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This paper questions the (re)negotiations of the pre-crisis consumption politics
in Greece in the last five years, focusing on lifestyle. Contrary to its international
sociological definitions, in the Greek context, this term refers to discourses that
emerged in the 1980s and experienced success in the succeeding decades. These
discourses were advocated by journalists, mostly those born after 1960, who were
working for media organizations that played crucial roles in the reorganization of the
country’s mediascape from the late 1980s.! Lifestyle highlighted conspicuous
consumption, sexual liberalization and increasing participation in the growing
economies of pleasure. Most lifestyle media enterprises closed after 2011 mainly
because of the crisis in the advertising industry.

Following Gerard Hauser, I conceive public sphere as a discursive space
where individuals and groups congregate to discuss matters of mutual interest.2 As the
formation of public spheres reflects cultural, political and economic interests,
controversies and power relations within each historical juncture, unsurprisingly the
Greek public sphere is a case that has attracted international interest in recent years.
As the toughest version of a wider European economic crisis that started in the very
late 2000s the Greek crisis is a complex phenomenon that cannot be fully described
here: briefly, Greece lost around 25% of its GDP between 2008 and 2013, social
inequalities broadened, unemployment increased and living conditions worsened.
New political powers came to the fore: The Pan-Hellenic Socialist Movement
(PASOK) that had stayed in authority for 21 years between 1981 and 2012 lost almost
90% of its support between 2009-2015 getting 4,68% in the 2015 national elections.
In the same period, the radical left-wing coalition SYRIZA multiplied its power by
nine getting 36,34% of the votes in the 2015 elections. ‘Golden Dawn’, a far-right
party evolved into major political contender getting 6,97% and 6,28% in the elections

of 2012 and 2015 respectively. 4



The mediascape was characterized by polarization, reflecting a politically
divided society. Austerity measures led to the supplanting of the political opposition
between the left and the right (which had marked postwar Greece) by a new dividing
line between those in favor of and those against the so-called memorandum politics -
stringent austerity measures imposed by Greece’s creditors as a condition of financial
bailout.> Consequently, hate speech became a variable of public discourses.¢

I resonate with contemporary media theorists such as Henry Jenkins who have
argued that contemporary mediascapes are supplementary, and that ‘traditional’ and
new, interactive media collide.” Unavoidably, approaches that focus on mediascape
components, as this paper does, are partial. Nevertheless, since the crisis years saw
the familiarization of broader audiences with the web as an outcome of social media
dispersion, I choose here to emphasize webnographical research findings examining
how post-dictatorship consumption politics and lifestyle are discussed within
participatory web cultures finding that this topic combines problematizations of crisis
with thoughts on internet uses in times of crisis. I draw on two primary sources:
readers’ comments below articles devoted to the collapse of lifestyle and on a

pertinent large discussion in a popular web forum mainly addressed to men.

Webnographical narrations

The crisis years saw the publication of many articles about lifestyle that can
roughly be divided into two categories: first, those discussing the decay of lifestyle
media written by people who had previously worked that area; second, in articles
written by journalists working for media-affiliated organizations or belonging to
political parties.

The posts can similarly be separated into two categories: those arguing that
lifestyle was part of the transformation of the Greek mediascape as result of the more
systematic contact of its agents with international media after the late 1980s. These
users argue that despite ending a key encouragement to excessive conspicuous
consumption, the industry’s collapse is a negative consequence of the crisis as it
contributes to the rise of unemployment. On the contrary, the authors of posts in the
second category damn lifestyle welcoming its collapse as a positive development.

Often using irony and moralistic tones, they argue that the lifestyle’s success



constituted part of the alienating consumerist utopia of the 1990s and the 2000s when
many Greeks became accustomed to living above their means. Thus, lifestyle is
discussed as one of the main causes of the crisis and as a(n) (im)moral phenomenon.
In both cases, lifestyle is identified with PASOK (Panhellenic Socialist Movement),
the political party that stayed in authority for 21 years between 1981 and 2011, and
Petros Kostopoulos, a journalist and publisher member of the 1970s and the early
1980s. Since 1987, Kostopoulos directed Click, a lifestyle magazine that experienced
big success until the mid 1990s. In 1995 alongside with other businessmen
Kostopoulos established IMAKO, a successful lifestyle media company that shut
down in early 2012. The first two extracts represent the first category of Internet posts

and the following two the second:

...60,000 enterprises will close in 2012. The problem is not if IMAKO [...] or if Kostopoulos was
spending money on bullshit [...] [The problem is] what the fuck is going on with this state and us as [a]

society. We are sinking and instead of swimming we smother those who swim next to us’8

Even if I was not agreeing with lifestyle [...] I think that we don’t need so much dissipation. These

people and their businesses collapsed like all entrepreneurial activity in the country.?

