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Foreword 
Intellectuals in a Time of Crisis

Costas Douzinas

Surprise and concern has been expressed in Greece about the lack of interventions by mainstream intellectuals resisting the destruction of the social bond, the humanitarian crisis and the rise of fascism as a result of the measures imposed on the Greek people by the troika of IMF, EU and ECB. Intellectuals and academics on the Left have rallied to the defence of dignity and well-being of the population but have been excluded or marginalised by the established media. It is characteristic that some of the most important academic analyses of the crisis have been published outside Greece. The present collection is the best representative of this growing genre that finds greater interest in London or Paris than in Athens or Thessaloniki.

The deafening silence of mainstream intellectuals, a normally voluble and visible tribe, alerts us to wider concerns about the existence, role and responsibility of intellectuals. What is the responsibility of intellectuals at a time of crisis? Let me start with a brief history. The term intellectual was first used in France during the Dreyfus affair. Alfred Dreyfus, a French Jewish army officer was accused by anti-Semitic nationalists of spying for the Germans. The Anti-dreyfusants coined the term ‘classe intellectuel’ to discredit prominent supporters of Dreyfus as decadent, anti-nationalist and Jewish. The Dreyfusants such as Emile Zola (who penned the famous ‘J’Accuse’ article) and Julien Benda, later the author of Trahison des Clercs in a masterful reversal adopted the term ‘intellectual’ for their cause and a new militant identity was launched.

In English, the term appeared for the first time in 1914, in quotation marks, imported by the circle of Romain Rolland and the opponents of war in France. It was used for the anti-war stance of Bertrand Russell and Walter Lipmann in his early left wing period. After the war and the Russian revolution, the term became generalised, replacing the older ‘men of letters’. Intellectuals are what the French do, say the English. England has tried to keep Parisian ideas and fashions out of its shores in the same way that it quarantined pets to prevent the introduction of rabies. When Birkbeck College launched its Institute for the Humanities in 2004 with a series of lectures celebrating the life and work of Jacques Derrida (Douzinas, 2007) an Observer commentator responded in an article entitled ‘What have intellectuals ever done for the world’.

Noam Chomsky in his 1967 famous essay ‘The responsibility of intellectuals’ wrote that it is the responsibility ‘of intellectuals to speak the truth and to expose lies. This, at least, may seem enough of a truism to pass over without comment. Not so, however. For the modern intellectual, it is not at all obvious.’ For Chomsky, the role of intellectuals is to ‘speak truth to power’ (1967). From almost the opposite side of the spectrum Judge Richard Posner published ‘Public Intellectuals’: A Study in Decline (2002). Posner’s claim is quite accurate on the surface. Intellectuals have progressively become extremely specialized in their field of expertise. This coincided with the huge increase in media presence and its hunger for copy. The combination of the two processes means that today intellectuals tend to speak about issues they know very little about and when they opine about wider political and social issues outside their area of professional competence they become ‘false prophets’.

Let us combine the decline of intellectuals with the question of responsibility. The death of the intellectual coincides with the rise of the expert. The first generation of intellectuals were committed to of social justice and equality, resistance to racism and colonialism, opposition to war. They tended to be philosophers, well-known artists and authors, something that gave them public recognition and respect. They were representatives of radical enlightenment, speaking only partly as experts and to a much larger extent as spokespersons of a normative universalism and a political version of truth. For these public intellectuals, truth is not the objective outcome of cognitive processes but a domain of struggle one enters armed with moral principles, historical awareness and political categories which judge, criticise and resist. Truth and the universal do not mirror reality but are strategies to change it. This is the truth that Chomsky promotes and Posner derides.

Great intellectuals are not people who exercise ‘responsible’ critique. Their inspiration is Socrates with his persistent critique of doxa – common sense – and his courage. ‘Courage does not require knowledge of certain things’, says the general Nicias in the dialogue Laches, ‘it is a species of knowledge of what is to be dreaded or dared either in war or in anything else.’1 Courage does not call for empirical knowledge but for moral knowledge of self, of the good and beautiful and it is disclosed by parrhesia – fearless speech. It sets the natural ends of action and frees man from natural and social fears.

But this type of intellectual declined and perhaps died by the 1990s for a number of reasons. Intellectuals are now almost exclusively identified with University employees. The terms intellectual and academic have become synonyms. The grand cognitive fields of philosophy, history, letters, law have broken up into a myriad of disciplines and sub-disciplines. University life under state policies and funding priorities has become increasingly solitary, intellectually isolated strictly controlled and managed for policy compliance and economic impact. The idea of the Renaissance person, someone with encyclopaedic knowledge, moral rectitude and aesthetic discernment has passed away with the last great central European Jews (Einstein, Bloch, Derrida, Hobsbawm) and the Sixties generation of French intellectuals.

