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About 30 years ago, a collective volume titled 
Bringing the State Βack Ιn argued for the im-
portance of state-centred analyses, predicting 
a “sea change” in social sciences with the state 
playing a key role as an actor and as an institu-
tion.1 No sea change came, however; at most, 
it was a tidal wave that subsided fairly quickly 
while in its place a linguistic turn washed ashore 
many “structuralist” approaches, those focusing 
on state formation included. The historiography 
of the Greek state on the other hand followed its 
own trajectory, mainly in the economic history 
of Greece, and in many ways “the state” never 
left the stage. What was missing, however, was 
a coherent and accessible history that educates 
without preaching, a quality often lacking in his-
tories of the Greek state; this book by Kostas 
Kostis fills precisely this gap, bringing the his-
tory of the Greek state back in, at a time when, 
according to some commentators, state is tee-
tering on the edge of the abyss.

Histories of the Greek state, however, don’t 
come short; a previous work by a single au-
thor covers the period up to the 1920s in two 
lengthy volumes.2 The Economic history of 
the Greek state, a collective work published in 
2011, fills three large volumes, including one 

with data.3 The book under review achieves a 
fine balancing act that is also extremely chal-
lenging: to produce an indispensable work on 
the history of modern Greece that is both read-
able and demanding, requiring one’s full atten-
tion, not least because of its 850 pages of text. 

For some time now, the history of the modern 
capitalist state has triggered interest in vari-
ous theories of the state, especially among 
Marxists. In the 1970s, Poulantzas’ influen-
tial approach to the state as a social relation 
was superseded by the unprecedented popu-
larity and critical acclaim that Gramsci’s writ-
ings acquired in the 1990s.4 Around the same 
time, Foucauldian approaches highlighted the 
disciplinary organisation of society, the forms 
of governmentality and the biopolitical pow-
er of the state but sidelined the discussion on 
state formation, essentially taking it out in the 
backyard after Marxists had brought it back in. 
Foucault’s intellectual project is still influen-
tial for the history of the state but is also dif-
ficult to categorise because Foucault refused 
to tame it within any specific epistemological 
field. Projects on the ubiquity of power rela-
tions, the force of power-knowledge and the 
“theory” of governmentality are still prominent 
among approaches to the history of the state.5

Such works, however, neglect the importance 
of law, the fiscal capabilities and deficiencies 
of states and, especially, the types of state for-
mation that developed under colonial rule as 
well as the role of violence and the bureaucrat-
ic organisation of the modern state as outlined 
by Poulantzas.6 Kostis’ book points towards 
the historical variability of state projects and 
their trajectory all the way to the present and 
his account is a fascinating way to read his-
tory “backwards” at a time when the present 
looms large on interpretations of the Greek 
past. The book, however, is not the outcome 
of a motivation to complement or modify ex-
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isting state theory (which makes it all the more 
accessible) but contributes to the literature on 
the history of the Greek state that remains un-
fortunately rather isolated, given that all re-
cent works on the Greek state mentioned ear-
lier are published in Greek, with the exception 
of textbooks on modern Greece that are of a 
different type.7 

Central to the analysis is the juxtaposition be-
tween contemporary perceptions and dis-
courses and an evaluation of the condition of 
the Greek state, based on historical evidence 
that documents the state of public finances and 
the Greek economy over time. The territorial 
expansion of the state and its ability to “pen-
etrate” traditional – let us call them “premod-
ern” – societies was directly related to the fis-
cal capabilities of the state, the levels of public 
spending, primarily for military and defence 
purposes, and with various spillover effects 
in the bureaucratic organisation of the state 
and the modernisation of its administrative 
structures; the expansion of the road and rail-
ways network, for example, was significant, 
not least for the rapid transfer of troops to the 
kingdom’s northern borders with the Ottoman 
empire. Direct prose, well-chosen examples 
of contemporary sources and publications that 
link back to historiographical debates are ele-
ments that run throughout the volume.

