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Talking about social change: A socio-psychological
thematic analysis of citizens’ interviews in Greece

Dionysia Koutsi', APHRODITE BAKA!

The need for changes in crisis-ridden Greece has become a common-place imperative

ABSTRACT

in public discourse both in Greece and in Europe. Focusing on interviews with Greek

citizens, this study attempts to explore the ways in which laypeople discuss a) the
feasibility of social change and b) construct categories of social change agents. Data were drawn from 10 semi-
structured interviews with Greek citizens aged 25-45, and they were analyzed using interpretive thematic
analysis. From our analysis, it appeared that in all interviews social change was constructed as a necessity.
Nevertheless, while in some cases it was presented as a feasible objective, in others it was treated as unattainable.
Regarding the categories of agents that either obstruct or should undertake actions for change, the analysis
showed that these categories either included political leaders or the Greek people through their individual or
collective action. The discussion suggests that focusing on everyday discourse can contribute to the socio-
psychological debates about the agents and factors of social change and social stability.

Keywords: Agents of change, Greek crisis, social change, social stability

The Greek financial crisis, begun in 2010,
and the implementation of austerity mea-
sures, structural reforms and privatization of
government assets - demanded by the Eu-
ropean Commission, the European Central
Bank (ECB) and the International Monetary
Fund (IMF) in order to give Greece bailout
loans- have brought about many changes
in everyday life. Four general elections were
conducted between 2010 and 2015. During
this period, there has been a widespread de-
bate about the institutional changes that have
already been implemented and about those
that should or will occur in the future. The

1. Aristotle University of Thessaloniki

demand for change, mainly economic and
administrative has become an almost banal
issue for both elites and everyday people. Al-
most all politicians and political parties sup-
port the need for reforms and blame their rival
parties for resisting change and maintaining
the status quo. Media reproduce the domi-
nant discourse about the necessity of reforms
but also the debate about which changes are
necessary and how these should be accom-
plished (Mylonas, 2014). People express their
discomfort towards many of the changes, es-
pecially the ones that have led to the decline
of their financial status, as this has been re-
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flected in the results of the last five elections
and in protests and demonstrations against or
in favour of the reforms.

In the present paper, we try to explore the
ways laypeople in Greece, rather than political
elites, talk about the agents of social change
and the possibility to be attained with positive
outcomes for the citizens. Investigating and
making visible people’s conceptualizations of
processes of social change and in particular
the ways they construct the social category of
the ‘agents of change’ has not only theoretical
but also clear social implications. Identifying
themselves as ‘agents of change’ who are
able to transform their social word by over-
turning existing status relations can mobilize
people taking actions in pursuit of change,
whereas feeling powerless to act for change
leads to the maintenance of the existing status
quo (Drury & Reicher, 2009). Thus, we sug-
gest that social science must take into con-
sideration people, the main social subjects,
to better understand the ways social change
does or does not happen.

Social Psychology and Social Change

Social Psychology is very much con-
cerned about how societies transform. Him-
melweit and Gaskell (1990) suggested that
socio-psychological theories that examine
and attempt to explain social change taking
under investigation the physical, social, histor-
ical, dynamic and ideological contexts consti-
tute a distinct approach in social psychology,
this of societal psychology. Scholars included
in this approach are interested in collective
action and minority influence, but they also
investigate power, ideology and leadership as
important factors for social change, sharing to
a large extent some common methodological,
theoretical and analytical assumptions.

Research on collective action examines
the psychosocial profile of social actors and
the psychosocial variables of collective ac-
tion. Issues that are considered important

in this line of research are the relationship
between collective action and social change
(Drury & Reicher, 2009; Thomas, McGarty &
Mavor, 2009; Van Zomeren & Klandermans,
2011; Wright, 2001); the social identity of the
social actors (Simon & Klandermans, 2001;
Van Zomeren, Postmes & Spears, 2008); the
ideologies involved (van Stekelenburg, Klan-
dermans, & van Dijk, 2009); the motivations
for collective action (Hornsey et al., 2006;
van Zomeren & Spears, 2009) and the psy-
chosocial factors that trigger collective ac-
tion (Klandermans, 1997; Reicher & Haslam,
2012).

Such studies are quite often based on
Social Identity Theory (Tajfel, 1978) and focus
on social identity, social categories and inter-
group relations (Reicher, 1996). As Hopkins,
Kahani-Hopkins and Reicher (2005) argue, in
order to study social change and to explore
the way in which social actors contribute to
change, one has to focus on the ways social
identities are constructed in the social inter-
action and the ways social interactions are
reformed due to social identities. Especially,
the awareness of an undervalued identity of
social group membership is suggested to
lead to collective claims, in an attempt to im-
prove social status (Taylor & McKirnan, 1984),
whereas participation in collective action, in
turn, shapes the identity of the social actors
(Hopkins, Kahani-Hopkins & Reicher, 2005).

Ideology is also presented as crucial for
the explanation of social change (van Ste-
kelenburg, Klandermans, & van Dijk, 2009).
Intergroup differences are often based on
ideological issues such as classical political
distinctions between right and left. Besides,
ideological stakes are often associated with
intergroup conflicts, as in the case of racial
and gender discrimination. Finally, ideologi-
cal transformation is usually considered as a
manifestation of social change, as it is con-
sidered, for example, in the study of minority
influence (Mugny, 1982).