Specialisation and professionalization coincided with the emergence of post-politics and the attack on democracy as a form of life. This fear of democracy was first publicised by the Trilateral Conference. For Samuel Huntington, the problem with democracy lies with ‘value-oriented intellectuals’, who nurture an ‘adversary culture’ opposed to the pragmatism of ‘policyoriented intellectuals’ (Crozier et al., 1975). They push for excessive democratic activity, challenging leadership and authority. But these jeremiads were becoming already obsolete at the time of their writing.

The new intellectuals/academics (the terms have become interchangeable) are experts in small fields. Their main function is to advise governments on policy and comment in the media. They exercise what Jacques Lacan has called the ‘discourse of the University’. The supposed complexity of modern government and the heights of scientific sophistication mean that proper objective advice given to policy-makers helps solve problems. The role of intellectuals/academics is to offer tools, to become instruments of government. Let me give you a specific example of this approach from my current bête noire, the dominant view about the EU.

Academic propagandists for the Union argue that popular participation is undesirable because it is ‘ignorant irrelevant and ideological’. Princeton Professor Andrew Moravcsik claims that ‘social Europe is a chimera’ and democratic participation should be discouraged because it ‘runs counter to our consensual social scientific understanding of now advanced democracies work’ (2002, p. 618). Economic and scientific expertise is not open to debate and voting. Indeed all democratic participation and mobilization is expensive, counter-productive and gives the impression that there may be more than one solution to problems that have objectively right answers. The great advantage of the Union is that it is so ‘boring’ that people do not care about it.

And it is this type of approach that the media have adopted towards the intellectual/ academic hybrid. Two types of intellectual/academic are evident today: the Prof/prop and the Prof/entertainer. Those in the first category, typically economists and psychologists, opine about statistics and psyche, the two main domains of power’s intervention and control. They offer sound bites that mostly confirm the banal or the point the journalist wants to promote. They offer props for the argument rather than evidence for it. The entertainers, mostly historians, present series on the glory of Greece or the British Empire that mix the simplistic with the fanciful. Media dons mix claims to academic expertise that gives them a certain status and expertise with usually well-disguised establishment normative or political claims. In a situation of conflict, objectivity tends to become the best disguise for ideological partisanship.

But the idea that ideology has ended and politics was about the management of economics has come to an abrupt end in the years of the crisis. The deep social rifts and conflicts have surfaced with violence and this is the terrain where intellectuals/academics must ply their trade. In a situation of conflict, objectivity tends to become the best disguise for ideological partisanship.

And yet after Michel Foucault, Chomsky’s ‘speaking truth to power’ is harder to support. The belief that power and knowledge are external to each other involved in a zero sum game is no longer convincing. In his article ‘What is Critique’, Foucault suggested that critique means developing l’art de n’être pas tellement gouverné (1990). He associates critique with resistance to governance and with acts of desubjectification, relative detachment from the demands of biopolitical power. This is how he put it in the seminar ‘defending society’:


The role of the one who speaks [the intellectual in our context] is not that of legislator or the philosopher between camps, the figure of peace and armistice…To establish oneself between adversaries at the centre and above them, to impose a general law on each and to found an order that reconciles: this is not what is at issue. At issue is the positing of a right marked by dissymetry, the founding of a truth linked to a relation of force, a weapon truth and a singular right. The subject that speaks is a warring – I wont even say a polemical – subject (2004, n.p.).



Edward Saïd, following Foucault, revised Chomsky’s understanding of the responsibility of the intellectuals. Saïd writes in Representations of the Intellectual.


The intellectual is endowed with a faculty for…articulating a…philosophy or opinion to, as well as for, a public. And this role has an edge to it, [involving] someone whose place it is publicly to raise embarrassing questions, to confront orthodoxy. Someone whose raison d’être is to represent all those people and issues that are routinely swept under the rug (1996, p. 3–24).



The expert’s role is to make us forget that the subject is warring, placed on the battlefield, surrounded by enemies, and to keep telling us about our common interests and the country’s rescue.

For Saïd in his Reith lectures, on the other hand, the intellectual is a present-day Robin Hood who gives voice to those who would not be heard otherwise. This is the European tradition of the intellectual but not that of the academic or the expert. This type of intellectual has jettisoned the responsibility of knowledge or power for the irresponsibility of struggle. In English or French, ‘responsibility’ is etymologically linked with ‘response’. You are responsible when you respond to a (moral) demand. The demand may come from power or from the other. When responsibility is defined as consent to the commands of power it is not moral. The moral attitude is irresponsibility. Moral responsibility responds to the demand of the excluded and the poor.

In periods of intense crisis the pressing need to take sides comes to the surface and trumps neutrality. The claim to objectivity, always a little problematic, can no longer be sustained, and becomes itself a ground of confrontation as the conflicts amongst economists and constitutional lawyers show. As the world is moving towards a state of permanent crisis the engaged intellectual and the committed media are coming back. And as we know, exceptional situations are the best guide for understanding normal times.