Kostis’ narrative begins with the Ottoman con-
text, revisiting the grand historiography of the 
Enlightenment and stressing the transforma-
tions in the Ottoman empire during the eight-
eenth century. The book early on sets out to 
explore a central question: how was a small 
and relatively insignificant region of the Otto-
man empire in the early nineteenth century 
transformed into one of the most affluent (until 
recently) and, at the moment, one of the most 
controversial states in Europe? This ques-
tion underpins the logic of the spoiled chil-

dren of history, the Greeks, as historian Spyri-
don Zambelios called them. Kostis shows how 
history became a “weapon” for national inte-
gration, assimilation and continuity, the organ-
ising concept that drove the Greek nation for-
ward. The book revises established views such 
as the positive shock to the Greek economy 
that the arrival of refugees presumably caused 
thanks to their hard work, capital and entre-
preneurship, all amounting to very debatable 
and rather nebulous arguments. In fact, the 
arrival of refugees exacerbated state finances 
in an already strained national economy, ru-
ined after years of war, and affected negative-
ly the balance of trade because of increased 
food imports, while the sheer number of peo-
ple that arrived in the country, most of them in 
a deplorable condition, represented unprece-
dented demographic pressures. Therefore, far 
from suffering a positive shock, contemporar-
ies thought that the sustainability of the Greek 
economy was in question. 

Kostis highlights the role of individuals in his-
tory without magnifying their presence and in-
troduces topics for further research, such as 
the political developments after the Trikoupis 
period at the turn of the century and the reor-
ganisation of the political space following the 
open dismissal of the parliamentary system 
by the interventions of King George and Prince 
Constantine. Political discourse, economic in-
dicators and the writings of contemporaries of-
fer the author a range of sources to challenge, 
and occasionally refute, claims by contempo-
raries and historians alike. The transition from 
the old political dichotomy of the Trikoupis–
Deliyiannis feud to the liberals and the royal-
ists is identified as one of the fields that needs 
more research to potentially unlock one of the 
mysteries of the early twentieth century, the 
social and cultural – and also regional – di-
mensions of the national schism. The author is 
more critical towards Venizelos but acknowl-
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edges his important role, especially during 
his formative years, in parliamentary politics, 
when he landed at the forefront of the national 
political stage after the Goudi pronunciamento 
of 1909. Kostis regards Venizelos’ decision to 
dissolve parliament in August 1910 a dictato-
rial act, that only the consent of the king made 
possible and got Venizelos elected as leader 
of the Liberal party with a large majority in the 
subsequent November elections. Venizelos 
was a “voluntarist” in 1928, although the turn-
around of the economy in the late 1920s was 
entirely his personal success, as were some 
impressive institutional innovations, such as 
the Agricultural Bank in 1930. These are just 
a few examples of the historical debates and 
turning points in Greek history that Kostis elu-
cidates in his account, within a mostly tradi-
tional periodisation. Papagos, Karamanlis and 
other political figureheads of postwar Greece 
receive equal attention, inevitably tilting Kostis’ 
account more towards political history.

The book corrects several misconceptions 
held by historians and contemporary observ-
ers alike. The Greek state fared much better 
in several fields; Kostis, well-known for his 
works on economic and banking history, Der-
tilis and other economic historians have es-
tablished that (to the extent that this is meas-
urable and comparable) the Greek economy 
performed better than previously claimed by 
development, periphery and dependence ap-
proaches to Greek history. However, Kostis 
also looks into other areas to “test” the “per-
formance” of the Greek state and, therefore, 
its trajectory towards modernity. Health poli-
cies and the discipline they require were set 
up for the first time by the interior ministry to 
address the challenges that the Greek king-
dom faced due to its maritime and geopolitical 
location. Protection against the plague and – 
from the 1850s onwards – cholera made these 
challenges very real. Kostis argues that health 

policy contained a civilising dimension, that as-
pired to distinguish Greece from the infested 
and oriental east. 

