Greek Shopkeepers and Master Artisans between Radicalization and Inclusion: Mobilization Cycle and Collective Action Repertoires during the 1960s(

In this paper we will present an important period in the history of lower middle class mobilization in Greece and we will attempt to integrate it in the discussion regarding the wider mobilization cycle in Greece. We will begin by presenting a basic outline of the history of Greek petit-bourgeois professional associationism during the 20th century.

Α proliferation of the shopkeepers’ and craftsmen’s association took place in Greece from the end of the 19th century, and finally culminated in the foundation of a tertiary level organization in 1919. The creation of this new entity, which was eventually named General Confederation of Professionals and Craftsmen (GSEVE), as well as the subsequent establishment of local and branch federations and the transformation of the old cross-class associations into modern occupational ones, were developments that laid the framework for the collective representation of the independent lower middle classes in contemporary Greece. Although GSEVE did not represent the]entirety of the petit-bourgeois constituency and its subordinate associations have always had rather low membership rates, they constituted an autonomous petty bourgeois pole that successfully forged a class identity and actively intervened in favor of the interests of small business. Lower middle class identity was anchored in its steadfast self-image as a “juste milieu” which stood as mediator between working class’ disruptiveness and capitalist voraciousness: to recall a well-worn metaphor of the time, they were “the backbone of society”. However, petit-bourgeois associations usually made overtures of friendship to the employees by stressing supposed ties between them as partners in the community of the “people” and therefore allies in the conflict against big business. Of course, the objective was not to subvert the existing social hierarchies, but to re-establish an imaginary “moral” order in the economic sphere. Sentiments vis-à-vis the state were ambiguous: the constant longing for protection coexisted with an aversion to interventions in the marketplace. Associational demands clustered around a set of issues that emerged during the interwar years and remained relevant for the decades to come: fiscal reform, resistance to anti-profiteering legislation, suppression of unfair competition, granting of credit to small-scale entrepreneurs and, above all, rent control for commercial properties. The pursuit of those demands seldom stepped beyond the confines of traditional lobbying into the]realm of contentious action. Nevertheless, lower-middle class associations were far from homogeneous. The latent conflict of interests between retailers’ and artisans’ groups widened in the 1930s when it assumed political connotations (the former siding with the Liberals and the latter with the Royalists) and ultimately became an unbridgeable rift when the dictatorship of general Metaxas  decreed the “separation of the classes” and facilitated the formation of a short- lived artisan Confederation.


The experience of the] Occupation (1941-1944) and the ensuing Civil War (1946-1949) had a profound impact on petit bourgeois associations. Postwar Greece has been described as a “limited democracy” in which, behind a reassuring parliamentarian façade, the conservative Right held real power and national security state mechanisms acted in the name of anticommunism in order to curb political pluralism and keep a tight rein on civil society. The petit bourgeois organizational edifice was reordered along quasi-corporatist lines. State meddling in associational affairs did not emulate the brutal subjugation of workers’ trade unions, but followed a different path. GSEVE was granted the status of privileged interlocutor with state authorities. The protracted problem of its financial sustainability was resolved when in late 1946 the government established a special fund from the Professional Chambers’ budget to be destined to the Confederation. This boiled down to that the Confederation relied on state subsidies and not on its own dues-paying members. As GSEVE was in turn responsible for assisting federations and unions, it goes without saying that the system proved fertile ground for favoritism. Dissident organizations, such as a [ραΪβαλ] rival artisan Confederation (ASVE), were usually] denied economic assistance. The other side of the implicit bargain entailed that lower middle class organizations would surrender their autonomy. Indeed, following a period of intense agitation (1947-1952), instances of petit bourgeois mobilization became rare. This development coincided with the consolidation in power of right-wing majority governments. GSEVE’s managing board, led by Ioannis Bernitsas, closely identified with the governing conservative party (ERE). In spite of occasional rhetorical outbursts regarding the problems that continued to beset shopkeepers and artisans, GSEVE served more as a legitimization lever for government policies and a docile partner of the state than as a body representing the interests of the lower middle class. 


By the early 1960s increasingly more social segments and political forces began to question the postwar political system. Contemporary Greek scholars have applied the theoretical perspective of collective action by referring to the 1960s as a “contentious decade” and a “cycle of protest”. Focusing mainly on labor and agricultural unionism and the emergence of new social movements (students, youth), they have attributed the sharp increase of incidents of collective contention to the radicalization of various sectors of Greek society. In our paper we claim that the increase of protest activities by retailer and handicraft associations in the 1960s formed an additional cycle of collective mobilization that most scholars have overlooked.