This volume pursues the classical virtues of parrhesia and andreia at a period of crisis. My hope is that this and similar initiatives will revive again the somewhat lost honor of the intellectual.






Introduction

Myrto Tsilimpounidi & Aylwyn Walsh

In the last two years, there has been a glut of new writing that engages with the era of highly charged political change that seems, at its core, to be about re-working the notion of democracy from an ideal to a practice. Scholars, journalists and commentators have churned out reflections on the so-called ‘Arab Spring’, the Occupy movement, and unrest across Europe. These important books seek to make sense of the breadth of the ways an urban politics of protest and revolt now characterises cities from Oakland, California to Istanbul, Turkey, and Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. There is commonality, from Slavoj Žižek’s The Year of Dreaming Dangerously (2012), Paul Mason’s Why It’s Kicking Off Everywhere (2012), to Judith Butler and Athena Athanasiou’s Dispossession: The Performative in the Political (2013), in the ways these authors draw on fleeting moments in order to question the ethical, philosophical and practical implications of democracy.

This collection is rather more focussed in its attempt to draw on specificities in the unfolding present of the streets of Athens; and as such, overlaps with questions about the nature of the political sphere. Yet, its scope allows for contributors to engage with empirical details that testify to the lived reality of life in a state of ‘crisis’. The chapters investigate specific manifestations of what is called ‘crisis’ in Europe, and while the fiscal crisis inevitably inflects the examples, the authors demonstrate that the notion of ‘crisis’ is more likely to be present in social and ethical encounters that have implications far beyond the immediate moment.

As such, the authors of these chapters have mapped the pressing issues in the state of austerity. This mapping is, in itself, an attempt to ‘deal with’ crisis, but without being able to predict or define its terms. The ‘remapping’ of our title implies a conscious re-working of what once seemed solid. Lez Smart says that ‘mapmaking is an endless quest for perspective’ (2004, p. 10), characterising mapping as a means of exploring but also making an account of the exploration. Such stories that give accounts help set co-ordinates for how others might discover the territory in the future. Mapping is thus not only about landmarks but also imagination. In this light, maps ‘form one of the ways by which society has sought to represent, record and communicate its world’ (Smart, 2004, p. 11). This remapping project attempts to revise and reveal the assumptions and prejudices that may have determined which terrains were mapped, and what landmarks, stories or spaces were included in the hegemonic blueprint. ‘Remapping Athens’ is, therefore, a critical collection of shifting landscapes, border-crossing stories and the emerging possibilities. This volume attempts to engage with multiple research approaches and a range of disciplinary perspectives, including urban studies, geography, sociology, law and international relations as well as performance studies.

Remapping ‘Crisis’ aims to insert a critical gloss to the narratives of protest and social movements in the age of austerity and to offer a social analysis grounded in empirical research in Athens. The contributors include innovative methods of analysis of everyday social worlds, such as inviting critical engagement with readers through using images. As a whole, the volume attempts to forge a new critical discourse that relies on a wide range of urban and social research methods – thereby broadening the scope of analysis of ‘crisis’ from an economic phenomenon to one that fundamentally alters social realities. The book provides a Southern European perspective on the wider concerns of social movements. As such, it is an important and timely contribution to the study of social movements and the rise of direct civil action in pursuit of democracy. In this milieu of social change, Athens is its muse. The contributors in the volume are all, by and large, involved in articulating a range of positions that respond to, define, and problematize the ways economic crisis has impacted on and resulted in the social and political spheres in Athens. The book is timely for several reasons. Firstly, it is written in the wake of the crumbling of the mirage of a unified European Union. The current economic ‘crisis’ has evolved at such speed and with unexpected consequences that were neither predictable, nor avoidable. There have been several books in Greek on this matter, but the task of this volume is to widen the issues to an international audience – particularly since the zeitgeist of social movements, protests and activism as alternative ways of inhabiting cities requires fresh perspectives, and new research approaches.

Athens in Crisis

The city charts a spatial dimension through and within which untold stories are made visible. This edited volume considers ‘crisis’ in Athens as a passage to radical openness through which we might imagine the ways a specific social, political and economic crisis alters the notion of a fixed city. Collectively, the chapters seek to interrogate the gloss of nostalgia that pervades reporting on Greece and her crisis; whilst simultaneously throwing up questions about the limitations of discursive borders, perils of nationalism, euro-skepticism and the neo-liberal mass media on the characterization of Athens’ hubris. Its tone is both polemical and emphatic: avoiding the Sisyphean task of articulating a contemporary city in the terms of its past. The context of a single city provides a lens through which to consider some of the pressing questions of our milieu regarding culture, transnationalism, activism and their terrains. Each section provides a snapshot of a city at a time of emergence – in the instant of social change and in the moment of a crucible of cultural, social and ethical reforms. Contributors offer a range of perspectives on Athens and her future. The complexities and precarity of the city are explored with interdisciplinary rigor – raising multiple questions, provoking arguments that cut across themes and sections in order to paint a multi-layered picture of this contradictory urban crisis. It is an urgent and timely investigation into the space in which the dissenters and renegades can shake up grand narratives and carve up specified discursive frames. Streets, walls, and meeting places offer the hum of theories yet to be enunciated.