Comparisons are not missing but are careful-
ly drawn, situated within their historical con-
text and without the backwardness syndrome 
that burdened the work of a previous genera-
tion of Greek social scientists. For instance, it 
is argued that, over time, the Greek state fared 
much worse in the infant- and child-mortality 
index, failing to provide for the most vulner-
able at their young age. Chickenpox was hard 
to subdue because traditional communities re-
sisted inoculation, especially during outbreaks 
of the disease. The Bavarian state tried unsuc-
cessfully to enforce inoculation within the first 
year of an infant’s life. Greece compares un-
favourably with western European countries 
that saw chickenpox disappear in the mid-
nineteenth century; in Greece it was only in 
the 1920s that people accepted that vaccina-
tion could save lives and endorsed a system-
atic and compulsory inoculation campaign by 
the state. Other factors that jeopardised pub-
lic health, such as the long overdue draining 
of marshes in and around Attica, revealed the 
limits of the state’s intervention, owing to a 
lack of funds. The distinction between prac-
titioners trained in medical schools and the 
army of quacks, “barber surgeons” and heal-
ers who had the monopoly of care until the 
state created institutions for the medical pro-
fession, tells another story of compromise be-
tween the principles and standards set for the 
profession and ground realities that dictated a 
more lenient approach.

Beyond the particular and the “case studies”, 
however, scale, geography and fragmentation 
played a particular role in the emergence of 
social, economic and political instabilities and 
divergences in the history of the Greek state 
and its regional dimension. The different types 
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of state formation, or rather the different states 
that emerged, subsided and amalgamated 
with the national state, influenced its course, 
the international context and the political and 
economic fortunes of the Greek state. These 
are only some of the issues that are explored 
and addressed in the most compact history 
of the Greek state published in recent years. 
The writings of contemporaries, together with 
an impressive array of publications, has been 
marshalled to weave the narrative of the for-
mation of the Greek state. A “bibliographic 
guide” at the end of the book, therefore, makes 
sense and complements the works cited in the 
text. Tables with timelines, at the beginning of 
each chapter, serve the pedagogical purpose 
of the book and guide the lay, as well as the 
more informed reader, through the otherwise 
congested highways of Greek political and dip-
lomatic history.

The role of class in the history of the Greek 
state could have received more attention, in 
order to correct another misinterpretation of 
Greek history, that past societies “lacked” co-
herent class structures or even class strug-
gle. The different types of state and the vari-
ous states that comprised the Greek state over 
time are also missing; the formation of the 
Greek state could also be seen as an amalga-
mation and incorporation of other states, now 
long gone and mostly forgotten or entirely un-
known: the Ionian State, the Principality of Sa-
mos, the Cretan State or even the short-lived 
state that Aristeidis Stergiadis tried to create 
in Smyrna between 1919–1922 and the Italian 
colony of the Dodecanese between 1912 and 
1945. We still know very little about the ten-
sions, conflicts and the historical process that 
brought these regions, economies and popu-
lations into an emerging national project that 
was being transformed as it was expanding. 
Most of these changes happened from 1800 
to 1912, before the Balkan wars that brought 

most of Macedonia, the northern and eastern 
Aegean islands and Crete under Greek state 
rule and strengthened the centralised and cen-
tralising state. The period from 1897 to the Bal-
kan wars is the period of unthinkable achieve-
ment – for the early twentieth century – and 
success, the result of decades of econom-
ic, military and diplomatic political effort. The 
new status quo, however, was set back and 
disrupted in 1916 with the so-called national 
schism, the event that Kostis candidly consid-
ers a civil war that shaped Greek politics and 
society up until the 1940s (for much longer 
than it has been acknowledged), dividing the 
country into two state authorities, one centred 
in Thessaloniki under Venizelos, and the other 
in Athens under the king.

In the reconstruction effort that the US aid 
provided in the late 1940s and early 1950s, the 
Greek state as a protagonist assumed centre 
stage. The failure of the political centre to clar-
ify a policy under pressure from both left and 
right at home and the cold war abroad explains 
the road to authoritarianism and the inevitable 
sense of dictatorship in 1967. Falling victim to 
the contingency of the cold war, the develop-
mental model that was introduced never ma-
terialised until the mid-1960s. The shift to an 
“anticommunist state” (1950–1974) came not 
so much as a break with, but as a continui-
ty of, the political climate of the 1930s and the 
disastrous 1940s. It is in this oppressive, ex-
clusionary, nationalist and conservative state 
that economic growth fostered the develop-
ment of the productive capabilities of the Greek 
state but also saw tens of thousands emigrate 
in search of a better life, away from poverty 
and discrimination. The last chapter, “In Eu-
rope” (1974–2010), succinctly narrates political 
events, attributing credit for achievements (the 
reduction of absolute poverty between 1974 
and 1981/82 from 23.5% to 8.8%) and blame 
(the gradual takeover of the state mechanism 
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by Pasok) where it is due. The success of the 
Greek socialists is explained through Andreas 
Papandreou’s role but mainly through Pasok’s 
policies that gradually derailed a suffering 
economy, most evident in the deindustrialisa-
tion of the country. Kostis is more favourable 
to the Simitis government (“one of the most 
successful prime ministers in the history of 
Greece”, 832) because he achieved the tar-
gets he set, mainly to reduce a budget deficit 
that was unacceptable for a eurozone candi-
date and improving relations with Turkey, es-
pecially following the 1996 Imia crisis. 

