proved an unsettling time for Greek politics. The newly
elected left-wing SYRIZA government pressed hard for breaching the regime of
austerity, imposed by previous governments and the country’s lenders (also known
as the Troika).10 The latter, in an uncompromising mood, defended their programmatic vision of austerity. Unresolved negotiations led to an impasse, the threat of
uncontrolled bankruptcy, and capital controls. Many Greek citizens in Patras—
and especially those of left-leaning inclination—felt that their country was being
punished for resisting austerity. In a referendum that took place early in July 2015,
a 61 percent majority voted against the austerity bailout package offered by the
Troika. Nevertheless, shortly after the referendum (and under the threat of exiting
the EU), the Greek government and its lenders reached a compromise, one that
seemed similar to previous austerity memoranda. Subsequently, and following criticisms from its left wing, SYRIZA held elections and was re-elected into power. It
seemed that the great majority of SYRIZA’s voters considered tactical compromise
a necessary political maneuver.
Those among my interlocutors in Patras affiliated with the left felt divided in
evaluating such events. Some saw the eventual compromise of the SYRIZA government as a realistic, flexible, and temporary measure that had averted the uncontrolled collapse of the economy and its consequences for the most vulnerable parts
of the population. At the same time, other citizens felt betrayed by the pervasiveness of the neoliberal ideas and the extension of austerity.11
In the three years following the summer of 2015, I returned to Patras seven
times.12 During these field trips, I continued my conversations about the ethics of
solidarity and the overall conditions of living under austerity, now conceived as a
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continuous, protracted regime. From today’s perspective, I can see more clearly
that local debates about (a) the country’s eventual compromise to one or another
regime of austerity, and also (b) previous dilemmas regarding the appropriateness of humanitarian action, followed two parallel ideological trajectories: on the
one hand, some Marxist-inspired interlocutors felt compelled to argue in favor
of an uncompromising stand, while, on the other hand, several left-inclined solidarians—often more closely affiliated with SYRIZA—accepted compromise as a
realistic, temporary, and ultimately subversive tactic. For the latter, compromise
was an issue of degree and part of a conscious strategy. It was in fact that degree
that separated a “leftist” from a politically conservative position—or at least, this
is how the rationalizing author in my mind read their political interpretations.13
We can see the rationale of this second—flexible and realistic—position in
the words of Eléni, a leading participant in a number of solidarity groups in Patras.
She had been one of my gate-openers during fieldwork in 2014–2015, and an inspiring presence in the town’s humanitarian scene. It was Eléni who introduced to
me to a neighborhood solidarity initiative—closely affiliated with SYRIZA—that
provides cooked food for citizens impoverished by austerity.14 She has followed the
activities of this group consistently since the period of my fieldwork, making additional voluntary contributions to the municipal social clinic (κοινωνικό ιατρείο)
and the medicine bank (κοινωνικό Φαρμακείο).15
The following conversation took place in May 2016, when we met to catch
up, have dinner, and discuss the year that had passed. Early in our conversation, I
overwhelmed Eléni with questions about the continuation of austerity and its effect on the motivation and morale of her fellow solidarians. She explained that she,
and most solidarians I remembered from the food-distribution initiative, continued their humanitarian involvement, despite austerity-related difficulties in each
citizen’s own life; and she gave examples of how particular solidarians were “not
much better off” than the beneficiaries of the aid they helped provide—yet they
stayed connected, in solidarity.
As the discussion moved to an evaluation of the summer of 2015, Eléni confided that a couple of solidarians, mutual friends from the food-distribution initiative, had withdrawn their participation from that particular endeavor, partly
because of their disappointment with SYRIZA. Eléni understood their sentiments,
considering the earlier strong anti-austerity view of these “ex-comrades,” but she
stressed that such cases were “exceptions,” not the general rule. Everybody was, of
course, concerned about the continuation of austerity, which she felt was not the
144
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fault of SYRIZA, but rather that of the lenders (των δανιστών), who had been
“punitive” (εκδικητικοί) in their approach and “inflexible” (αδιάλλακτοι).
