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The Treatment of Greece 

 

 No one can ignore the existence of Greece; we’ve been brought up learning about its 

ancient days, splendor, and might. Greece is such a part of history that it is unavoidable, not that 

we should try to neglect its historic past. There is so much to learn from a place so old, a place 

that made its mark back in the years before Christ and has come through millennia of tribulations 

to have a mark in the world still. From being a thriving collection of City States, which adopted 

democracy from Athens, to a land sieged and overtaken by Ottoman Turks, to the independent 

country it is today, Greece has seen change. 

 The difference in Greece from its ancient days to the modern times may be something 

that is not so evident in the thoughts of non-Greek people. Perhaps if asked for a word-

association or something along similar lines, one’s mind would picture from “Greece” ancient 

Spartans with their notable helmets or tunic-draped gods of myth. Think of the Parthenon and 

you can still see that today, more intact than many ruins like ancient agoras and temples of Zeus 

and Hera, yet Greece is more of a modern place than imagined. Sites of old still dot the 

countryside and Athens, the capital city, but step into Greece, and you are entering the modern 

home of modern people. Cafés and shops that target tourists with the same trinkets found in 

every other store around are cluttered around the Acropolis of Athens and every other excavated 

piece of land. This is all not to say that Athens and the rest of Greece as a whole are not full of 
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beauty, because I have not experienced such wondrous landscapes anywhere else in the world 

thus far, it is just that the country may show itself different from preconceived notions as it was 

to me. 

 I was aware in the obvious sense that Greece is a modern place now just as is everywhere 

else in the third millennium, however, that very thing took me a bit by surprise nonetheless. 

Previous to my trip, I read an article giving a number of “most disappointing” locations to visit. 

Athens was on it, and I ignored it because Athens is the famous Athens, the capital of Greece. 

My first impression was not great; I was scared that what I had read was true and my month 

there was going to be full of discontent. My group was picked up by faculty from Webster 

University, the school Gardner-Webb worked with for our Odyssey in Athens program, and we 

took the drive from the airport to our temporary apartment in the Plaka district. Along this ride, I 

looked out the windows and noted the cars parked on sides of the roads, signs in Greek that I 

couldn’t make out, and trash, but mostly I noted the spray painted words and symbols etched 

over every imaginable surface. Depressing, but surely it would get better once we left the 

1- A spray painted message in English on the side of a building 

 in Plaka, Athens 

“WAKE UP” 
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3 – A stray cat naps on restaurant seat 

 in Athens. 

outskirts of the city. After all, Athens is a historically respected place. It did not get better, and 

that is the saddest part of Greece to me. 

 There was nothing wrong with my thoughts in that Athens and Greece as a whole are 

very important places because of the country’s rich, rich history and impact on the rest of the 

world. For this reason only, discounting all the arguments of “take care of where you live,” “be 

decent human beings about filth,” etc., I would argue that Athens and Greece deserve respect. Of 

course, every place should be treated in a courteous manner. So why are Athens and Greece 

treated like they are? Why are there so many stray dogs and cats? Why does trash overflow and 

blow down the streets? Why are so many stones missing and not replaced from very trafficked 

sidewalks? Why has spray paint decorated churches and stone older than the colorful weapon’s 

own invention? Why is this beautiful country living so much below what it deserves? There is 

much for me to say on this topic. 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

2- Ellen Laws plays with a stray dog 

 in Delphi. 

4 - A stray cat wanders on the Acropolis 

of Athens. 
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While walking around Athens and select other areas of more rural Greece, my thoughts 

on this that had greatly taken my interest morphed and transformed with the observations I took 

in, the things I experienced, and the people with whom I talked. Although saddened by the state I 

saw Greece in, I came to understand that the proper treatment the city needs is not completely 

due to a lack of care on the Greek people’s part. The current times are tough for this country; 

almost as talked about as its ancient buildings is its troubled and failing economic status. Greece 

is on the verge of being disconnected with the European Union and going bankrupt. This conflict 

has been going on for months, but is now in the news more than ever as the Union does not want 

to provide any more finance and authoritative figures try to sort out the situation. As this is being 

written, the banks have been issued to close for a period of six days and money drawn out is 

being limited. Reports of Greek citizens scrambling to withdraw money, fill up their tanks, and 

scrape together funds for basic supplies that will be needed during this time creates a whirlpool 

of sadness in me as I recall just how bad things are on top of all of this.  

