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Terrorism - OUP Handbook on Modern Politics – George 

Kassimeris  Revised text after KF comments  

On December 23 1975, three unmasked gunmen stalked Richard Welch, the CIA’s station 

chief in Athens, shooting him down at point-blank range in front of his wife and driver. A 

previously unknown group calling itself Epanastatiki Organossi 17 Noemvri or 

Revolutionary Organisation 17 November (17N) claimed responsibility for the assassination. 

It was the first serious terrorist attack against the country's still-fragile attempt to wipe away 

the legacy of the Colonels’ seven-year dictatorship and re-establish itself as an effectively 

functioning democracy.   

For the next 27 years until the group’s demise in 2002, Greece suffered one of the most 

lethal, protracted and intransigent ideological campaigns of terrorism in Western Europe. 

17N commandos carried out more than 100 attacks and killed 23 people: ranging from 

foreign diplomats as well as Greek politicians, magistrates, newspaper publishers, 

industrialists and shipowners, planting roadside bombs and firing rockets against foreign 

embassies and businesses.   Astonishingly, in all that time not one 17N operative was killed 

or injured; neither in an operation nor as a result of actions by the Greek security and 

intelligence agencies. Nor did any undercover agent ever succeed in penetrating the group 

despite the astronomical rewards offered by the Greek and US authorities. 

The group - often referred to by the Greek media as the organossi phantasma or ‘phantom 

organization’ - was named after the day in 1973 when the military junta used tanks to crash a 

student-worker occupation of the Athens Polytechnic. Posing as the defender of Greek 

national independence against great-power interference, and the armed vanguard of the 

working class against a corrupt domestic elite, it purposely cultivated an image of itself as a 

revolutionary group without ever in practice attempting to become a popular movement. 

Despite its longevity, the group failed to attract public support because its rationale had little 

connection with political and social realities. Greece, in the late 1970s, was not on the verge 

of a revolution. Revolution, in fact, was the last thing in the minds of ordinary Greek people. 

For, seven years of military dictatorship had a dramatic impact on national political values 

and attitudes. All Greek society wanted after 1974 was political calm and long-term 

institutional stability.  
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At the same time, however, the highly ideological Greek militant left interpreted the 

dynamics of Metapolitefsi (as Greeks call the 1974 transition to parliamentary democracy) 

very differently. Their dogmatic Marxist-Leninist definition of democracy drove them to the 

complete dismissal of metapolitfesi as ‘junta by another name’ and the campaigns of 

revolutionary groups such as the Red Brigades in neighbouring Italy and Baader-Meinhof in 

Germany inspired them to believe that violent terrorist action could be the most effective way 

of reaching to the masses and achieving revolutionary change in Greek society. It is worth-

mentioning that when 17N emerged, Western Europe was the most active terrorist scene in 

the world with almost 50 per cent of all significant terrorist activity taking place inside its 

borders (Chalk 1996: 52-60).  Indicative of the climate of political extremism of the period 

was the fact that 17N’s debut attack, the assassination of the CIA’s station chief in Athens in 

December 1975, took place only hours after the eleven OPEC ministers kidnapped by Carlos 

the Jackal in Vienna were released. 

What caused such a persistent and long-standing volume of terrorist violence? Could this 

high toll of deaths and violence have been prevented? Why did a tiny fringe movement like 

17N, with no community support to draw strength and recruits from, become one of Europe’s 

most enduring and dangerous terrorist groups?  What were the reasons lying behind the 

Greek state’s failure to defeat  17N and other smaller militant groups, especially at a time 

when contemporary organizations such Red Army Faction in Germany, the Red Brigades  in 

Italy, Action Directe in France and CCC in Belgium had all been crushed?  Why did the 

collapse of Greece’s premier terrorist group in 2002 - rather than weakening and 

demoralising the country’s armed struggle movement - led instead to the emergence of a new 

generation of urban guerrilla groups and the intensification of armed revolutionary violence?  

Essential to this article is the view that in contemporary democratic societies individuals 

seldom choose to commit political violence without discourse. Terrorists, to put it bluntly, are 

made, not born. They need, as Yale political scientist David Apter once observed, ‘to talk 

themselves into it’ (Apter 1997: 2).  Political choices are rooted in political beliefs and the 

belief in the utility and necessity of violence points to systemic collective grievances and 

‘institutional weaknesses and blockages, injustices, or inequities, i.e. wrongs to be 

righted.’(Apter 1997: 7). 