After a short pause, Eléni provided me with a metaphor that embedded the
wider politics of Greek debt within the locally meaningful and familiar ethics of
solidarity (see graphic below).
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Eléni’s words here prove revealing—not only of the degree to which ideas
about humanitarian aid have infiltrated local debates about solidarity but also of
informal political views held by several grassroots SYRIZA supporters. They can
help us appreciate how the latter reconcile a commitment to the left with the political compromise inherent in local humanitarian action and international politics.
In both cases, socialism is perceived as inextricable from giving and forgiving—
the cultivation of empathy (see Kirtsoglou and Theodossopoulos 2018; Kirtsoglou
2018b) and the practice of a less calculative rationality.
Eléni’s overall political perspective seemed disarmingly consistent with her
practice in the everyday, in particular her humanitarian contributions to the
food-distribution solidarity initiative and the social clinic, but also with her concern that beneficiaries not become ensconced (να βολευτούν) in a passive and
perpetual state of helplessness. The ideal aid beneficiary for her was epitomized by
those citizens who sought—and recognized their need for—help, but who did not
become dependent on it. Unlike bourgeois philanthropy that propagates long-term
dependency on aid—and Eléni was explicit on this point—solidarity initiatives
enable, empower, and raise awareness (ευαισθητοποιούν). “Well . . . not always,”
she added, “but that is our goal.” Not surprisingly, my rationalizing authorial self
celebrated a small victory when I reflected back on Eléni’s measured and flexible
view of socialism that evening.
It was a short-term victory for that part of my self, lasting only until the following morning, when I met my communist friend Mihális. He is a civil engineer
who suffered—as did many other individuals in his profession—from the loss of
job contracts during the time of austerity. “A civil engineer is the working-class
alternative of an architect,” Mihális frequently asserts, but he also admits with
disarming honesty that he is not working class. The working class in Patras was
almost eradicated in the 1980s, he explains, “when most factories closed down.”
In his opinion this resulted from competitive international capitalism following
Greece’s entry into the EU. Such realizations inspired him to become a member
of the Communist Party of Greece (KKE), his membership uninterrupted during
the past three years.
That morning in May 2016 we sat in the coffeehouse he frequented, and
where we had met the previous year. We ordered the usual: a Greek coffee (without sugar, σκέτος ελληνικός) for him, and lemonade for me—from a local Patras
company, to support the local economy. “As if nothing has changed,” I remarked
poetically, “same table, same bright Greek morning light.” “But everything has
changed,” he interrupted me, “everything! Greece is now, officially, a compro-
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mised nation.” As usual, Mihális spoke with a strong, unequivocating voice, “for
the benefit of the customers at the neighboring tables,” with most of whom he
frequently had heated conversations. This time Mihális wanted to speak without
interruptions, and so he did for ten minutes or so, communicating his contempt
for the Greek acquiescence to foreign capital, but also his disgust at the EU elite’s
“colonial attitude.”
“Sorry I ranted at you,” he said in the end, “I haven’t see you since last summer. What are you planning to do in Patras this time? Don’t tell me you will go
again to these charities [τις φιλανθρωπίες] that you support?” I mumbled a word
or two, aware that Mihális saw humanitarian action as a pointless bourgeois undertaking, only to be interrupted one more time. He continued as you can read in
the graphic depiction of his monologue (below).
Here again, Mihális, like Eléni, drew metaphorical connections between
debt politics at the national level and local humanitarian action, only to arrive at a
more pessimistic conclusion: on both levels one could see the same “false” capitalist logic, generating all sorts of compromises, one feeding into the other, clouding
the view of the Greek people, including those, he said, affiliated with the “compromised left” (τη συμβιβασμένη αριστερά). Mihális insisted that “SYRIZA is
passing ineffectual measures [εφαρμόζει ημίμετρα].” A real, permanent solution,
he concluded, had to involve a drastic rift, a total restart for the Greek economy
and society, whatever the cost for the ordinary citizen.