With the ‘marble city’ at the center of its gaze, the questions raised by contributors locate its thrust within wider arguments about social movements, the limits of ‘democracy’, urbanity and social change. A city is a living organism consisting of the ‘hard city’ one can map through roads, buildings, public spaces, and the ‘soft city’ of inhabitants, multiple belongings, and imagining desires. This book is an account of the process of softening the urban fabric, or the extent to which the ‘soft city’ informs, interplays, and eventually remaps the ‘hard city’.

Why Remapping?

For the purpose of this analysis a map is used as a symbolic multi-layered metaphor in certain ways: to highlight relationships between individuals, groups and communities; to represent the power dynamics that construct and reconstruct social borders; to define ‘home’ and feelings of ‘belonging’; to foreground social gaps, contradictions and non-places; to outline bridge building and social change processes. Mapping moulds new relationships between spaces and lived experiences and the social dynamics that form dialogue around them. Map-making is closely linked with the way we perceive the world that surrounds us and the current characteristics of our historical moment; and therefore a choice structure for charting a spatial/social mode that is of a particular milieu. If we consider maps as representations that chart known terrains, and always underpinned by certain discourses – namely power, territory, politics – then we might also conceive of remapping as a procedure that reconstructs the terrain as well as provides new symbols for charting it. This procedure critically investigates the discourses that are taken for granted, as a means of telling ‘other stories’ that may not feature in hegemonic systems.

Our choice of a map as extended metaphor allows alternative stories, marginalised voices and new perspectives on the subject of Athens. In short, the potential offered by this choice of metaphor allows for a multi-layered investigation into the urban landscape; it applies hybridity, openness, and complexity as central tenets to such a research project. Urban communities remap the urban fabric as they navigate through it, but their map remains constantly in motion, providing more of a liquid display than a fixed sense of Athens. This brings to mind de Certeau’s analysis of the ‘moving, intersecting writings’ of everyday city residents ‘shaped out of fragments of trajectories and alterations of space’ (1988, p. 93). In a world where territories are always already invaded, transgressed and where borders become spaces of radical contingency there is an urgent need for remapping. To remap means to engage into a compelling negotiation of firstly space, in which the local and the global are combined in many different ways; secondly, to re-work stereotypes which critically reflect on identity markers normally reliant on hegemonic patterns of exoticizing the ‘other’. Finally, there is the need to consider feelings of empathy, to engage with perspective taking, to develop the ability to experience from the point of view of others; and define practices such as inclusion, recognition, and openness.

In order to remap one must transcend personal boundaries and insecurities; if mapping the world starts by defining ‘home’, then remapping starts with the understanding that the old home needs to be left behind because it is locked into the frozen time of national and fixed imagination. Home is more of a symbolic space than a physical place. Remapping as a project attempts to leave behind closed traditions and engages with ideas of an open present, encourages mobility over stability; promotes difference as the stimulus of novelty; suggests that decision making should be participatory; and recognises that reason bows to no absolute truth. In essence it holds the promise of a new land, an imagined world where many worlds fit. It is a dynamic concept defined by the vigour for (and of) change.

If we consider maps as representations that chart known terrains, and always underpinned by certain discourses – namely power, territory, politics – then we might also conceive of the destruction of these maps as a process of remapping the terrain and providing new symbols for charting it. When we imagine the erosion of boundaries and the creation of new territories of dialogue, we should be able to remap our indigenous landscapes in order to include those who remained invisible and marginalised because they could not fit the cognitive, moral or aesthetic map of the dominant world.

Mapping this volume

The topics are clustered around 4 interrelated themes ‘Spatial Politics’, ‘Untold Stories’, ‘If These Walls Could Talk’, and ‘The Revolution Will Not Be Analyzed’. The selected chapters were chosen for the breadth and specific insight each offered into the ways politics, the social and the urban intersect. Readers may prefer to dip into various sections, although as a whole, the volume provides multiple perspectives on its subject – the city of Athens.

Section 1 ‘Spatial Politics’ considers urban spaces as sites of contestation, through acts of resistance, protests and spatialized manifestations of ‘community’. Each chapter engages with mapping the concerns, ideologies and practices of a politics of the street. Thomas Maloutas provides a sense of the ways class and social mobility served to define the spatial distribution of people in Athens. Maloutas’ research draws on detailed data exploring the ways the Olympic Games of 2004, for instance, remapped the city in relation to housing. As such, his chapter marks the terrain of investigation of sociospatial change. Vassilis Arapoglou’s chapter on the urban uncanny in relation to homelessness policy is in two parts; the first outlines a set of theoretical concerns, while the second half offers a close reading of contemporary municipal policies and practices. In her chapter, Orsalia Dimitriou sketches four critical moments in the contemporary milieu that have come to characterise Athens as a series of spaces occupied by social movements. Yannis Kallianos further develops the sense of spatial politics by mapping a psychogeog-raphy of protests. His chapter suggests that we can understand changing urban spaces through exploring the markers of ‘disorder’.