The theory of minority influence (Moscovi-
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ci, 1976) is also used to explain social change
focusing on the contribution of minorities to
social change and innovation and exploring
the ways various social groups who possess
a minority position, try to exert influence for
social change (Moscovici, 1976), through
their competitive relationships with power
(Mugny, 1982). However, competition be-
tween minority and power often has no obvi-
ous and straightforward results, creating the
impression of social stability (Mugny, 1982),
since there are factors that impede and resist
to change and innovation such as psychologi-
zation (Papastamou, 1989). This is the reason
why theories of social change also recognize
that society is not in a constant state of alert-
ness to change, but often tends to stability
and inertia.

Another stand of research attempts to ex-
plain the socio-psychological processes that
hinder social change and reinforce social sta-
bility and the maintenance of the status quo.
These theories mainly explore ideology as a
means of legitimizing the existing status quo
(Jost, Burgess & Mosso, 2001) and restrain-
ing people from acting towards social change
(Turner & Reynolds, 2003). Such patterns are
the belief in a just world (Lerner, 1965, 1980),
the right-wing authoritarianism (Altemeyer,
1981), the social dominance orientation (Si-
danius, 1993; Sidanius & Pratto, 1993) and
the system justification theory (Jost & Banaji,
1994). Such theories explore common as-
sumptions about societal structure such as
that society has a hierarchical structure (Jost,
Burgess & Mosso, 2001), and explore individ-
ual traits, intra-individual, psychological pro-
cesses (Jost, Banaji & Nosek, 2004; Turner &
Reynolds, 2003) that differentiate people as to
the degree that they accept and support the
social inequality and hierarchies (Jost, Banaiji
& Nosek, 2004; Sidanius & Pratto, 1993) even
when these work against their interests (Jost,
Banaji & Nosek, 2004).

Despite differences in focus all socio-psy-
chological theories and studies that concen-

trate on social change, view society as a dy-
namic, perpetually transformed structure with
constant transforming processes in individu-
al, group and collective level. Change is seen
as a multi-factorial process involving compet-
itive social forces and mediated by both ma-
terial and ideological apparatuses (Subasic,
Reynolds, Reicher & Klandermans, 2012).
They also support that no changes can be
made without the participation of the social
majority (Mugny, 1982), and there can be no
collective claims without the participation of
active parts or the entire society (Passini &
Morselli, 2013). The social subject is involved,
actively participates in change, and plays a
leading role in shaping the social reality.

All the above theories and studies in the
field of social psychology can shed light on
the processes of social change and stability
also in periods of recession and economic
crisis. Taking the example of Greece, our aim
is to explore the ways social change and the
identities of agents of change are constructed
in everyday accounts as well as their implica-
tions on the processes of social change (Hop-
kins, Kahani-Hopkins & Reicher, 2005)

Method

Participants and Interviews

For the purposes of this project, 10
semi-structured face to face interviews were
conducted with participants (5 men and 5
women), living in Athens, aged 25-50 years,
from a variety of socioeconomic back-
grounds. The interviews were conducted by
the first author of this article from January to
June 2013, shortly after SYRIZA, a left-wing
party, climbed the Opposition in Parliament
on May 2012. Interviewees were reached
through personal contacts, of the first author
using her social networks, acquaintances
and family ties, in order to be familiar with
her. To assure the pluralism of the sample
we took under consideration the gender,
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age, education, working status and political
preference. Four of the participants were civil
servants, five were private-sector employees
and one was unemployed. Half of the partic-
ipants (5) had university degrees, while the
other half (5) were high school graduates. Fi-
nally, participants supported different parties
(from right-wing to left-wing) but none of them
was an official party member, something that
could reinforce the reproduction of the offi-
cial political party’s discourse of the issues
at hand. Semi-structured interviews were
chosen so that participants could talk about
their personal opinion, increasing pluralism of
data. The interviews were digitally recorded
and lasted about 60 minutes. The interview
schedule consisted of open-ended questions
structured in two sections: a) the possibility
of future change in Greece (Do you think that
there could be changes in the future? What
kind of changes should be done?) and b) the
agents of future change (Who could bring
about change? Can you personally contribute
to change?). Before starting the interview, the
interviewer informed the participants about
the study and asked their permission to re-
cord the discussion, after assuring them that
the process was anonymous and confiden-
tial. In addition to oral information, there was
a written brochure. The venue of the interview
was familiar to the participant, such as their
home or workplace. All interviews were fully
transcribed focusing on the reproduction of
content.

Analytic Procedure

Interviews were analyzed using inter-
pretive thematic analysis, as described by
Braun and Clarke (2006), in order to identify
specific themes that emerged in participants’
accounts according to research questions.
Thematic analysis was chosen for the reor-
ganization and organization of the patterns
(themes) in the social construction of the
agent and means of social change (Fereday
& Muir- Cochrane, 2006; Willig, 2013).