As it is, around 38% of the population are unemployed. Nearly every day my peers and I 

would witness people napping on the benches outside of our apartment. Everywhere you go, men 

stand outside of a restaurant or shop urging you to come in; it is competitive nature like I had 

never seen before. “Please, come eat my food!” “I will give you a discount!” “No, please don’t 

leave…” Companies rarely have enough funds to pay their employees what is deserved, but jobs 

are so few, that even when a business cannot afford to pay anything, the job security keeps 

workers there doing their job for nothing. The mentality is that if the economy improves enough 

for those places to begin to issue wages again, it is better to be working unpaid now and have the 
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job than to quit and not have the security. There are many Greeks already unemployed who 

would gladly work for nothing just for the hope of a financially better tomorrow.1 

 Because of the thick competition for jobs and lack of income, Greeks are marrying later 

in life or not at all. Many stay with parents, and if they have the finances to marry, it is another 

question as to if they have enough to increase their family with children. Thus, many will have 

no children or just one child. The children who grow up are having an increasingly hard time 

finding jobs, so many leave in search of work. Greece’s population has a very small percentage 

of youth as a consequence.2 A friend I made during my stay, who is about my age, said that no 

one wants to leave Greece, but those who do do so because they must to have a better life. 

Pantelis is fortunate enough to have a job, but he and his colleagues do not get the pay they 

deserve. 

Before learning about the departing young people, I had associated the spray paint 

markings with them, thinking that this generation just did not care about their city and its history. 

To a degree, I learned that many Greeks do not revere the ancient ruins as much as foreigners do, 

which can be due to different things. There is first, correct with a theory I had raised, that those 

                                                 
1 Joanne Vasiliou. Personal Interview. June 2015. 
2 Vasiliou. 

3 - Spray paint on Mars Hill, a meeting place of ancient elders and 

preaching place of the apostle Paul 
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who live in Greece, and Athens especially, have become desensitized to what that is around 

them. They wake up and see the same things every day, and so these things, the same things that 

others may dream of appreciating in person just once, have little to no hold on the Greeks. “I 

think you appreciate something more when you aren’t around it all the time,”3 Ellie Despotaki, 

our program coordinator, reflected during a conversation with me. She told me how when she 

came to Greece from New Zealand, she was riding a bus into the city and got very excited when 

she saw the Parthenon, but none of the locals did. She mentioned that sometimes she gets off the 

metro at Acropoli, the station by the Acropolis of Athens, and walks through Plaka to get to 

work, describing the experiences as giving her nice feelings while she reflects and imagines what 

the history that once happened around her would look like. Ellie’s young son Theo told me that 

he too likes historical things like the Parthenon. He thinks it is pretty and can see it from his 

school, but says that the other kids don’t care. As I largely guess, the “number one place to visit 

in Greece” or equally as old sites are not much more to the Greek people than potential business. 

The Parthenon becomes a landmark for the Athenian district they are in and an image that they 

can make into a figurine or put on a T-shirt to sell to that American woman and her children.  

As my boyfriend at the time, who previously studied abroad in Cairo, Egypt, pitched to 

me in response to my frustrations about these things, like the Egyptian attitude he had 

experienced, maybe the ancient part of the history was too removed in time from modern Greeks. 

Perhaps too much time had passed since the B.C. era that what remains has had no personal 

effect on the people. I found him to be right. Children are taught Greek history starting in third 

grade with Greek mythology, Ellie told me. The Greek friend, Pantelis, who I mentioned before 

said that children go on school trips to visit the Acropolis when they are young, but most Greeks 

                                                 
3 Ellie Despotaki. Personal Interview. May 2015. 
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have only been once. What I also learned from him is that their more recent history is much more 

on their minds than the old.  

In the early nineteenth century, Greece went to war with the Ottoman Empire for its 

independence. They overcame the Turks in 1830, but that period of Turkish rule, called 

Tourkokratia, that started mid-fifteenth century, is still a sore spot for the Greeks. Not only did 

reoccurring sieges in the nine years of war leave Athens partially deserted and destroyed,4 but 

Pantelis told me that land was taken as well and never returned. I remember the passion I saw 

when he explained that Greece used to expend further east, that now part of it is Turkey. He did 

not hesitate when he said, “Yes, I am racist. If I see a Turk today, I hate him.” More recent 

aggressions fall more heavily on the Greeks’ minds than those of thousands of years into the 

past. 