[Petros Kostopoulos] thanks for your priceless gift to our generation. Your contribution to our critical

thinking, our taste and culture pays off in our current situation’!0

May I have a copy of the PhD of this crypto-intellectual? It will help me sleep better in the nights after

the collapse of the scoundrel with the raised eyebrow.!!

A pertinent discussion in a thread in a web forum mainly addressed to male users is
characterized by a comparable distinction.!> Some contributors identify lifestyle with
the political hegemony of PASOK castigating it as a morally harmful set of
discourses. As most authors are men, some comments place emphasis on
transformations in performances of masculinity. Lifestyle’s success is discussed as a
development that led to the alienation of ‘positive’ elements of the previous,
‘desirable’ identity of modern Greek men such as industriousness and indifference to

conspicuous consumption.



Kostopoulos. PASOK’s curse that maimed [the] Greek man’s DNA. After PASOK [the party] of
Andreas [Papandreou] and Kostopoulos came into power the grafter and reflective Greek man was
transformed into the scummy, noov person of nowadays [...] For this reason we went morally,

politically, socially and economically bankrupt.!3

[Kostopoulos] is one of Papandreou’s!# favorite children and [...] promoted the style of PASOK’s
nouveau riche who [...] fucks everything, goes to bouzoukia with chicks, spends a lot of money, has a
Rolex [watch] and a [Porsche] Cayenne. Contemporary Greece’s comedown [...] is the result [of the
activities] of Kostopoulos and his friends. [...] Before the 1980s [...] when someone was a hustler
people were spitting on him. Afterwards, if you were not a hustler they were calling you idiot.
Beforehand if a girl was not a slut people were telling her ‘well done’ and she was in demand as a
bride. Now there aren’t [any] virgin teenagers. Beforehand they were saying well done to the
homemakers who were saving money for their old age. Now people say ‘well done’ to those who spend

a lot to show their cunningness.!5

On the other hand, other discussants underline that lifestyle media succeeded, at least
up to point, through people’s selective choices; lifestyle is thus described as a set of

discourses that serviced new needs in a period of prosperity.

I remember that the magazines were sold at the kiosks... Nobody bought these titles at gunpoint. I also
remember — because I was young and I used to buy lifestyle magazines as a teenager —nobody advised
us to take loans to give ourselves airs or to sell our grandmothers’ fields in the village to [buy] better
cars. [...] The magazines showed us a way of life but we were not obliged to follow this path [...]
Sometimes we were buying these magazines to see a piece of ass or to see if any new clubs had
opened. In the late 1980s and the early 1990s there was no Internet and such magazines provided useful

information on these topics.!6

I don’t sympathize with Kostopoulos and I never bought his filthy magazines. But we can’t charge him
with the collapse of the Byzantine Empire. Before the 1980s Greece was more or less an isolated
country. [...] After the 1980s the political situation became more stable, new models [of consumption]
came from abroad and the Greeks followed them as other people had previously done in other
countries. After many years of poverty the Greeks started to dream. These magazines started in the
1990s when we were watching movies on CNN, BBC and the French TVS5. We were watching how

other Europeans were living.!”



These things are combined. He [Kostopoulos] had lived abroad, was reading such stuff and thought to
publish such magazines here [in Greece]. New products are dynamic in a new market. Especially when
they flatter [the audiences]. [Kostopoulos] was [a] buddy [of the political system]. [...] Bumpkin and
smart arse. But beyond a few slickers, the rest of us, we were benighted; we were admiring whatever

was polished. [We were a] backward society recently liberated at that time..!8

Many discussants use vulgar words. Nevertheless, although in the discussions
there are several moments of tension, it is thought provoking that many contributors
(especially those writing long posts describing their personal relationships with
lifestyle in the past) attempt to formulate arguments based on historical facts. In
effect, sometimes, their texts are less polemical than articles written by professional
journalists. Interactive, social media provide to the users unprecedented opportunities
to develop alternative discourses to those circulated by mainstream media. During the
crisis, various media damned lifestyle describing it as a phenomenon associated with
PASOK’s political hegemony and one of the reasons that the Greeks lost their
hardworking identity. Such articles were published in media affiliated to various
political parties. 1 Although this approach is hegemonic in mainstream media, many
Internet users do not reproduce this narration in their texts. This happens not only in
comments published in the websites of acknowledged newspapers that are usually
somehow filtered by the moderators but also in forums characterized by a lenient
policy towards aggressive and sexist vocabularies. Nevertheless, such possibilities are
not always employed and several users do often reproduce the arguments and the style
of ‘traditional’ media.