The second section ‘Untold Stories’ undercuts the grand narratives to focus on the everyday stories and acts of ‘performing’ revolution and responding to crisis. Contributors consider the ‘transformative’ effect of the crisis at a micro-level of social production; zooming in from the faceless multitude to encounters of intimate, local and specified concerns. Margarita Komninou & Hartwig Pautz’ contribution presents empirical data on the rise of expropriation as acts of resistance. Their chapter invites readers to reconsider the ways such acts seek to remap the dominant working of consumption in light of the erosion of economic sphere. Georgios Karyotis & Dimitris Skleparis offer an elucidating chapter on the mass hunger strike conducted by 300 migrants in central Athens in 2010. This event placed the precarity of migrant bodies at the centre of the polis, and as such, served to render the political and ethical ‘problem’ of migration visible. The final chapter by Sappho Xenakis & Leonidas Cheliotis in this section considers the inter-relationship between austerity and crime.

The chapters in the next section ‘If These Walls Could Talk’ engage with a new street-level language that has twisted, innovated, and filled in the gaps of a culture’s hegemonic discourse. In this section street art, slogans, and photographs of urban gaps appear as visual markers of the shifting, complex discourses of power struggles, marginality and counter-cultures that establish a new reality that must be seen and heard. Orestis Pangalos offers a close reading of the genealogies of the street art ‘epidemic’ in Athens, referring to the relationship between wall painting and social conditions. Pafsanias Karathanasis’ chapter explores the extent of street art in Athens, placing the art form in a particular context. He draws on insider knowledge of user-generated content in order to map the cultural production of this urban art form. In his chapter, Konstantinos Avramidis characterizes the political street art scene in Athens by exploring intersections with highly politicized urban spaces. His work seeks to define political wall writing as a practice that invents a ‘public’ that runs counter to the dominant public sphere. The final chapter in this section is from art historian Konstantina Drakopoulou, and is accompanied by images from Bleeps.gr. The chapter examines the artist’s work as a public expression of social phenomena.

The final section ‘The Revolution Will Not Be Analyzed’ critically reflects on the role of the media and the academy from within Greece and across international media platforms. Individual chapters focus on specific examples of media (and the supporting discourses) to wider implications of reporting on ‘crisis’ – since the associated panics are transnational in effect. In his chapter, Theofanis Exadaktylos tackles the rise of populism in Greece by giving account of the ways voter sentiment has corresponded to the shifts in power in recent years, with a focus on the double election of 2012. Marilena Zaroulia & Philip Hager unpack some of the difficulties of Greece’s position in Europe. Their chapter offers a view of the dichotomies of ‘sensible’ and ‘insensible’, suggesting that Europhilia or Euroscepticism are relative approaches that become more marked in times of ‘crisis’. In her chapter, Zacharoula Christopoulou gives an account of myth in relation to the on-going project of constructing and perpetuating a sense of ‘national identity’. Myrto Tsilimpounidi’s short contribution reflects the need for academic discourse to engage with unfolding notions such as ‘crisis’. She argues that despite the difficulties of analysing emergent situations, there is a need for exploring logos in relation to praxis – suggesting that the role of the academy must be remapped in light of the need for multiple vocabularies of resistance to the erosion of logic and rationality seen in this socio-political milieu.

Collectively, the chapters in the volume bear witness to multiple manifestations of change in the urban metropolis of Athens. They focus on examples of creativity, solidarity, counter-cultures and resistance that have burgeoned in the era of austerity without glorifying singular models as ‘solutions’ to the crisis. Rather, the authors hope to draw attention to unfolding practices, tactics and strategies that are playing out in Athens, and elsewhere in the world, as the neoliberal world order is being challenged. The experiences explored in the book point towards wider issues of ethics and responsibility that this era of rapid political and social change seems to demand. 
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Chapter 1

The Archaeology of the Decline of the City 
Center: Residential Location Choices of 
Affluent Groups

Thomas Maloutas

Dominant discourses about the center of Athens focus on degradation and decline. Interest in the city center developed mainly as the city was preparing for the Olympic Games of 2004 and big investments created hopes for its considerable upgrading. Before that period the city center had rarely been an issue on the social and political agenda. Planning in Greece has traditionally played only a small part in the development of cities that had been largely self-regulated; at the same time, the very rapid growth of Athens during the first post-war decades led to the gradual decline of the city center, especially since the 1970s. This decline is corroborated by changes in the social geography of Athens. The affluent groups greatly increased their specific weight in peripheral locations at the expense of the center, and particularly in the northern and southern coastal suburbs as well as in some parts of the more distant periphery. Housing prices have rapidly increased in those areas, in contrast to the broader central area where they became increasingly affordable.