 Politically motivated violent behaviour cannot be studied apart from its socio-political and 

ideological environment. Revolutionary terrorism in Greece resulted from a complex series of 
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political conditions and long-standing cultural influences that drew politically active 

individuals towards the utopian world of revolutionary protest and violence. These conditions 

and influences provided the foundations upon which extreme-left terrorism took firm root in 

the mid-1970s and must be analysed in greater depth and be placed within the wider context of 

the evolution of the Greek political culture within the last 40 years, especially the years 

following the Civil War and the collapse the Colonel’s dictatorial regime in 1974. 

 

Greek Political Violence in Context 
The Civil War (1946-49) between communists and anticommunists, in which more than 80,000 

Greeks lost their lives, not only generated a profound political division within a country already 

devastated by the ravages of the Second World war and the brutal German occupation but it 

was also to cast, through its fanaticism and ferocity, a long shadow over the politics of the 

1950s and 1960s. The deep political and social wounds inflicted upon the national psyche even 

to this day have not yet fully healed.  

The institutional legacy of the civil war survived, largely, until 1974, through the systematic 

discrimination by the victors (the Right) against the vanquished (the Left). Discrimination 

against the vanquished was enforced through what became known as the ‘paraconstitution’: a 

draconian set of emergency laws and political control techniques aimed for the political and 

economic exclusion of the Greek left and the consolidation of the anti-communist state 

(Samatas, 1986).  Discrimination and political and economic exclusion was imposed by a 

large police bureaucracy which kept files on every Greek citizen The security files and the 

police-issued civic-mindedness certificates introduced a brand of totalitarianism which 

involved collective family responsibility and mass political surveillance through police 

informers who had reached over 60,000 by the early 60s. Until the fall of the Colonels’ 

dictatorship in 1974, no Greek citizen was above suspicion and everyone had to prove their 

innocence time and again. 

Greece’s repressive post-civil war socio-political system came almost to a halt in 1973. 

National and international events taking place that year fuelled a belief that a direct 

confrontation with the Colonel’s military regime was possible. The occupation of the Athens 

University Law School in February and Athens Polytechnic in November 1973 provoked a 

major crisis to the apparatus by igniting an apparent revolution (Kouloglou and Floros, 1982). 

The Polytechnic events, in particular, became the epicentre of student dissent and served as an 
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effective focus of opposition to the military regime. The revolt not only challenged the regime 

but also catalysed popular mobilization in many sectors of Greek society. What began as a 

student protest against a draconian educational system escalated rapidly into a general political 

uprising against the military junta (Lygeros, 1977). In the end, the November revolt failed to 

spark off a larger conflagration.  Although the protest quickly became political, there was 

neither strong leadership nor coherent strategy to take organizational command of the 

movement. However, November 1973 was clearly a critical moment. For it opened up a period 

of radical utopianism and acute political debate on conceptions of class, social structure and 

revolutionary strategy, giving the far left an opportunity to present a fresh and autonomous 

agenda of activism.   

Metapolitefsi, as Greeks call the 1974 transition to parliamentary democracy and political 

modernization proved to be complex and difficult. The first years of metapolitefsi, were marked 

by a curious amalgam of continuity and change. The symbols, the rhetoric, and even the 

constitution changed but without any systematic purge of the bureaucracy and the police; key 

sections of the state apparatus continued in the hands of the old order. When it finally became 

apparent that the first post-1974 government of Konstantinos Karamanlis was unable to deliver 

its promise of ‘irreversible change’, the credibility of the new republic was seriously weakened 

in the eyes of many ordinary Greeks, especially the students whose resistance to the military 

dictatorship had been instrumental in its destabilization. For those students on the extra-

parliamentary left who had believed that metapolitefsi would bring about a broader democratic 

change, the sense of disappointment was even deeper.  Their disillusionment was to become a 

major source of instability and radical discontent for the years to come. This was expressed in 

the form of protest movements, anti-establishment journalism and ultimately political violence.  