The book takes us all the way to the present 
and, in doing so, floats above the literature 
that sometimes amounts to an obsession with 
“reform”, stressing the alleged inability of the 
Greek “political system” to implement those 
reforms in a number of areas: public adminis-
tration, education, transparency and the mar-
kets. Almost invariably “reform”, “stagnation” 
and “failure” – largely unattributed to political 
parties, individuals and interests, is to blame 
and supposedly explains the retribution that 
followed the 2010 collapse of the state’s fi-
nances and, soon enough, of the economy. Ko-
stis’ book escapes a long tradition of historico-
cultural and/or sociopolitical studies that trace 
many of the state’s malfunctions to the foun-
dation of the Greek state in the 1820s. Endur-
ing clientelism, patronage and mismanage-
ment of resources, as well as rent-seeking by 
key economic actors and their political allies, 
have been central explanations in the inabil-
ity of the Greek state to reform. The role of the 
army in politics also occupies a central place 
in the range of arguments that invariably com-
pare the Greek political system, economy and 
society with western European ones. Kostis 
avoids such pitfalls, “path-dependence” expla-
nations and teleological approaches, navigat-
ing confidently through hotly debated periods 
of recent history such as the 1940s (controver-

sially describing the civil war as an “absolutely 
pointless war”, 711). 

The book concludes that even the achieve-
ments of the last few decades are not secure 
given the present calamity; the territory of the 
coming years remains uncharted. Instead of 
academic scaremongering or pedantic con-
clusions, however, the book makes a power-
ful case for the importance of history in under-
standing not simply the “pathologies” of the 
Greek state but acknowledging how far this 
state has come, reminding us of the tribula-
tions that brought enormous strain on it (the 
arrival of 1.2 million refugees) or led to its col-
lapse (in the period from 1941 to 1944); individ-
uals, mostly politicians, are the actors in this 
political and economic history that connects 
facts with interpretation, not in some abstract 
Procrustean fashion but by bringing together a 
number of studies that also highlight advances 
in recent Greek historiography. The quest for 
a cohesive narrative ends with a reflection, a 
rather pessimistic one, on the current predic-
ament in which the Greek state finds itself. In-
stead of an interpretative framework that cas-
tigates the failure to reform, Kostis attempts 
(and succeeds) to introduce “tools for read-
ing the dynamic of state transformations that 
have been ignored by Greek historiography al-
though they constitute necessary conditions 
for comprehending the state” (25). 

Kostis demonstrates how financial, geograph-
ical and political cohesion was achieved over 
190 years of state life. In the analysis, there are 
two basic “variables” that constitute the state: 
the first, interstate relations and their reper-
cussions for Greek state formation, such as 
the history of the army; and the second, the 
control of population and territory through pol-
icies for ordering, measuring and taxing peo-
ple that gradually found themselves within the 
shifting borders of the Greek state. In this vein, 
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the history of the formation of administrative 
mechanisms, also promised in the introduc-
tion, remains largely untold and we are left 
wondering who “built” that state, which social 
groups, whether and how any classes inter-
acted with the state over time, with the excep-
tion of the working class during the interwar 
period. Evidently, we need many more specif-
ic and in-depth studies before we know who 
promoted administrative reform and how, in 
crucial periods where the Greek state had to 
rebuild, such as in the 1920s or 1950s. As Ko-
stis notes, “we cannot possibly talk about the 
state and what it means, while ignoring the 
basic mechanisms that constitute it” (26); the 
task for future historians of the Greek state is 
clearly laid out.
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