The principal factor favoring the increasing discontent was that the endemic problems troubling small businesses acquired a new sense of urgency after the signing of the Association Agreement between the Greek government and the European Economic Community. Given that the official policy for full accession presupposed the gradual liberalization of the domestic market and the facilitation of foreign capital investment, small independent producers and retailers feared that powerful competition (foreign enterprises, imported goods) would throw them out of business unless the government adopted protectionist measures to boost their competitiveness. However, economic dissatisfaction did not prompt collective mobilization automatically. By the term "political opportunity structure," political theory has described the existence of variables such as the permeability of the political system, the legitimacy of government authority and the effectiveness of state power that influence the decision to take collέctive action. In the case of postwar Greece, the legitimacy of the incumbent ERE and, by extension, of the postwar power structure was challenged by the opposition, while a substantial part of which (the centrist EK and the left-wing EDA) were willing to support anti-government protest. In the wake of the political crisis of the summer of 1965, when the recently elected EK cabinet was abruptly ousted by the King, social turmoil reached unprecedented heights. Still, the increase of discontent among shopkeepers and master artisans as well as the aforementioned political cεrcumstances were necessary preconditions, but it was the choice of the subjects themselves to resort to collective action that proved crucial. 

Thus the decisive factor has been the gradual formation of an oppositional network of lower middle class organizations that stood against the status quo in GSEVE. These efforts eventually led to the creation of front-like initiatives with the declared goal of pεrging the Confederation and its subordinate units of Bernitsas’ “clique”. At the forefront of this initiative were the secondary craft federations of the largest cities and the national federations of several craft industries (apparel and footwear, wood processing, metal etc.). The aforementioned network of organizations tried, with the cooperation of the opposition parties, to take over GSEBE by advocating a confrontational strategy in order to promote “class” demands. The role of these associations in organizing collective action was pivotal. Gradually the opposition forces gained control of several local shopkeepers’ federations that joined the dual struggle against an “uncaring” state and an “undemocratic” GSEVE. At the same time, mobilizations were also organized by federations in the provinces where local economies were in distress. In such cases, lower middle class uneasiness was in tune with outbreaks of unrest among farmers since the volatile economic situation and plummeting income of the latter had a negative impact on consαmption. During the final years before the colonels’ coup (April 1967), even sectors that had not yet mobilized, such as bakers and grocers, taxi, bus and truck owners etc., formulated assertive demands. 


The years between 1961 and 1967 witnessed a welter of shopkeepers’ and master artisans’ mobilizations that featured a wide repertoire of actions (meetings, strikes, marches, and even, in some instances, clashes police). The usual form of petit bourgeois mobilization involved the cessation of activities at the craft shops and small business that usually lasted for a few hours or an entire work-day. Most of the demands were grounded on “traditional” requests, such as commercial rent reγκιοulation, fiscal alleviation and provision of credit to small business. There were two novelties: firstly, such demands were paired with new concerns, principally the anxiety concerning the ίmpact that Greek accession to the European Economic Community would have on small enterprises; secondly, on many cases economic demands were pervaded by accusations that GSEVE’s leadership bartered away petit bourgeois interests. 


If we try to evaluate the success of the 1960s “protest cycle”, craftsmen and master artisans succeeded in aborting the complete liberalization of the commercial rent, but failed to stall the opening of the Greek economy to external influences. With regard to the intra-associational power struggle, the wheels of change were jammed by the advent of the military dictatorship. GSEVE’s “democratization” was postponed for the deκades to come. 


 A final point that should be made concerns the language, the cultural resorces and the symbols employed by professional and craft associations. Scholars (Moschonas, Lytras) have debated whether lower middle class mobilizations in postwar Greece promulgated radical or conservative demands and whether they articulated a new class identity or simply repackaged deep-rooted self-images. Some preliminary conclusions of our research – still a work in prόgress – has shown that the lower middle class organizations employed traditional rhetorical tropes and adopted their usual defensive posture against economic modernization. This time, however, the antinomy [the people against the powerful] “le peuple contre les gros” was often remodeled to signify the polarity between the “productive classes of the nation” and “fόreign capital”. If we take into account the broader political picture, this contradiction serves as an interpretative key to explain why lower middle class revolt in Greece flirted with left-of-center agitation in contrast to France, where “poujadisme” was definitively an offshoot of right-wing populism. Indeed, from 1965 onwards, financial demands were gradually set aside and several professional and artisans’ associations linked their economic interests to political platforms in favor of restoring democratic legitimacy. The network of dissident middle class associations supported the formation of a common front of professionals and craftsmen in order to coordinate their actions with labor unions, political parties and youth organizations that had rebelled against ERE and its allies. The involvement of professionals and craftsmen in this wider social movement did not imply the abandonment of their standing financial demands. On the contrary, it was a way of making these demands heard in a conjuncture created by a political crisis that brought a large part of the popular strata of urban centers to almost a state of rebellion. Professionals and craftsmen considered the election of a democratically legitimate government as a prιrequisite for the implementation of their demands. Thus, their involvement in the wider democratization movement was a political choice and also an opportunistic strategy to promote demands that have been pending up until then. Finally, petit bourgeois mobilization had an unforeseen consequence that was to manifest itself in the post-dictatorship decades: it was a breeding ground for an alliance between working class and lower-middle class strata that would pave the way for the Socialist Party hegemony in the 1980s.
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