 

The Metapolitefsi Terrorists 
Out of the numerous extreme left terrorist signatures which appeared in the first years of 

Metapolitefsi, only two were to have a long-lasting impact: the Revolutionary Popular 

Struggle (ELA) and the Revolutionary Organization 17 November (17N). ELA may have 

been the first group to emerge but it was 17N which endured the longest, had the greatest 

influence on events and spilled the most blood. Both ELA and 17N saw Metapolitefsi as 

nothing more than a democratic facade: a massive confidence trick on the Greek populace by 
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a political elite seeking to consolidate its authority through the deliberate cultivation of 

fantasies of stability, transparency and pluralistic democracy.  

Operationally, 17N bore more resemblance to other European urban guerrilla groups of the 

period, such as the German RAF and the Italian Red Brigades. Unlike them, however, 17N 

never attempted to expand its sphere of influence on the national territory, becoming a broad-

based-umbrella group or movement, which to a large extent explains the organisation’s 

impressive operational continuity and remarkable resistance to infiltration. Another equally 

striking operational difference between 17N and other European extreme-left groups was its 

tactical ambition. Most terrorist groups on the European scene followed a common 

operational trajectory: namely a gradual transition from low-level bombings to more lethal 

attacks. The French Action Directe, for example, waited for four years before it moved from 

a low-level bombing campaign to political assassinations. The Italian Red Brigades, a group 

that 17N held in high regard, went through seven years and two major operational phases 

before they started killing. 17N adopted a radically different approach: they started off by 

killing their targets. 

Both 17N and ELA believed in the violent overthrow of the capitalist state and in an ill-

defined socialist Greek society. ELA argued in its 1978 manifesto that meaningful 

revolutionary change required ideological direction from an armed vanguard of professional 

revolutionaries since 'the conflagration that would eventually lead to the overthrow of the 

capitalist regime will be 'a long, hard and violent armed struggle '. Organisationally, the 

group bore little resemblance to 17N. It was a bigger group with a hardcore membership 

between 20 and 30 and a wide network of sympathisers. A less ‘closed’ urban guerrilla 

group, ELA was subdivided into departments and the departments into cells, each unit 

operating independently from the others to ensure security and prevent infiltration. Unlikely 

17N, ELA also used an underground publication, namely Andipliroforissi (Counter-

information). Edited by one of ELA’s founding members, Christos Tsigaridas, the journal 

was used a propaganda channel for the group to outline its politico-military agenda and 

communicate with its supporters, sympathisers and other like-minded groups of the Greek 

revolutionary movement. Tsigaridas (who exited ELA in 1989) was arrested in early 2003 

and was originally sentenced to twenty-five years of imprisonment for involvement in ELA 

attacks but was released in January 2005 on grounds of ill-health. 
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The group carried out hundreds of non-lethal, low-level bombings aimed at symbolic material 

targets, ranging from US military and business facilities, to EU and UN offices and foreign 

embassies. ELA completely rejected the possibility of building socialism from within the 

existing system, arguing that there had been plenty of examples in the past which 

demonstrated the illusion of power-seizure through peaceful parliamentary transition. In the 

group’s mind, ‘the Greek civil war, Allende's Chile, the fascist Greece of  1967 and 

November 1973 - all proved incontrovertibly that the only path to the establishment of a 

dictatorship of a proletariat was the path of popular and revolutionary violence. 

17N’s conception of the political environment was one of protest, resistance and aggressive 

violence. Constantly questioning the authenticity of the country’s conversion to liberal 

democracy, 17N attacked the entire political class as a hypocritical and demagogic clique 

pursuing its own interests at the expense of both the people and the nation. The group viewed 

itself as ‘a significant revolutionary force’ on the Greek political scene. In the words of the 

group’s operational leader, Dimitris Koufodinas in his court testimony: ‘the left which 17N 

belonged to was the left of Lenin and Che Guevara; to the left of the October, Spanish, Chinese 

and Cuban revolutions; to the left of the anticolonial revolutions in Algeria and Vietnam. The 

left of May’68 and November’73. The left of urban guerrilla warfare.’ (Kassimeris 2013: 25) 

The group’s modus operandi incorporated high-profile assassinations, knee-cappings, armed 

raids, bombings and rocket attacks.   17N saw the application of violence as the most 

effective way to crystallize public disaffection against the regime and tried to embed itself in 

mainstream consciousness. The group in the early years used its attacks to gain public 

sympathy. From 1975 to 1980, 17N attacks were deliberately designed to identify the group 

with the concerns of the Greek masses, and to capitalise on public perceptions of US 

complicity in the emergence of the military junta and the Turkish invasion of northern 

Cyprus. The group targeted symbolic enemies of the Greek populace, such as the USA and 

members of the 1967-74 police apparatus, to demonstrate its ethno-patriotic credentials and 

to highlight the fact that the first post-junta government of Konstantinos Karamanlis allowed 

crimes committed against the Greek people to go unpunished.  After killing Richard Welch, 

the CIA’s station chief in Athens, 17N declared that this was the first time that the CIA paid  

for supporting the military junta and for its involvement to the events in Cyprus.   