This is an interesting point regarding the relations between Greeks and the
Internet. Greece is a latecomer to the use of Internet media. Before 2008 most internet
users in Greece were mainly young, middle and upper class well educated people of
the big cities, a condition that changed in the last years. 20 According to media scholar
Vassilis Vamvakas, this democratization of Internet use coincided historically with the
popularization of use of social media during the crisis years, a historical coincidence
that created the conditions for a repoliticization of the public sphere. Overturning the
climate of leisure and limited interest in politics that had characterized Greece in (at
least) the last two decades before the crisis, one of the consequences of the crisis was

that it introduced new groups of citizens to politics: thus, to a degree, the public



sphere polarized because audiences who previously were not accustomed to develop
political arguments did so for first time in their lives.2! However, these effects were
not always dominant. Although lifestyle represents a noticeable discussion topic and
many internet users conceive it in various political hues, often accepting that the crisis
signaled the end of a “socially detrimental” consumption utopia, the tones of the
discussions are however not very dramatic and not as polarized as in comparable
discussions about other phenomena that led to the crisis such as political corruption.
In effect, many post contributors seem less politically passionate about lifestyle than

some professional journalists.

Instead of an epilogue: a culturally traumatic experience?

But why is lifestyle so much discussed? I suggest that these discussions are
not only the outcome of the collapse of the lifestyle media industry but that they refer
in general to the end of the ‘consumption utopia’ that characterized the 1990s and the
2000s. But, does this collapse represent a culturally traumatic experience? The
concept of cultural trauma has been employed to examine the relations between
subjects and painful past events. As sociologist Jeffrey Alexander has argued, cultural
traumas occur when members of a collectivity feel that they have been subjected to
horrendous events that leave indelible marks upon their group consciousness, marking
their memories forever and changing their future identity in fundamental and
irrevocable ways.22

Although the concept has been usually employed for the examination of
historical events entailing extensive human losses such as wars and physical disasters,
serious economic crises are arguably also culturally traumatic events. I suggest that
the traumatic status of the Greek crisis can be located around feelings of
disenchantment with the ways in which many Greeks dealt with Europeanization in
recent decades. As the cultural convergence between Greece and Western Europe
remained largely at the level of consumption, improvement of living standards paved
the road for the expression of showy performances of consumption. Lifestyle
systematically associated Europeanism with showy performances of consumption. At
any rate, many users recognize the important role of lifestyle media as sources of

information in the emergent economies of pleasure especially prior to the web era.



Many discussants do not accept that they were following lifestyle media.
Some posts begin with the author’s statement that he did not find lifestyle media
interesting. Given the large number of posts in these discussions,? the fact that so few
users accept that were following the lifestyle media systematically may be shows the
traumatic load that the concept of lifestyle carries. As mentioned before, ways of
living and consuming related to lifestyle are blamed as one of the main causes of the
current economic situation. Consequently, some of those who had adopted some of its
features in their everyday life choices avoid acknowledging this even in conditions of
anonymity such as those offered in the web. We could then argue that the
transformation of consumption standards during the crisis represents a ‘fateful event’
in Giddens’s terms, namely a moment that interrupted individuals’ pleasant
consumerist certainties, affected the organization of memories around experiences of
the past and redefined some past practices as ‘shameful’.2*

Furthermore, the traumatic character of the end of the consumerist utopia is
based on its function as ‘restoration tool’ of a legacy of divisions that had marked the
first post civil war decades. As Greece experienced the gradual healing after war and
civil war, prosperity emerged as a crucial referent of the ‘European’ identity of the
country.? Sentiments of security around this identity intensified in the early 2000s
when Greece joined the Eurozone and organized the 2004 Olympic games in Athens.
It was exactly this ‘European’ identity of the country and its European future that
came into question during the crisis as Euroskepticism gained ground: only 23% of
the Greeks trusted the European Union and its institutions in late 2014 instead of 56%
in the beginning of the crisis, in late 2009. 26

Thus, the end of the ‘consumption utopia’ signified not only changes on living
conditions but also the deconstruction of persistent variants of Greece’s contemporary
national identity. As Alexander argues, traumatic statuses can be attributed to events
overturning the emotional and cultural expectations that provide subjects with a sense
of security and capability.2’” Debates about lifestyle reflect the public negotiation of
the passage from a period of optimism when prosperity and expansion of
consumption worked as recognizable variables in narrations of success and stability to
a new stage where emotions of insecurity dominate the public sphere. These public

anxieties about the potential outcomes of the influence of this earlier narration are



widely expressed through interactive media that emerge as a pivotal terrain for the

formulation of opinions about what did (and didn’t) ‘go wrong’ in the recent past.
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