I have learned over the years to anticipate Mihális’s conclusions, which mostly
align with that of the Communist Party. The trajectories of his arguments, however, often surprise me, and for the most part compel me to agree, as they point
out, relentlessly, that local and national politics are ridden by ineffectual measures
and cover-ups. The zest and enthusiasm of his voice awakens the Marxist spirit
within me, which calls attention to the deceptive work of rationalizations in interpreting political events and local practices, such as my own previous participation
in humanitarian initiatives. Was such participation a misguided expression of my
bourgeois guilt? Or do I sugarcoat my philanthropic tendencies with the radical
rhetoric of solidarity?
The softer Marxist voice in my mind strives for additional explanations. He
questions the ability of Mihális to evoke uncompromising idealism within me. This
could be guilt for my own failed commitment to a disciplined communist trajectory, something Mihális understands and easily exploits. The particular conversational context may also further heighten Mihális’s persuasiveness: the commensal and egalitarian context of male solidarity (see Papataxiarchis 1991, 1999) into
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which, as a Greek man, I have tried to fit, albeit rather uncomfortably. In his now
classic analysis, Michael Herzfeld (1985) has exposed the performative and competitive aspects of Greek masculinity; these Mihális masterfully commands and
I—a Greek academic living abroad—have idealized and awkwardly imitated. The
truth is that I have always felt more comfortable talking with female respondents.
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Another friend and colleague who knows Mihális very well is Georgía. Both
were once members of the Communist Party, although now Georgía supports
SYRIZA. She has invited Mihális to participate many times in a wide array of humanitarian initiatives, but Mihális has always refused. “It doesn’t have to do with
party loyalty,” Georgía clarified in a subsequent conversation with me: “I have invited him to help with actions [δράσεις] that are not tainted by political parties.”
“His refusal,” Georgía further explained, “is perhaps ideological as much as it is
cruel [σκληρή].” This idea provided Georgía with the impetus to summarize her
own views about the ethics of solidarity, aided by her fellow solidarians Maria and
Tasia (see graphic below), with whom I had previously spent several hours working
in the same food-distribution initiative in which Eléni participates.

The vision of solidarity shared between Georgía, Maria, and Tasia conveys an
empowering socialist message based on the immediacy of practical action. And it
is here that Mihális’s rejection of humanitarian action, however persuasive at the
ideological level, fails to meet the immediate priorities of local society and the expectation that the left is—or should be—better than the predominant neoliberal
politics it seeks to replace. This is pointed out explicitly by Mihális’s friends, such
as Georgía, who are well versed in the Marxist critique of humanitarianism but
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choose to invest heavily in solidarity initiatives. Much to the pleasure of my rationalizing self, Georgía and her fellow solidarians provided me with the following
explanation that outlines a long-term vision of persistent, indirect resistance (see
graphic below).

Thinking with hindsight about this conversation, my soft-Marxist authorial
self recollects my sense of ease in the company of this group of women. Their female company emanated a relaxed sense of trust,16 solidified through the previous
experience of working together in the food-distribution initiative. This contrasted
the fervent discussions with Michális at the coffeehouse, during which we pushed
political ideas to their logical extremes. The contrast between the conversational
contexts in this section encourages me to admit that my authorial split is also
partly constituted by sharing different types of gendered solidarity, as well as the
unique combination of the gendered-cum-ideological makeup of each conversational company of friends.
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CRITICAL AMBIVALENCE AND COMPLEXITY
Aware that a certain degree of compromise is inherent in resistance, my
rationalizing authorial self is persuaded by the argument of my solidarian interlocutors in Patras: solidarity initiatives in austerity-ridden Greece—despite their
partial complicity with an imperfect and unequal social system—have an empow-
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ering dimension: they engender political radicalization (Rakopoulos 2016; Rozakou
2018b) and opportunities to demonstrate a certain political responsiveness (Cabot
2014; Athanasiou and Alexandrakis 2016; Theodossopoulos 2016b; Rozakou
2018b). As my respondents Eléni and Georgía underline, it is better to get involved
and resist austerity through action than to stay passive and allow the pessimism of
austerity to overtake you. Through solidarity activities, Eléni argues, “one may also
help a fellow citizen or two, but that is not the only purpose.”