Themes are complete meaning entities,
verbal patterns directly related to the re-
search questions (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
Our purpose was not to record a series of
verbal patterns but to identify the ideas that
emerged directly or indirectly from the data
(Guest, MacQueen & Namey, 2012). Themat-
ic analysis is not linear and continuous. In
the first phase, the researchers got familiar
with the data through multiple readings. The
second phase was that of coding, where the
researchers applied codes in small text frag-
ments in relation to the research questions.
Then, these codes were categorized in high-
er-level categories. In the third phase, catego-
ries were classified in higher-level themes in
accordance with our research questions. As
far as possible we kept to the explicit meaning
our participants gave to change and change
agents (Boyatzis 1998). The process of inter-
pretation was applied to themes; however,
during categorization and interpretation, we
went back and forth to all levels of analysis
and the conversational interview accounts. In
the analysis, we present and discuss excerpts
from the interviews, which better represent the
content of the themes.

Analysis

Participants were asked about the possi-
bility of social change in the future and the
ways that could be accomplished. When par-
ticipants constructed change as unattainable
we explored the agents that were rendered
responsible for the maintenance of stability,
whereas when change was presented as
possible the agents that would take over the
responsibility of achieving change. Thematic
analysis resulted in two main themes. In the
first theme, change is presented as almost
impossible to be accomplished and in the
second theme change is presented as at-
tainable; however, the agents of change are
varied as it is presented in the respective sub-
themes.
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Future Change is Almost Impossible

In this theme, change is presented as im-
possible; however, when such arguments are
expressed at the same time the interviewees
account for the agents of social change and
the factors that intentionally or unintentionally
block their actions or discourage them from
joining actions for change.

Lack of (collective) actions for change

In the following extracts, participants ex-
press pessimistic arguments towards the
possibility of future change. Social change
can be achieved through collective actions of
the low-status people, but their mobilization is
either impeded by political elites or it is being
insufficient.

Extract 1 ‘As long as the stomach is full,
you do nothing’

Interviewer: Tell me now... do you believe
things can change?

Helen: What can | say? Unfortunately
for me, the future seems bleak. Very
bleak. There is no way to change
anything. Hey, there is no way to
rebel. For example, | am thinking
about the... French Revolution, when
people decapitated others. People
were starving. Here, now, no one is
allowed to starve. Since, when you’re
hungry, you know that something is
wrong and you have to react...you can
tolerate nothing. This ... This is a lesson
the French taught us, since they were
the first to have experienced such a
revolution. So today governments give
allowances to the poor. Here, this has
started with Constantine Karamanlis1...
common meals and all these volunteers
exist to prevent you from getting to the
edges. As long as your stomach is full,
you do nothing. And in such a case you
might say: “we deserve it”. (Interview 2)

Helen expresses pessimism about the
prospect of social change. In order to ac-
count for this pessimism, she mentions the
conditions under which social change is pos-
sible and the reasons why these conditions
are not met in the Greek case. The agents of
social change, according to the speaker are
low-status people who get involved in violent
acts and rebellions. However, for the people
to rebel, they should reach a point of absolute
poverty. To support her argument she draws
from modern history and she uses the exam-
ple of the French Revolution claiming that
hunger and pauperization were the reasons
that led people to revolt and to act violently
against the authorities.

Thus, she argues that avoiding pauper-
ization is part of a regular policy, which the
French people, as more experienced (in rev-
olution and its obstruction), introduced and
bequeathed to Greek politicians starting with
Karamanlis. This policy concerns the provision
of benefits, common meals and the establish-
ment of voluntary and charitable agencies
that aim to provide the necessary supplies for
the socially weak to ensure their survival and
therefore their tolerance. This way the exist-
ing system is not challenged and manages
to maintain stability by absorbing tensions for
change. However, Helen ascribes responsibil-
ity for the success of such policies to people
too, as they succumb to the ‘policy of survival’
showing tolerance and passivity.

In this account, the main agents of change
are people through their collective actions.
However, any tension for social change is
blocked by political elites who neutralize any
threats for status quo, by preventing condi-
tions that lead to massive collective actions.
People are presented as prone to compliance
and submission, thus incapable to react to
social inequality, unless they reach the state
of pauperization. This way authority remains
unquestioned and stability is ensured.

In line with the previous extract the follow-
ing one also supports the argument in favour
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of the inability for change. However, it refers to
strikes and mass demonstrations, two of the
most popular forms of collective action during
the period of Memorandum in Greece, as the
means of social change but at the same time,
it doubts their efficiency.

Extract 2 ‘No more than 10 and 20 thou-
sand come out every time’

Researcher: Who or what can bring about
change in our country?

Dimitris: We... we...We could bring about
change.

Researcher: How?

Dimitris: In which way? By striking?
Getting out to the streets and protest?
There are approximately 1,000,000
unemployed and no one comes out,
there are public servants who have
their interests affected but they do
not come out. No more than 10 and
20 thousand come out every time
(Interview 9)

Dimitris uses the collective pronoun ‘we’ to
define the agents of change in the present sit-
uation, referring to the unemployed and pub-
lic servants (as himself) and that the means of
social change is their participation in strikes
and demonstrations. Specifically, the process
of social change should involve all social
groups which suffer the consequences of the
crisis, mainly the ‘one million unemployed’
and ‘civil servants’, who are a multitudinous
and seriously stricken group. According to
Dimitris, collective action for social change
requires intergroup cooperation and massive
participation in order to be effective. However,
not enough people ‘get to the streets and pro-
test’ sufficiently, at present.