The Olympic Games of 2004 triggered the production of important urban infrastructure that was lacking for several decades. In the preparation period there was investment in the city’s organization, functionality and appearance. This accumulated investment had a positive impact, first of all, on the center which was rediscovered and gave the impression that it could have the same fate with other city centers which were successfully regenerated after long periods of decline. The Olympic Games in Athens, however, were not related to a concrete and elaborate strategy of urban and regional development, apart from the general expectation that they would have a positive impact on the city’s tourist industry and the quality of life of its inhabitants. In contrast to other and relatively successful cases – like Barcelona–the opportunity of the Games for Athens was entirely wasted on serving the pretentious image of a modern and powerful Greece, which was pursued at all costs. Organizing the Games in Athens was therefore, not a vehicle for accomplishing the city’s strategic targets, but a target in itself. The city had to hastily improve its organization, functionality and image to become eligible for the Games rather than use the occasion for its long term and sustainable improvement. At the end of the Games the objective of the adequate organization of a major athletic event was met, but investment in the city and its center stopped abruptly.

The negative outcomes of the Games for Athens were reinforced by international events. September 11 increased greatly the cost for security and reduced returns following the fear of terrorist attacks that affected the number of visitors. On the other hand, the cost of the Games was already increased due to the option of building permanent infrastructures for circumstantial needs and to the internal inability to produce a coherent plan of Olympic venues from the beginning which resulted in indecision about the location of sites and extensive moving around until the last moment (Souliotis et al., forthcoming). The city center followed, to some extent, the fate of Olympic venues. No advantage was generated by the investment in expensive infrastructure that found no post-Olympic use, while maintenance became a financial burden.

The dominant discourse on the city center can be easily related to the disenchantment of certain social groups and organizations by the unfulfilled promises the Olympic Games had created about its upgrading. These groups and organizations have been using their voice to promote their vision about the center, where they would like to invest or had already invested. The discourse on the city center is obviously not formed by groups that the dominant discourse depicts as accountable or at least as part of the problem. The voice of these groups is usually weak and often mediated. Following Zukin (1995) the groups without voice rarely have a vision for broader urban issues or areas, like the fate of the city center. When they articulate a discourse about the city, it is usually restrained to the small scale of lived experience and addresses pressing issues of displacement threats and marginalization.

This chapter focuses on the content and causes of the decline of the city center in Athens and, in particular, on its relation to the devaluation produced by the changing options of upper and upper-middle social groups in terms of residential location. The gradual relocation of these groups to peripheral areas has not only affected the housing market and the city’s social geography; it eventually reshaped in a centrifugal way the map of social and commercial services, as well as the map of employment.

Decline and regeneration of city centers:
the international experience

Processes of decline and regeneration of city centers have mainly been identified in, and discussed for, cities of the Anglophone world that constitute the dominant contextual paradigm in the international literature of Urban Sociology and Geography. Industrial development rearranged activities and re-patterned social groups in the space of precapitalist cities. Industrial activities and warehousing of raw materials located around city centers attracting working class housing in a period when workers’ distance from the workplace had to be small. The nuisance from industrial activities and the concentration of working class groups in areas that increasingly featured downgraded living conditions induced higher social groups to opt for suburban residence (Fishman, 1987). The modern decline of the city center refers, therefore, to the reversal of the social patterning of the precapitalist city, where higher functions, power structures and elites located at the center and other functions and social groups were found in the periphery at a distance from the center inversely proportional to their social importance. This reversed socioeconomic patterning of the city was initially described by the Chicago School as the model of modern cities (Knox & Pinch, 2006).

Problems of industrial city centers, during the era of their important growth, were not considered problems of the center, since the affected areas were much more extended with respect to the whole city. They were considered and dealt with as urban problems in general that differentiated cities from rural areas in a period of unprecedented urbanization led by industrial development (Lees, 1985). The city center became a problem under conditions created by the crisis of Fordism and Keynesian arrangements, by economic restructuring and de-industrialization in what used to be the advanced industrial countries and cities. The decline of the city center appears, therefore, as a problem of the post-industrial city; and this decline became an item on the social and political agenda not when the problems were growing, but when conditions and social agents appeared with alternative projects for city centers.

De-industrialization in post-industrial cities in the Anglophone world led to liberating space in central areas and, at the same time, drove part of the local working class to unemployment. On the other hand, capitalist globalization has induced cities in different parts of the world to compete increasingly for investment in order to make an opportunity out of the crisis, according to a neoliberal euphemism. In most industrial cities in crisis the activities that could replace declining industry were not obvious. The development of high-end producer services for multinational corporations of global reach has been the privilege of few cities, such as London, New York or Tokyo, which possessed the necessary requirements and were anyway less dependent on their local industries (Sassen, 1991). Most cities in the economically advanced part of the world during that transition period had to find either a very specific specialization – which could rarely be found outside their development path–or to follow the general model of turning to cultural industries and tourism.