My uncompromising authorial self is not fully persuaded by such an enticing
but indirect radical vision. He believes that indirect resistance, for example, as
framed by James C. Scott (1985, 1990), does not remain uncontaminated by hegemony (see Gledhill 1994, 2012; Roseberry 1994; Theodossopoulos 2015). Informal
solidarity initiatives at the local level—to the degree that these provide a resisting
alternative to austerity—are not autonomous from power, or, at the very least,
not autonomous enough. They may indeed provide a temporary respite for the
subaltern—in this case, the victims of austerity—but they also allow hegemony to
adapt to (and neutralize ideologically) any small-scale challenges that arise.
Mihális succinctly encapsulated this argument in a subsequent conversation:
“With the battle of delays, it is not only the weak who take respite, but also the
powerful!”17 Indirect resistance and strategic compromises, according to this point
of view, detract attention from and postpone the battle against enduring inequality. Solidarity initiatives at the local level, or reliance on installments of financial aid at the national level, extend and reproduce dependency. According to this
logic, humanitarian solidarity provides yet another rationalization—or veridiction,
that is, “the reason and reasoning” (Faubion 2019, 2)—of established regulatory
biopolitics, a perspective that leads us into seeing volunteerism as an ideological
cover-up of neoliberalism (cf. Muehlebach 2012).
My two authorial selves have served so far as representational devices to
summarize this disagreement, but also, more important, to highlight that both
views can trouble the very same individuals. While my soft-Marxist self rationalizes the imperfections of solidarity (seen as indirect resistance), my hard-Marxist
self condemns with pathologizing certainty the implication of solidarity with hegemony—“here is another version of false consciousness,” he says, “and I can see
it.” Exhausted from the ceaseless wavering between those two positions, I am now
prepared to admit that both coexist at the local context of humanitarian solidarity.
They inspire particular solidarians, and in some cases, they represent ideological
attachments in different periods of one’s life, such as in the case of Georgía, who
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once supported the Communist Party of Greece (KKE) but now follows the more
flexible position (regarding solidarity) espoused by SYRIZA.
Very much like my two authorial personas, those among my interlocutors
in Patras who are concerned about the ethics of solidarity are not neatly divided
along the arguments they articulate in the heat of a conversation. In other moments—for example, while reflecting on particular practices or unanticipated
problems—they appear disarmingly open to examine new arguments or to embark on self-evaluating reflection. Eléni has repeatedly underlined, for example,
that “solidarity issues are not, not in the least, closed . . . every case is different.”18
Ideological positions are also important and necessary, she adds, but this is “food
for thought for our self-examination [για την αυτό-κριτική μας].”
Georgía, Tasia, and Maria similarly agree that immediate humanitarian action
comes before ideology. But they all hold slightly different positions with respect to
the efficacy of solidarity, despite their left-leaning inclinations and support for the
same party. Maria has a hard time forgiving Mihális for his inaction, while Tasia
agrees with several of his critical arguments—“but only at the ideological level,”
she clarified, “not in practice.” Georgía admitted that she feels “tortured” by her
Marxist background, yet found this struggle productive. “When I see Mihális,” she
said, “I remember our common struggles [τους κοινούς μας αγώνες] and forget
our disagreements.” Mihális explicitly mentioned that he treasures the “common
past” (κοινό παρελθόν) he shares with Georgía, a history of political engagements
that made him, he adds, the person he is now.
In August 2018, I showed Eléni and Mihális the graphic panels that support
this article. Eléni told me that she recognized the position of feeling split in two,
especially when troubled by solidarity dilemmas. For example, “to help or not to
help this particular human being, and to what degree?” Mihális revealed that he
has not always been programmatically “harsh” (σκληρός)—in fact, he mentioned
participating in solidarity activities too! I recaptured their reflections in graphic
form (below).