In extract 2 social change seems to be
possible if some social groups cooperate in
massive collective action. Dimitris constructs
himself as part of this change however the
outcome of that effort is not the desirable one,
because collective actions are not as massive

as they should and could be although all peo-
ple affected by the crisis could participate but
primarily the unemployed and the civil ser-
vants.

Lack of charismatic leaders

Extract 3 ‘lack of a leader who has
a vision’

Maria: What is missing, for example, in
Greece is a leader who has a vision,
who will say: I'll take matters into my
hands... | don’t think ... Tsipras2 ok,
his actions are consistent with what
he says, he follows whatever he says
but he is not a charismatic man, whom
we will believe in... There is no one like
that. In the past, we had Kolokotronis3,
yes, but | do not know, if such a leader,
will appear again (Interview 6)

Maria introduces one more argument in
support of the inability of change. However
this time it is not the lack of collective ac-
tions that does not facilitate social change in
Greece, instead it is the lack of a charismatic
leader. Such a leader should have a vision
and should inspire people to trust him. She
makes a reference to Alexis Tsipras, presi-
dent of the opposition party of that time, as a
politician who could play that role; however,
she argues that he is far from the standards
of such a leader. Instead, drawing from Greek
history she presents Kolokotronis as the last
prototypical charismatic Greek leader.

In contrast to the previous extract, where
political elites were the stability agents that
blocked collective actions for change, in this
extract, it is the political elites, and in particu-
lar, a charismatic leader, who is expected to
act as the main agent for change. It is he or
she that will persuade people to support and
follow the reforms he or she will undertake to
implement. Thus, the lack of such a leader
makes possibility of change remote. The con-
cept of a charismatic leader, as the one who
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will save the people, refers to Weberian anal-
ysis (1922/1978) of lost and alienated masses
that need a leader to save them. People can
only contribute to change when following a
leader and perform trust and compliance with
such an authority, which has the knowledge
and the power to handle that difficult situation
(Milgram, 1974).

However, even that top-down change,
which is accomplished by a charismatic lead-
er who will inspire people’s obedience, is not
possible in Greece at the present time. Con-
sequently, no changes are foreseen for now
or in the near future.

Conclusively in this theme social change
is the result of collective actions or of individ-
uals who act as charismatic leaders. However,
its attainability is hindered either by the politi-
cal elites that impede collective actions or by
the citizens who are reluctant in joining collec-
tive actions to achieve change and the lack of
leaders that are capable to inspire citizens to
activate in the pursue of change. Thus collec-
tive passivity along with elite’s pursuit of the
maintenance of status quo hinders any possi-
bility for future changes.

Future Change is Attainable.

In the second theme, social change once
again is the main issue at stake. However,
in this theme change is presented as feasi-
ble and accounts concentrate on the means
and the agents that are able or responsible to
bring it about identifying them as the citizens
who act individually or collectively.

Individual actions

Within the theme of change as attainable
one line of argument that was expressed con-
centrated on individuals either as leaders or
as citizens who can act in ways that contrib-
ute to change. These acts either concern their
behaviour as leaders or as voters or in their
everyday life. Voting for the people who are
able and willing to introduce and implement

changes, instead of supporting the old and
corrupted regime is the main issue introduced
in the following extract.

Extract 4 ‘New leaders and vote in the
right direction’

Interviewer: Who do you think could
help to change? Do you think there
is someone who could take on the
attempt to change?

Petros: I’'m quite reluctant to believe, as
| told you, that the people who are
involved in the status quo for such
a long time are able to bring about
change... So it is new individuals, who
will better represent people, individuals
who are more self-conscious, who will
take a step forward; these people are
closer to take over responsibility for
change; this is the logical response
that comes into my mind.

Interviewer: What could you do to change
things? In your life and in general.
Petros: e...something very basic, and |
don’t underestimate this at all, all my
thoughts should direct me in the right
way.., my vote should be in the right
direction, and this is not simple, it is
of great importance. Eventually, all my
actions should be associated with, and
correspond to all these, because it is
very important and it is something that
forms reality and ultimately this is what

is probably missing (Interview 3)

In this abstract the issue of the leaders as
the ones responsible to bring about change is
presented once more. However this time it is
not a charismatic individual but rather individ-
uals who are categorized through their differ-
ence from those who have formed the existing
status quo and they are unable to conduce to
change. This category of ‘new individuals’ will
‘better represent people’, be ‘more self-con-
scious’ and take the initiative to participate in
change. Petros however does not specifically
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mention who are those new individuals who
will act as leaders.

When asked by the interviewer how he
could personally facilitate this process of
change Petros concentrates on the importance
of voting as a powerful weapon that people
have, which can regulate social reality. Petros
argues that rational voting can decisively con-
tribute to social change and form social reality.
In this extract, voting is presented as a main
form of political participation and important civil
duty for active citizens who are of great impor-
tance and efficacy for social change. People
could transform present situation, individually
as active citizens who patrticipate in common
to political processes like elections.