Concerning the sometimes colorful decorations 

on buildings all over Athens, although Ellie said that the 

younger generation tends to take things like the city for 

granted, writings on the walls and other surfaces have 

always been around. She does admit, though, that it has 

not previously existed to the extent it does now. Since a 

conversation with Pantelis that was passionate on a 

similar scale to that concerning the Ottoman Turks, I 

have been wary of labeling the existence of what is spray 

painted as graffiti, which is what I had done initially and is 

what ignited flames in his eyes. He very strongly pressed the difference of graffiti and 

                                                 
4
 “A Puzzle: Why is Athens Such a Dirty City?” The Sustainable Experience, WordPress. September 30, 2014. 

 

5 - Vandalized statue on a street  

 in Plaka, Athens 
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vandalism, and although, I am not fully on his side on this matter, I can accept some differences 

between the two ideas. What I was referring to, according to Pantelis, was vandalism. Graffiti is 

art, he said; vandalism is not. Graffiti is aesthetic whereas vandalism is signatures or, as Ellie put 

it for me, often consisting of political jargon. Golden Dawn, an extremist group of racist and 

violent Neo-Nazis, vandalize in one way by leaving their symbol around Athens. 

What I came to appreciate after becoming less 

uneasy with the idea of graffiti, are the shops that would 

close the security gates over their entrances and have graffiti 

painted on them, with either something pertaining to the 

business or a nice, artistic image. When I prodded about 

“graffiti” appearing on public property, though, Pantelis 

gave me the excuse of taxes meaning that the people own 

the property and can thereby decorate it. Perhaps most 

curious to me is that this friend says the police and 

government do not see it the same way, yet he aspires to be a police officer himself. According 

to Ellie, while the majority of “vandalism” is not cleared unless a store or building owner takes it 

upon himself, like Webster University does, the city immediately cleans up anything around the 

Parliament building.  

Going back to the economic situation that Greece has been in for years, there is a lack of 

money available for the government for city clean up. A contributing problem to the lack of 

upkeep in cleanliness is the difficulty that stands from having a road network designed before the 

existence of vehicles, making for tight and congested streets today. Because of this, trash 

removal is a visible obstacle, especially on exclusively pedestrian streets and small alleyways 

6 - "Graffiti" on a closed shop  

in Plaka, Athens 
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that cannot accommodate easily or at all any car, much less a garbage truck. The cleaning budget 

that existed previously took cuts when the economy worsened. A few years ago, Athens’ budget 

was a third the amount of Stockholm’s, a city four times smaller than Athens and revered as one 

of the cleanest in the world. Since the loss, Greece will hire seasonal cleaning staff for its capital 

before elections to promote a nicer image to the people, but after the event, the workers are let 

go. The same type of thing happened in 2004 when Greece hosted the World Olympics.5After 

overspending billions on it, over twice the Olympics’ budget, the whole arena stands dirty and 

deserted because the country cannot afford maintenance.6 All around Athens are examples of 

upkeep absence in missing or loose stone pieces and crumbling concrete of streets and 

walkways. 

A writer who has lived in the southern part of Athens for over twenty-five years observed 

the contrast between the cleanliness of Greek households and the filth of Greek streets with how 

citizens treat their living space. According to one of the articles written about this, many people 

bring an attitude of apathy against common and public areas by avoiding minimal efforts such as 

properly disposing garbage.7 I can also see how vandalism relates in this way. The article 

accuses Greeks of hostility towards their state, explaining that during recent years of relative 

political stability following a long span of instability, the state has been seen mainly for its 

corruption. Because of the poor authoritative example for the Greek people, the writer asserts 

their “unnatural”8 behavior to their surrounding environment is in one way a result. “Being clean 

                                                 
5 “A Puzzle: Why is Athens Such a Dirty City?” 
6 Derek Gatopoulos. “Greek Financial Crisis: Did 2004 Athens Olympics Spark Problems in Greece?”   

 The Huffington Post. May 25, 2011. 
7 “A Puzzle: Why is Athens Such a Dirty City?” 
8 “A Puzzle: Why is Athens Such a Dirty City?” 
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is like already being half-royal”9 is a popular saying in Greece, but apparently the idea does not 

extend outside of oneself.  