We may consider Eléni’s and Mihális’s simultaneity of views indicative of intersubjective ambiguity (Jackson 1998): undoubtedly, their parallel and partially
overlapping identifications result from their relationships with others. Eléni explains that the views of other solidarians—whom she respects—generate ethical
questions in her mind, for example, about the purpose of solidarity. Yet her relationship with the recipients of aid, she argues, provide her with all the necessary
“answers.” Mihális sees as his important interlocutors his comrades in the Communist Party of Greece (KKE)—with whom he talks about ideology and practice.
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He hates ambiguity, he admitted, but recognizes himself in my mirroring sketch.
Eléni’s and Mihális’s mirroring reflections invited me to bring my ethnographic
narrative to a close, as I have reached a point anticipated much earlier in this article: their relational self-positioning mirrors my authorial split, which was constituted in dialogue with them.
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THE CYCLICALITY OF RESISTANCE AND COMPROMISE
Does humanitarian solidarity generate a certain degree of emancipatory resistance to neoliberal austerity, or does it reproduce dependency on aid, which
leads to yet another compromise with hegemony? In my attempts to address how
solidarians in Patras respond to this irresolvable question—a true aporia—I made
visible how I opened myself to parallel, contrasting, but partly overlapping views
in the field, as well as to the persuasiveness of such views. I experimented with
representational devices—the split of the authorial voice, graphic ethnography,
parerga—that capture the open-ended nature of the original dilemma, in an attempt to escape from singular answers constituting one or another “one-dimensional sort of explanation” (Williams 1979, 144). Ethnography is intimately implicated in the political ramifications of the ethnographic process, which invites us
to acknowledge the simultaneity and interweaving of parallel arguments in local
narratives and interpretations. Some of these unofficial political views may encompass concepts studied by traditional anthropology—for example, in the case
I examined here: time, gift giving, and hospitality. Local views of temporality, for
example, often become transformed in times of crisis (Knight and Stewart 2016;
see also, Knight 2012, 2015a; Hirschon 2013). An over-burdensome (and austerity-afflicted) perception of present-ness (Bryant 2016) can lead to an overstretched
temporariness, extending dependency—a view favored by many solidarians and
my rationalizing self. Yet in the narratives of those favoring a harder Marxist view,
dependency on aid has been drawn out too far; it is now seen as embedded within
an all-embracing hegemony. Solidarity can therefore not fully redeem dependency
on aid.
My left-leaning interlocutors in Patras seem perfectly aware of and troubled
by the asymmetrical nature of giving (cf. Rozakou 2012, 2016b, 2018a; Cabot
2016). This awareness leads them to debate, adopt, or criticize, as well as—as
Rozakou testifies with respect to a variety of volunteerism initiatives—minimize
over time their inhibition regarding unreciprocated gift giving (Rozakou 2018b).
Herzfeld reminds us that offering mutual assistance does not constitute a foreign
concept in Greek society; it can solidify a common stance “against potentially hostile others” (Herzfeld 2016, 202), including domestic and foreign proponents of
austerity. It represents a culturally intimate response (or responsiveness) to the
facelessness of bureaucracy (Herzfeld 1992, 1997), the official politics of hospitality (Papataxiarchis 2006; Rozakou 2012), established inequalities, exploitation,
and competitive individualism (Athanasiou and Alexandrakis 2016). The success of
solidarity as a bridge concept (Rakopoulos 2016) relies on this emphasis on disin-
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terested sociality and reciprocity (Papataxiarchis 2018; Rakopoulos 2018; Rozakou
2018b).
My rationalizing authorial self appears most content with drawing such anthropological interpretative links, but my uncompromising Marxist self views this
intellectual project with wariness, and he wonders: Is this the purpose of anthropology? Or is such dependence on cultural values (or concepts) an ideological justification of an imperfect, unequal social reality—another rationalization? My rationalizing self respectfully welcomes this classic Marxist perspective and responds
with a postrationalization: even if we reduce culture to ideology, what better way
to rid ourselves from its all-embracing mystification than to interpret, analyze, and
understand its treacherous logic? Maybe this type of anthropological struggle can
prove useful after all, in the long term, as much as the critique that prompted it
in the first place.