The investment in cultural industries and tourism had the paradoxical impact of leading to homogenization the cities that tried to promote their specificity and authenticity. This happened because they ultimately offered a similar product to be consumed by the middle-class visitor in terms of content, with the differences between cities being limited to its packaging, i.e. to the cities’ urban histories, layouts and architectural distinctiveness. The general strategy of investment in cultural industries and tourism is closely related to the city center, necessitates its regeneration and usually involves preserving elements of its industrial heritage as part of the city’s new image.

The more the transition strategy to the post-industrial era is successful, the more the demand and pressure to regenerate the center is increased. Corporate activities demand more office space, while the attraction of highly skilled and highly paid jobs in high-end producer services increases the demand for quality housing in central areas. Those who belong to this corporate elite look for housing in central areas because they are usually young, very mobile, work long hours without regularity, and have no restraining family ties or other social ties with the city, since they usually come from outside. Their profile induces them, therefore, to go for the way of life of the city center rather than for the suburban way of life. The new economic functions in the regenerated city center and the demand for high quality housing have been very important parameters in attracting investment since sizable profits could be expected from increasing land values.

The processes that shaped the sociospatial profile of post-industrial cities have not been politically neutral. In the Anglophone world the political shape of the transition to the post-industrial city was greatly affected by the governments of Thatcher and Reagan and the growing dominance of neoliberal ideas and policies. The need to regenerate city centers was mainly considered under the prospects for profit that the new demand for central space could yield. The negative effects of deindustrialization were considered the price urban societies had to pay to restart their economies, so that the latter would provide the means to cover social needs in the future. This prosperous future of the liberal economic doctrine, however, always remains a prospect, while in the meantime part of the restructured urban societies are marginalized or literally expelled. Cities in the traditional industrial North of the US, like Detroit and Buffalo, have lost hundreds of thousands of people from their central areas, and a similar – even though less extreme–fate awaited Manchester or Liverpool in the UK. At the same time, the unleashed commodification of post-industrial city centers created important rearrangements in the sociospatial hierarchy of residential areas. The rapid transformation of former working class areas near the center to areas of interest for higher status groups has often led to the massive displacement of former residents and to their marginalization through the process of gentrification (Smith, 1996; Lees et al., 2008).

The decline of urban centers during the industrial era and their regeneration in the post-industrial period refer in fact to the particular historical path taken by the industrial city of the Anglophone world and to the political options that dominated their regulation and planned their future as they were deindustrialized. This model, which is often portrayed as ecumenical in the international literature, does not do justice to what happened in most other parts of the world. In continental Europe, as well as in many other places outside the Anglophone world, social elites have never abandoned city centers and managed instead to push industrial activities and working class housing to the urban periphery. In this sense, in most cities around the world there is no historical experience of a massive and radical depreciation of the center due to the fact that industrial activity was not omnipresent at their centers and its rapid decline did not create thus the broad margins for massive regeneration pursued under specific political orientation schemes. In most cases, space liberated by industrial activities was rather limited restraining the profit promises that the ‘rent gap’ (Smith, 1987) could sustain. Moreover, in many countries of Western and Northern Europe, political traditions and welfare structures did not allow the unleashed neoliberal regulation of social problems, like unemployment, or the negative impact of rearrangements in the urban tissue, like the displacement of former residents from regenerated areas. It is not, therefore, by chance that in these regions industrial cities did not lose their work force at comparable rates; it was rather the outcome of concerted efforts for social protection and reintegration to the labor market of what economic restructuring designated as redundant. Furthermore, the development of processes, like gentrification, has been less intense in the largest part of Europe due to specific measures and policies targeted against segregation. In East Asian cities processes of decline and regeneration of city centers were equally moderate. This was due, mainly, to the developmental state and the various egalitarian measures it brought to the labor market (Hill & Kim, 2000; Hill & Fujita, 2003; Fujita, 2012) that reduced the impact of deindustrialization, which was already less severe in most countries of that region.

Recent decline and prospects for regeneration: The residential location choices of the affluent groups and the center of Athens

The development of Greek cities – Athens in particular–has been closer to the model of continental Europe. Its center remained the locus of high status functions and power institutions, and it harbored the great majority of higher socio-professional categories. This situation started to change in the 1970s. Between 1971 and 1991 the center of gravity for these higher categories relocated gradually to the periphery: in the beginning of that period 62% of their members lived in the city’s central municipality and in the end this percentage was reduced to 27% (table 1).
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Table 1: Percentage distribution of selected socio-professional categories by sociospatial type of residential area (1971 and 1991).
(Maloutas, 1997, p.3).