Political participation of social majority, like
voting, is constructed as a determinant factor
of social change. On the other hand, this kind
of participation is not collective and does not
presuppose the construction of a group with
a common identity. In the same line of argu-
ment in the following extract people are pre-
sented as the ones who have to contribute to
change individually and independently from
each other.

Extract 5 ‘Everyone from their side’

Interviewer: What should we do for change
to come?

Vicky: Everyone should do whatever he
is able to do. Either through his work,
or with his knowledge, or in his home,
everyone, even if what they do is small,
small, small, if this happen, it will have
an effect...It’s not a political issue or
about political will; it’s about what we
can do all together but everyone from
their side. (Interview 8)

In this extract, the participant claims that
people as individuals can contribute to change
through their individual actions and their abil-
ities in everyday life. Their contribution may
seem limited but it is effective and is not relat-
ed to politics or political will. Vicky claims that

individuals can act for change in their everyday
life, according to their personal or professional
identity both in the private and public sphere.
People ‘all together’ will strive for change but
that does not mean that an agreement or co-
operation or coordination is needed since ‘ev-
eryone from their side’ can do whatever they
can or they want. Every attempt is important
even if it is ‘small, small, small’ and ‘everyone
could do whatever he can’ no matter what this
is. Vicky illustrates that it is not ‘a political issue
or political will’ but a personal action which in
combination with other persons’ actions ‘will
have an effect’.

In general, in this type of arguments in fa-
vour of the accomplishment of future change
focus is directed to the citizens as individu-
als rather than to political elites or collective
actions. Citizens are seen as capable to con-
tribute to change either through their votes,
that will lead to the election of an effective
government, or through their individual efforts
in all the fields of their work. This way change
becomes the result of the sum of individual
efforts rather than the result of conflicting col-
lective actions. This type of argument seems
to be in accordance to the neo-liberal rhetoric
which is quite popular, as previous research
on work precarity in Greece has illustrated
(Kesisoglou, Figgou & Dikaiou, 2016); ac-
cording to which people have an individual
responsibility to be effortful and active entre-
preneurs of their future regardless of the soci-
etal conditions.

Collective processes of change

In the accounts included in this section,
participants argue that people can and should
contribute to change collectively rather than
individually.

Extract 6 ‘Everyone should help’

Researcher: Do you think that things can
change?
Angela: Yes, but with everyone’s effort...,
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if we all help, from the lower status
people to the higher...if we do not
separate the poor from the middle
class and the rich... if the rich don’t
have it all... for example some people
do not have any wage reductions
and...and the low-class people are
pressed more and more. Help must be
given from everywhere. Upper classes,
the factory owners evade taxes. This is
where we must begin. Not only by the
employees (Interview 7)

Angela claims that change is possible if
‘all’ people contribute to it. However, this time
‘all’ does not refer to individuals but to social
groups. She declares that ‘everyone’ includes
all social categories, based on the socio-eco-
nomic level. This way she constructs three
major social categories mentioned as ‘the
poor’, ‘the middle class’ and ‘the rich’ or two
classes the ‘low class’ and the ‘upper class-
es’, and ‘the employee’ and ‘the ones who
own factories’ that differ to the extent to which
they contribute to the burdens of economic
crisis. Angela criticizes the fact that, up to
the present, rich hold the wealth, they do not
contribute to country’s recovery and avoid
fulfilling their financial obligations towards the
state, while the lower classes undergo con-
stant economic pressures which deteriorate
their quality of life.

On the other hand, Angela suggests that
there must be inter-class collaboration and
equal distribution of burdens which would
ameliorate the current situation. The current
system is not legitimate but that can change.
The means of social change is social solidar-
ity and equality in the allocation of burdens
among all the social classes.

Social change through collective process-
es is not only achieved cooperatively and
peacefully, as it is assumed in extract 6, but
as Giannis in extract 7, claims through social
competition and radical action.

Extract 7 ‘We should hit the skids’

Researcher: What do you think must
be done to ameliorate the current
situation?

Giannis: What do | think must be done?
It's clear to me. We must bottom out.
We must be pauperized, yes. | don’t
think that we have been pauperized
yet, or only a specific group has been
pauperized, which is harrowed now
and can’t react; but | believe that as
long as this situation continues existing,
that part of the population will expand
and will begin rising gradually and |
consider that only through that kind of
conflict, the majority of the people will
realize that they don’t belong to those
who possess wealth or that just a few
possess wealth; they will realize that
their interests are not common with
those few who still manage status quo.
We should hit the skids and we have
not hit the skids yet. (Interview 10)

In this account two social categories are
introduced to account for change and its
agents: these are ‘we’, which includes the ma-
jority of citizens, and those who ‘possess the
wealth’. According to this type of argument,
the majority will bring about change when they
decide to act collectively against the wealthy.
However, as in extract 1, ‘pauperization’ of
the majority is presented as the main prereg-
uisite of collective action. Giannis claims that
‘we must bottom out’ so as to ‘begin rising’
against ‘those few who still manage status
quo’. He does not believe that there could be
an active reaction for the time being, as long
as those who are now impoverished are not
enough and they are not emotionally capable
of joining such actions, but he declares that it
is inevitable to happen in the future.