It is at this precise point—the demystification of the wonder we call culture—that my two internalized voices declare a temporary truce. They both agree
with the initial Foucauldian proposition that structured this article: that resistance
is never inexhaustible or complete. Resisting subjects are implicated with the wider
nexus of power that surrounds them, even with the very power structures they try
to resist. Which leads us to acknowledge that resistance is not autonomous from
the broader cultural and politico-economic relationships that trigger it in the first
place (Keesing 1992; Gledhill 1994, 2012; Ortner 1995; Theodossopoulos 2015).
Fighting against protracted austerity requires a conscious, long-term strategy
of resistance, which can be seen here as a flexible inventive tactic (Herzfeld 2016).
Short-term compromises—in the field of humanitarian solidarity, for example—
may lead to the defeat of the pervasive temporariness structured by austerity, but
they may also provide temporary solutions to immediate problems, constituting a
form of pragmatism that has a generative effect (Papataxiarchis 2018, 230–3; see
also Rakopoulos 2014a, 2018). In such pragmatic terms, solidarity initiatives in
crisis-afflicted Greece make a contribution greater than (and not reducible to) the
heterogenous partial interests and partial commitments of their membership: collective action here generates unique and unpredictable outcomes and relationships
(Alexandrakis 2016, 7–8; Athanasiou and Alexandrakis 2016, 260), what Evthymios Papataxiarchis (2018, 245) calls “the un-envisioned effects of praxis.”
Nevertheless, the unpredictable, transformative benefits of solidarity in
practice do not preclude a self-critical stance. On this point all the protagonists
of this article agree. A sharper, uncompromising reevaluation of the pragmatic
logic engendered by solidarity can serve as a critical lens against the rationaliz-
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ing work of hegemony. In this respect, the interventions of my uncompromising-cum-pathologizing self serve as a metacognitive filter, a second layer of critical
thinking about previous thinking, which constitutes a prerequisite for a reflexive
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Marxist approach: the uncovering of biases—bourgeois, interpretative, analytical,
authorial—that lead us to see our interpretations as closed or “finished products”
(Williams 1977, 128). Seen from this perspective, the two arguments about solidarity that have troubled my respondents in Patras are mutually and productively
constituted, for they are set against each other—one engendering the other in
a codependent relationship. Self-critique—such as the auto-ethnographic split I
introduced and depicted in graphic form in this article—offers a compass for navigating through the compromises inherent in both theory and practice.
POSTSCRIPT
In July 2019, on a short trip to vote in the Greek general elections,19 I ran
into Eléni and Georgía at a café in St. Georgiou’s Square, the very center of Patras. After sharing our disappointment about the defeat of the left, the discussion
drifted to the particular food-distribution initiative at which we had all worked in
previous years. “We will continue,” said Georgía, “we need to keep our spirit high,
not only for those in need, but also for ourselves.” “Now that the right wing is in
power, it is more important to meet regularly,” added Eléni, “to remember what
we have in common.” Her words echoed in my ears two days later, when I called
Mihális on the phone. Now that political power has shifted away from the left,
more common ground exists between him, Eléni, and Georgía: new critical trajectories, parallel arguments, but also lessons from the past. There is also more scope
for productive compromise between my rationalizing and pathologizing selves.