The decline of the center – in the sense of the decreasing number and percentage of upper-middle class members that choose the center for residence–does not make of Athens a belated example of urban decline following the industrial city model of the Anglophone world. The main difference is that decline of the center in Athens has never been related to industrial activity; it was related, on the contrary, to the way the broader central city area was heavily built during the post-war decades. Intensive building during that period led to high densities in the central municipality and was not accompanied by the required infrastructure in terms of transportation and other amenities. This led to a precipitated deterioration of living conditions that became even worse following the rapid increase of private cars and the emergence of air pollution.

The declining attractiveness of the center can be observed, first of all, in the declining number of residents in the central municipality (Municipality of Athens). While the number of its residents increased steadily during the first decades of the post-war period, following the upward trend of the whole region (Attiki), it started shrinking in the 1980s and still follows the same declining trend. The declining number of residents is in fact much higher if we focus exclusively on the native Greek population. The decline in the population of the Municipality of Athens between 1981 and 2001 was about 130.000 persons, and a further decrease of 90.000 occurred between 2001 and 2011. Taking into account that the percentage of foreigners in the municipality was 20% in 2001 against only 2% in 1981, the decline in the native Greek population of the municipality during that period was about 265.000 persons.

It is clear that the center of Athens lost population during the last two decades of the previous century and, on the other hand, that this loss was especially important in terms of native Greeks; the loss was partly compensated by the important increase in the number of foreign citizens. Decline and immigrant presence are, therefore, somehow related. The relation, however, is not that of a ‘white flight’ as suggested by the dominant discourse and vividly expressed by the statement of Prime Minister Antonis Samaras, leader of the conservative party New Democracy, that ‘we shall reconquer our cities’ (statement in the intersecretarial convention of his party on March 29, 2012).

The move of the population towards the periphery2 has not been socially homogeneous. Between 1971 and 1991, when immigrant presence was still insignificant, the retreat from the center was very unequal for different social groups (table 1). ‘Retreat’, in this case, covers both those who literally moved residence from the center to the suburbs or the outer periphery and the new households whose first residential location was in the periphery instead of the center, i.e. where they would normally settle following the traditional pattern of locating near the parental residence.

Table 1 shows that there has been an important rearrangement of the location patterns of major socioprofessional categories between 1971 and 1991, especially in terms of center and periphery. Focusing on the categories of managers and professionals in both the private and public sectors, on the one hand, and of salaried workers, on the other, the emerging changes in location patterns are quite different. The former moved mainly to new peripheral areas of high social profile where they multiplied their percentage distribution by four (from 6,1% to 24,8%) as well as their specific weight in respect to the rest of categories in those areas: their percentage distribution was almost identical to that of all categories in 1971 (6,1% against 6,2%) and had doubled in 1991 (24,8% against 13,7%). At the end of that period 30,2% of these high occupational categories resided in high social profile areas out of the center. At the same time, they had increased their presence in intermediate areas and even more so in working class areas3 where, however, their specific weight remained relatively limited. But the most spectacular change in the residential pattern of these categories is certainly the decrease of their presence in the center where their percentage was more than halved (from 62,2% to 27,4%). In sum, the higher occupational categories rearranged their residential pattern in Athens between 1971 and 1991 by moving away from the center and settling mainly in suburban areas of high social profile.

At the other end of the social spectrum, the spatial rearrangement for salaried workers has been much less spectacular during the same period. The changes in their residential patterns have reduced their segregation since their presence was increased – even though to a limited degree–in areas of high and intermediate social profile and was reduced in traditional working class areas (see also Leontidou, 1990 where, however, the extent of this reduction is exaggerated). New working class areas were the exception where the percentage of salaried workers increased considerably. In the city center their percentage was reduced but only to a rather small extent.

Therefore, the spatial rearrangement of residential patterns towards the periphery in Athens is due much more to choices of the higher occupational categories that gradually turned to the suburbs since the 1970. The importance of this turn becomes greater if we take into account the growing specific weight of these categories: while they amounted to a fourth of the number of salaried workers (skilled and unskilled) in 1961, in 2001 their number was a bit higher than the number of workers.4 Turning now to more recent developments in the decline of the city center, the following sections explore mobilities in relation to social profiles.

Table 2 shows, first of all, that the balance of arrivals and departures is negative for the two higher categories and positive for the two lower ones. Moreover, it appears that the positive balance for the lower categories is due mainly to arrivals from other countries, i.e. mainly to the growing immigrant population. The withdrawal of the upper and upper-intermediate occupational categories from the center and the stronger presence of lower ones remained, therefore, the dominant tendency during the second half of the 1990s. The size of the changes was, however, relatively restricted and reduced the impact on the municipality’s social structure. Pinpointing this tendency is perhaps more important in order to dispute the alleged opposite trend of a ‘back to the city’ movement since the late 1990s (Maloutas & Alexandri, forthcoming) than to corroborate the social content of the continuing suburbanization. The evidence presented here is limited to 2001; the Census of 2011 will reveal later developments, but my guess is that there were no radical changes in this respect.
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