In contrast to the previous extract, the
social classes, the poor and the rich are not
constructed as collaborators but as adver-
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saries as ‘their interests are not common’.
In addition, social change would be radical,
violent and collective and in favour of those
who have ‘hit the skids’. Social change will be
accomplished by the great majority of people
when they will lose everything and perceive
that they have the opposite interest with the
current status quo. The means of that change
will be the rebellion against them.

Summing up, in this theme, change is
presented both as desirable and feasible in
the future; citizens are presented as the main
agents of change. However, in the first sub-
theme citizens are constructed as individuals
who can contribute to change by their own
individual acts, whereas in the second it is
through identification with their social groups
and collective actions that will bring about so-
cial change.

CONCLUSIONS

Participants’ discourse bears some re-
semblances with socio-psychological theories
about social change and social stability. It is
obvious in our analysis that social change is
presented either as attainable or as a utopia
that cannot be reached due to specific con-
straints. The agents that are constructed as
culpable of obstructing social change are a)
the political leaders that hinder possesses of
change or who are incompetent to walk peo-
ple through change and b) the people who
are passive and reluctant to join collective
actions. Conversational accounts for social
stability claim that the present situation can’t
change and consequently there are no ex-
pectations for any effort or political action for
transformation.

However, in contrast with what is suggest-
ed by socio-psychological theories, the lack
of actions toward social change are not at-
tributed to the acknowledgement of the status
quo legitimacy. In all accounts, in which elites
are mentioned, these are denounced for their
practices and interviewees are critical and dis-

approve of them. At the same time, however,
in these accounts, the speakers present the
other people as conforming to authorities, de-
spite their disapproval, and as easily manipu-
lated by power, or able to bring about change
only if a charismatic leader leads their way.
Thus, we are faced with a paradox that al-
though participants acknowledge dynamics of
legitimizing ideologies (Altemeyer, 1981; Jost
& Banaji, 1994; Lerner, 1965, 1980; Sidanius,
1993; Sidanius & Pratto, 1993) and compli-
ance to authority (Milgram 1963, 1974), at the
same time they present themselves as aware
and critical of these dynamics. This way, de-
spite the fact that they acknowledge the need
for collective action to achieve change and
resist to political elites, at the same time they
present people as unable to join action due to
their submissiveness and passivity and render
social change a utopian pursue.

When social change is presented as at-
tainable, the agents are either a) individuals
directly as voters- by electing new people in
power- and in their everyday practices or b)
people as a whole who will contribute through
collectivities to country recovery or riot for
their interests. In the first subtheme, social
change is constructed as an individual con-
cern which has either direct, through voting,
or indirect impact on public affairs. Change
is related to individuals’ self-improvement or
everyday practices in personal or interperson-
al level which combined with other persons’
effort can contribute to future change. Thus,
social change is presented as resulting from
the accumulation of individual transformations
rather than from collective actions. Only in the
second sub-theme intergroup conflicts and
collective actions are constructed as a means
of change, as socio-psychological theories
also suggest (Drury & Reicher, 2009; Mugny,
1982; Taylor & McKirnan, 1984; Thomas, Mc-
Garty & Mavor, 2009; Van Zomeren & Klander-
mans, 2011; Wright, 2001). In this sub-theme,
social inferiors are presented as the ones who
will react against those who hold the wealth
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and in these conversational accounts, social
groups and social identities are the important
elements and crucial presuppositions for so-
cial transformation.

Based on the theories of social change
that emphasize the importance of collective
actions for change, either by minority (Mos-
covici, 1976) or majority groups, and stress
that shared common social identities are
important for collective action to take place
(Drury & Reicher, 2009; Thomas, McGarty &
Mavor, 2009; Van Zomeren & Klandermans,
2011; Wright, 2001), the most prominent ac-
counts, in our interviews, about the agents
of social change are those that advocate the
necessity of individual actions to achieve so-
cial change, whether these are political lead-
ers or individual citizens. Collective actions,
on the other hand, are presented as actions
of minority groups with no power to exert
influence, far from massive, and, ineffective.
Thus although participants seem aware and
denounce processes that preserve the exist-
ing status quo in their discourse, at the same
time they do not seem to perceive them-
selves as part of a community that lives and
acts together in order to secure a better life,
but as individuals that decide for their own
future.

The data presented in this paper were
obviously derived from a rather limited sam-
ple, and as such their generalizability to other
contexts is clearly open to question. Besides,
it would be interesting to repeat the research
today to explore if and how accounts on so-
cial change and social change agents have
changed after four years of left-wing party
(SYRIZA)-led government. Nevertheless, our
analysis attempts to register the variety of in
constructions of the categories of agents of
social change and to make some assump-
tions about the connection between those
categorisations with social practices. Future
research might define the subject position of
people talking about social change as well as
the connection between accounts for change

with political and social action to this direc-
tion.