ABSTRACT
This article introduces an autobiographical analytical tool that aims to elucidate
the complexity and interweaving of opposing ideological positions as these emerge
in the field and while writing ethnography. The technique introduced makes visible
the split of the author’s identity into two: between that of a hard and a soft Marxist, where each authorial self resonates with a particular local perspective. The split
and those who have stimulated it—the real-life protagonists in the field—become
reanimated and embodied through the self-mirroring representational lens of graphic
ethnography. Overall, the article provides an experimental exercise in reflexive Marxist anthropology, which, apart from ethnographic innovation, engages with the ambivalence and codependence of competing arguments about the ethics of humanitarian solidarity in austerity-afflicted Greece. The essay suggests that local arguments
about solidarity are coconstituted through pragmatism and productive self-critique
in times of protracted austerity. [auto-biographical split; graphic ethnography;
solidarity; indirect resistance; reflexive Marxism; Greece]
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Περίληψη

Το άρθρο αυτό εισάγει ένα αυτοβιογραφικό αναλυτικό εργαλείο που στοχεύει
στην αποσαφήνιση της πολυπλοκότητας και της συνάφειας αντιθέτων
ιδεολογικών θέσεων όπως αυτές προκύπτουν στo ερευνητικό πεδίο και κατά
τη διάρκεια της συγγραφής της εθνογραφίας. Η τεχνική που προτείνεται
κάνει ορατή τη διάσπαση της ταυτότητας του συγγραφέα ανάμεσα σε
έναν σκληρό και έναν αστό μαρξιστή, έτσι ώστε κάθε μια από τις δύο
ταυτότητες να αντιπροσωπεύει συγκεκριμένα επιχειρήματα. Η διχοτόμιση
του συγγραφέα και εκείνοι που την έχουν εμπνεύσει - οι πρωταγωνιστές
της ζωής στο πεδίο της έρευνας - ενσωματώνονται μέσα από τον αυτοκατοπτρισμό της γραφιστικής εθνογραφίας . Συνολικά, το άρθρο προσφέρει
μια πειραματική άσκηση στην αναστοχαστική μαρξιστική ανθρωπολογία,
η οποία, εκτός από την εθνογραφική της καινοτομία, αναδεικνύει την
αμφισημία και την αλληλεξάρτηση των ανταγωνιστικών επιχειρημάτων
σχετικά με την ηθική της ανθρωπιστικής αλληλεγγύης στην Ελλάδα στην
περίοδο της λιτότητας. Υποστηρίζεται ότι τα τοπικά επιχειρήματα σχετικά
με την αλληλεγγύη αλληλοπραγματώνοντε με ρεαλισμό και παραγωγική
αυτοκριτική σε περιόδους παρατεταμένης λιτότητας. [Αυτό-βιογραφική
διχοτόμιση του συγγραφέα _ graphic ethnography _ αλληλεγγύη _
έμμεση αντίσταση _ αναστοχαστικός μαρξισμός _ Ελλάδα]
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2.
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Over the past decade, the growth of humanitarian solidarity initiatives in Greece has
inspired a number of anthropological responses, which I use here as a conceptual repository to contextualize my auto-ethnographical reflections and the positions of my interlocutors in the field (see Bakalaki 2008; Cabot 2014, 2016, 2019; Rakopoulos 2014a,
2014b, 2015a, 2015b, 2016, 2018; Herzfeld 2016; Papataxiarchis 2016c, 2018; Rozakou
2016a, 2016b, 2017, 2018a, 2018b; Theodossopoulos 2016b). This recent literature about
solidarity in Greece has been, in turn, informed by wider anthropological contributions
that reflect on and redress the wider ideological asymmetries between aid providers and
recipients (de Waal 1997; Fassin 2007, 2011; Fassin and Pandolfi 2010; Bornstein and
Redfield 2011; Muehlebach 2012; Redfield 2012; Ticktin 2014).
In the anthropology of Greece, we have seen previous experiments that depart from
conventional representational norms. Most notably among these are the ethnographies
of James D. Faubion (1993) and Neni Panourgiá (1995). Jane K. Cowan (1990, 1991) has
experimented with setting voices apart to represent variable positions taken by women
and men with respect to hegemonic gender notions.
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3.

4.

5.

6.

7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.

13.

14.
15.

16.

17.

Patras is the capital of Peloponnese, an urban center in southwestern Greece, a threehour drive from Athens. It is the third-largest city in the country, with about 210,000
inhabitants. It is not a tourist destination, although tourists use its port, which connects
Greece with Italy. The local economy—which relies on services and commerce—was
harshly affected by the introduction of austerity measures in 2010. Patras has been for
me the site of ongoing fieldwork for longer than two decades, including a four-year-long
project (2014–2018) that focused on the consequences of austerity in Greece.