While lacking in courteous treatment of the city, something surprising to me was how I 

saw the Athenians interact with the stray animals on every corner. These cats and dogs were 

rarely considered nuisances, but were regarded sympathetically perhaps since the people, like the 

animals, struggle to provide for themselves in Greece. Felines are allowed to hang around 

restaurants and outside shop entrances, dogs nap in Syntagma square undisturbed, both animals 

accepting bits of food as shared by people nearby. One day, as I sat on a wall beside a church, 

waiting for a number of my peers to return from the bank, I made friends with a stray cat who 

cuddled to my side and let me pet him. I was not upset at all when an elderly Greek man came by 

with a plastic bag and lured the cat away from me by giving a scoopful of cat food to it, in fact, it 

is one of the most heartwarming memories I associate with Greeks. As tough as times are for 

them, they can look beyond themselves to still care for the creatures they cannot afford to take 

into their homes. This even goes to the government level, as Athens has a program that takes in 

the stray dogs, neuter or spays them accordingly, collars them, and feeds them regularly. Maybe 

in a way like making graffiti art, the people make the unwanted animal population into more 

beautiful of a situation. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
9 “A Puzzle: Why is Athens Such a Dirty City?” 
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Despite some’s indifference to the art and history of the old days, and despite some’s 

effort being targeted to a visiting population, there are Greek people who care. The subject of 

Lord Elgin’s Marbles is still a touchy subject, as Greece has longed for years to repossess the 

Parthenon statues that were removed centuries ago by the British man who worried over their 

neglect. Nevertheless, for pure purposes or for tourism, actions taken towards preserving and 

maintaining landmarks and artifacts all work together to ensure that these important parts of 

Greece’s culture stay intact and available. Waived entrance fees to government owned 

archeological sites ensure that students studying in Greece can immerse themselves in the kind of 

awestruck wonder that only a land so timeless and historically rich can bring. Even while the 

country has become more modernized, precautions have been taken to showcase its past, such as 

glass cases of relics from the cemetery that turned into the Monastriki metro station and building 

the Acropolis Museum over ruins, but in a way that still displayed what was underneath, with 

both foundation columns and glass floors.  

7 - A painting on the side of a building in Plaka, Athens 

“GROW TREES NOT ARMIES” 
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For years, people have worried over Greece and the priceless contributions it has given 

during its extensive life. Lord Elgin took art to England with good intensions of preservation. 

Lord Byron gave money and fought for this country that was not even his. Oscar Wilde dreamed 

so much of the classical times that he visited and tried to adopt a different lifestyle. Greece is not 

ancient anymore, but it still houses shadows of its past, and is still beautiful in a modern way. 

The trees and mountains continue to overlook houses in admirable splendor, the sea laps up to 

restaurant-lined shores, and poppies and other colorfully presented flowers spring up among 

worn limestone and marble of another time.  

 

 

As for the treatment of Athens and the other parts of the country that disappoint travelers, 

there are many causes, which seem to be hard to help with the economy and city structures as 

they are, but Greece is trying, I think. What might be most beneficial now would be a financial 

security, but with the country counting down the days until a seemingly unavoidable default, the 

worrying is not close to over. On June 29, 2015, a twenty-nine year old British man set up a 

crowdfunding account to raise support for Greece in this crisis, with a probably unrealistic goal 

of raising the 1.6 billion euros owed on the thirtieth. The amount that was actively being donated 

8 - View from the ancient mountain  

in Delphi, Greece 

9 - Poppies among the ruins of Acrocorinth 

in Corinth, Greece 

10 - View of Athens from Mount Lycabettus 

in Athens, Greece 

in   



13 

 

was thousands of euros a day, yet still enormously short of the billions needed, 10 but in under 

only forty-eight hours, various individuals from around the world had contributed more than 

170,000 euros ($236,000) to the cause of saving Greece.11 As the first draft of this paper was 

being written, the donation page had crashed due to the amount of people trafficking the website 

to help. After nine days, with only 15 hours left for the crowdfunding, 1,905,609 euros 

($2,112,768) had been raised by 107,449 people. 

What is clear through all of this over the years and even now is that, despite the over-

piling trash, the stray cats, and the spray paint that marks city walls, people care about Greece. 

Greece is still beautiful in so many ways that surpass what the country cannot afford to clean up 

and maintain. People love Greece; people will always love Greece.     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                 
10 “British Man Launches Crowdfunding Bid to Bail Out Greece.” Business Insider. 30 June 2015. 
11 John Bowman. “A British Man Crowdfunding a Greek Bailout Has Raised a 6-Figure Sum.” CBC News. June 30, 

2015. 
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