References

Altemeyer, B. (1981). Right-wing authoritarianism.
Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press.

Boyatzis, R. E. (1998). Transforming qualitative infor-
mation. Sage: Cleveland.

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic anal-
ysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in Psy-
chology, 3, 77-101.

Drury, J., & Reicher, S. (2009). Collective psycho-
logical empowerment as a model of social
change: Researching crowds and power. Jour-
nal of Social Issues, 65, 707-725.

Fereday, J., & Muir-Cochrane, E. (2006). Demon-
strating rigor using thematic analysis: a hybrid
approach of inductive and deductive coding
and theme development. International Journal
of Qualitative Methods, 5, 80-92.

Guest, G., MacQueen, M. K., & Namey E. E. (2012).
Applied thematic analysis. London: Sage.

Himmelweit, H. T., & Gaskell, G. (1990). Societal
psychology. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Hopkins, N., Kahani-Hopkins, V., & Reicher, S.
(2005). Identity and social change: Contextu-
alizing agency. Feminism & Psychology, 16,
52-57.

Hornsey, M. J., Blackwood, L., Louis, W., Fielding,
K., Mavor, K., Morton, T., O'Brien, A., Paas-
onen, K. E., Smith, J., & White, K. M. (2006).
Why do people engage in collective action?
Revisiting the role of perceived effectiveness.
Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 36,
1701-1722.

Jost, J. T., & Banaji, M. R. (1994). The role of stereo-
typing in system-justification and the production
of false consciousness. British Journal of Social
Psychology, 33, 1-27.

Jost, J. T., Banaji, M. R., & Nosek, B. A. (2004). A
decade of system justification theory: Accumu-
lated evidence of conscious and unconscious
bolstering of the status quo. Political Psycholo-
gy, 25, 881-919.

Jost, J. T., Burgess, D., & Mosso, C. O. (2001).
Conflicts of legitimation among self, group, and
system: The integrative potential of system jus-
tification theory. In J. T. Jost, & B. Major (Eds.)



Agents of Social Change 4 63

(2001). The psychology of legitimacy: Emerging
perspectives on ideology, justice, and inter-
group relations (pp. 363-388). New York: Cam-
bridge University Press.

Kesisoglou, G., Figgou L., & Dikaiou, M. (2016).
Constructing work and subjectivities in precar-
ious conditions: Psycho-discursive practices in
young people’s interviews in Greece. Journal of
Social and Political Psychology, 4, 24-43.

Klandermans, B. (1997). The social psychology of
protest. Oxford: Blackwell.

Lerner, M. (1965). Evaluation of performance as a
function of performer’s reward and attractive-
ness. Journal of Personality and Social Psychol-
ogy, 1, 355-360.

Lerner, M. (1980). The belief in a just world: a funda-
mental delusion. New York: Plenum.

Milgram, S. (1963). Behavioural study of obedience.
Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology, 5,
904-913.

Milgram, S. (1974). Obedience to authority. London:
Tavistock.

Moscovici, S. (1976). Social influence and social
change. London: Academic Press.

Mugny, G. (1982). The power of minorities. London:
Academic Press.

Mylonas, Y. (2014). Crisis, austerity and opposition
on mainstream media discourses in Greece.
Critical Discourse Studies, 11(3), 305-321.

Papastamou, S. (1989). Psychologisation. Athens:
Odysseas [In Greek].

Passini, S. & Morselli, D. (2013). The triadic legit-
imacy model: Understanding support to dis-
obedient groups. New Ideas in Psychology 31,
98-107.

Reicher, S. D. (1996). Social identity and social
change: Rethinking the context of social psy-
chology. In P. Robinson (Ed.), Social groups
and identities: Developing the legacy of Henri
Tajfel (pp. 317-336). Oxford: Butterworth-Heine-
mann.

Reicher, S. D., & Haslam, S. A. (2012). Change
we can believe in: The role of social identity,
cognitive alternatives and leadership in group
mobilization and social transformation. In B.
Wagoner, E. Jensen, & J. Oldmeadow (Eds.),
Culture and social change: Transforming society
through the power of ideas (pp. 53-74). London:
Routledge.

Sidanius, J. (1993). The psychology of group con-

flict and the dynamics of oppression: A social
dominance perspective. In S. lyengar, & W. Mc-
Guire (Eds.), Explorations in political psycholo-
gy (pp. 183-219). Durham, NC: Duke University
Press.

Sidanius, J., & Pratto, F. (1993).The inevitability of
oppression and the dynamics of social domi-
nance. In P. Sniderman, P. Tetlock, & E. G.
Carmines (Eds.), Prejudice, politics, and the
American dilemma (pp. 173-211). Stanford, CA:
Stanford University Press.

Simon, B., & Klandermans, B. (2001). Politicized
collective identity: A social psychological analy-
sis. American Psychologist, 56, 319-331.

Subasic, E., Reynolds, K. J., Reicher, S. D., & Klan-
dermans, B. (2012). Where to from here for the
psychology of social change? Future directions
for theory and practice. Political Psychology, 33,
61-74.

Tajfel, H. (1978). Differentiation between social
groups. London, UK: Academic Press.