It includes full-length, graphic monographs (Hamdy and Nye 2017) or graphic articles
(Theodossopoulos 2019), analyses combining text and graphic components (Schwanhäußer 2016; Theodossopoulos 2016b), book reviews (Theodossopoulos 2017), short
graphic panels (Shah 2017), or emulations of political cartooning (Theodossopoulos
forthcoming).
These are the Communist Party of Greece (KKE) and SYRIZA (the Coalition of the
Radical Left); the latter was, at the time of writing, the political party in power. My
analysis does not claim to address the formal positions of these two parties toward
solidarity; rather, it discusses local, unofficial adaptations of these views and dilemmas
about solidarity in Patras.
In addition to the solidarity-specific literature, I draw insights from anthropological interventions that examine solidarity in the context of the recent migration and refugee
crisis (Papataxiarchis 2016a, 2016b; Green 2018; Kirtsoglou 2018b); the temporality of
the crisis (Knight 2012, 2015a; Knight and Stewart 2016); and the transformative dimensions of anti-austerity resistance (Alexandrakis 2016; Athanasiou and Alexandrakis
2016; Poulimenakos and Dalakoglou 2018).
See also Haskell 1985a, 1985b; Cunningham and Innes 1998; Fassin 2012; Trundle 2014;
Osella, Stirrat, and Widger 2015.
See Rakopoulos 2014a, 2014b, 2015a, 2015b, 2018; for more cases of alternative food
distribution see, Sutton et al. 2013; Knight 2015b; Douzina-Bakalaki 2017; Agelopoulos
2018.
See also Bakalaki 2008; Cabot 2014, 2016; Rozakou 2016a, 2016b.
The European Commission (EC), the International Monetary Fund (IMF), and the European Central Bank (ECB).
For example, communists, anarchists, and the far-left wing of SYRIZA.
To carry out fieldwork as part of the ESRC grant “Household Survival in Crisis,” which
focused on the consequences of austerity for Greek families. I conducted the main
fieldwork for this project from August 2014 to August 2015. The follow-up field trips
(2015–2018) provided additional data and an opportunity to test my earlier conclusions
as subsequent events unfolded.
Neni Panourgiá (2009, 15–16) has highlighted the difficulty with defining the term leftist (αριστερός/ή) in modern Greece; the latter encompasses a wide variety of self-ascriptions and ideological positions. The same applies to the equally contested category
the Greek left (η αριστερά), which is, nevertheless, used rather inclusively in local contexts to include bourgeois-socialism.
For an ethnographic description of the particular initiative, see Theodossopoulos 2016b.
Between 2013 and 2016, her participation in solidarity activities took about seven hours
a week, divided into different initiatives. In 2016, after the medicine bank closed down,
she reduced her volunteering services by half to devote more time to her dermatological
practice and her daughter. In the meantime, the social clinic has reduced its opening
hours to one day a week (Thursdays); Eléni now serves in the latter once every two
weeks.
The Greek notion of a company of friends (parea) has been explored by several anthropologists who analyzed the social and gendered dynamics between people socializing regularly together. For all-male pareas, see Papataxiarchis (1991); for female or
mixed-gender pareas, see Cowan (1990) and Kirtsoglou (2004).
The original reads, “Mε την μάχη των καθυστερήσεων δεν ξεκουράζονται μόνο οι
αδύνατοι, αλλά και οι δυνατοί!”
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18.
19.

The original reads, “Tο θέμα δεν είναι, σε καμοία περίπτωση, κλειστό.. κάθε
περίπτωση είναι διαφορετική.”
The Greek general elections of July 7, 2019, brought into power the conservative party,
Nea Democratia. It remains to be seen if the numerous solidarity initiatives—and the
overall solidarity ethos—which thrived during the government of SYRIZA, will endure.
My prediction is that several solidarity initiatives will continue to function as radicalized
loci of indirect resistance, raising social awareness against the consequences of austerity
and the competitive spirit of neoliberal politics.
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