Taylor, D. M., & McKirnan, D. J. (1984).A five stage
model of intergroup relations. British Journal of
Social Psychology, 23, 291-300.

Turner, J. C., & Reynolds, K. J. (2003). Why social
dominance theory has been falsified. British
Journal of Social Psychology, 42, 199-206.

Thomas, E. F., McGarty, C. A., & Mavor, K. |. (2009).
Transforming apathy into movement: The role
of prosocial emotions in motivating action for
social change. Personality and Social Psycholo-
gy Review, 13, 310-333.

Van Stekelenburg, J., Klandermans, B., & van Dijk,
W. W. (2009). Context matters: Explaining how
and why mobilizing context influences motiva-
tional dynamics. Journal of Social Issues, 65,
815 - 838.

Van Zomeren & M., Klandermans, B. (2011).Edito-
rial: Towards innovation in theory and research
on collective action and social change. British
Journal of Social Psychology, 50, 573-574.

Van Zomeren, M., Postmes, T., & Spears, R. (2008).
Toward an integrative social identity model of
collective action: A quantitative research syn-
thesis of three socio-psychological perspec-
tives. Psychological Bulletin, 134, 504-535.

Van Zomeren, M., & Spears, R. (2009). Metaphors
of protest: A classification of motivations for
collective action. Journal of Social Issues, 65,
661-679.



64 @ Dionysia Koutsi & Aphrodite Baka

Weber, M. (1922). Economy and Society, edited by ~ Notes
Guenther Roth and Claus Wittich (1978). Berke- 1. Constantine Karamanlis (1907-1998): Greek poli-

ley: University of California Press tician, four- time Prime Minister and twice Pres-
Willig, C. (2013). Introducing qualitative research in ident of the Third Hellenic Republic
psychology. Adventures in theory and method 2. Tsipras Alexis (1974- ): Greek politician. Prime
(8<ed.). McGraw-Hill: Open University Press Minister of Greek Democracy (25/01/2015-20/
Wright, S. C. (2001). Strategic collective action: So- 08 /2015& 23/ 09/ 2015- now). Leader of the
cial psychology and social change. In R. Brown Opposition (06/05/2012- 24/01/2015)
& S. L. Gaertner (Eds.), Intergroup processes: 3. Kolokotronis Theodoros (1770-1843): Greek gen-
Blackwell handbook of social psychology (409- eral and the pre-eminent leader of the Greek
430). Oxford: Blackwell. War of Independence (1821-1829) against the

Ottoman Empire



Agents of Social Change 4 65

MiAd®dvtag yia tTnv Ko1veviky aAAoyn:
Mia puxoko1vwviky Ogpatikiyg avaluon ouvevieiéenv
e moditeg otnv EAAGSa

AloNyziA KovTsH! & AoPoaiTH Mnaka!

H avdykn aMaywv otnv EANaSa tng kpiong €xel kataotel kovdg Témog oto dnud-
[EPINHWH 010 Aéyo 1600 oty EMASa 600 kat oy Eupdmm. H mapoloa £peuva emikevTowm-

VETAL 0 OUVEVTEUEELG [ie 'EMINVEG TIONTEG Kal ETUDLWKEL va BlEPEUVITEL TOUG TPO-
TIOUG € Toug omoioug autol oudnTolv yia ) TNV EPIKTATNTA TNG KOWWVIKNAG AAaynig Kal B) Kataokeudlouv
Katnyopieq popEwv KowvikAg aAayrg. Ta dedopéva pogpxovtal and 10 nudopnUéveg CUVEVTEUEELG e
"EM\nveg moAiteq nAwkiag 25-45 etwv, oL omoileq avalubnkav pe epunveuTikr| Bepatiki avdiuon. H avaluor
pag €del&e 0Tt oe OAeQ TIG OUVEVTEUEELG 1 KOWVWVIKY) GAAQYT) KOTAOKEUAOTNKE wq anapaitntn. Qotdoo, evw
o€ KAMOLEG TEPUTTWOELG TTapouotaldTtav we évag ePIKTOG aToX0G, O OpLopEve] AANeG avTiueTwrildTav G
avépikTog. Qg TPOG TIG Katnyopieg Twv Gopéwv ™G alayng, n avdluon €detEe dTL QUTEQ OL Katnyopieq
nepAdpBavav eite Toug moATikoUg apxnyouq eite Toug ‘EANVeQ MOAITEG MOU SPOUV ATOMIKA 1) GUANOYIKAL.
21N ouditnon Twv anoteAeopdrwv unootnpiletal T n EMKEVTPWOT OToV Kabnuepvd Ao, Unopel va oup-
BdAel oTov SLANOYO TTOU avamTUooeTal OTO XWPO TNG KOWWVIKAG PUXOAoyiag yia Toug Gopelg kal Toug ma-
PAYOVTEG TNG KOWVWVIKAG AAAAYNAG KAl TNG KOWWVIKNG 0TABepSTNTAG.

NEEeLg KAe1dLd: ENNNVIKY) KpIOT), KOWVWVIKY]) GAQYH, KOWVWVIKY 0TaBepdTnTa, Popeig aAayng
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