17N hoped that its extreme tactics and revenge-motivated attacks would radicalise a militant 

minority in engaging in urban guerrilla warfare. At the same time, the 17N leadership in its 
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eagerness to articulate the group’s ambition and strategy, chose to ignore the fact that there was 

little enthusiasm among the Greek people for revolution and root-and-branch critique of 

parliamentary democracy. Even if a revolutionary situation had arrived in post-1974 Greece, 

the group lacked the organisational depth to exploit it. 17N’s refusal to recognize this and its 

persistent belief that ordinary Greek people would eventually be converted to the revolution 

through an escalation of terrorist violence alienated almost every level of Greek society.  

The failure to ignite serious activity deepened the group’s avant-gardism and led 17N to 

proceed in an elitist fashion. With no clear avenue of progress visible, and receiving media 

coverage on an extraordinary scale, the group gradually drifted into self-admiring 

exhibitionism, theatricalities and purposeless violence.   

The group became an almost acceptable part of Greek national life, but it never laid siege to 

the establishment in the way both the Red Army Faction and  Red  Brigades did in Germany 

and Italy respectively in the late 1970s. This is because 17N despite the contemporary quality 

of its concerns, never had a discernible plan. Unlike the Red Brigades in Italy and the Red Amy 

Faction in Germany which both took on 'the capitalist state and its agents', 17N hoped to create 

an insurrectionary mood which would empower people into revolutionary political action 

without promoting a generalized sense of chaos within Greek society. 17N's violence was an 

audacious protest which aimed to discredit and humiliate the Greek katestimeno 

(establishment), but it never moved beyond terrorism to reach the stage of revolutionary 

guerrilla warfare. 

 

The end of the Metapolitefsi terrorism 
Studies of Europe’s most enduring ideological terrorist groups show that organizations, despite 

their minority status, have always relied heavily for their strength and survival on the existence 

of a clear moral identity characterized by sacrifice, strong emotional bonds and a quasi-

religious devotion to an ideological cause.  In 17N’s case,  three of the terrorists were brothers, 

two were cousins and one was godfather to the other’s children.  Blood bonds - so important 

in Greek society - reinforced trust and silence. At the same time, however, the fact that its 

members were so few and so close to each other also meant that once its structure cracked the 

group would collapse like a ‘house of cards’ to use the phrase of veteran US State Department 

terrorism analyst, Dennis Pluchinsky, who specialised in European Marxist revolutionary 

terrorist groups. In the early 1990s, Pluchinsky had prophetically written that ‘the Achilles 
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heel’ for 17N maybe the absence of any known supporter or sympathizer base. Unlike other 

European groups 17N, he argued, never had to demonstrate an ability to reorganize after police 

arrests. His conclusion was: ‘the group maybe susceptible to a police “knockout punch” – like 

AD in France and CCC in Belgium. A small, possibly single cell, self-sufficient group like 17N 

could become demoralized and unravelled with the arrests of one or two of its 

members’.(Alexander & Pluchinsky 1992: 48) 

Which is exactly what happened on June 29, 2002 with the premature detonation of the bomb 

17N militant Savvas Xiros was carrying in the port of Piraeus. Soon after the incident, Xiros 

gave from his hospital bed, apparently fearing for his life, the prosecutor in charge of the anti-

terrorism investigation critical information which provoked a chain reaction of arrests that 

dismantled the group in less than a month. In December 2003, after a nine-month trial held in 

the maximum-security prison of Korydallos, a three-member tribunal convicted fifteen 

members of the  group while another four were acquitted due to the lack of sufficient evidence. 

The court upheld the state prosecutor’s recommendation for twenty-one life terms and twenty-

five year sentence for 17N’s chief ideologue Alexandros Giotopoulos while the group’s 

operational leader Dimitris Koufodinas, received thirteen life sentences and twenty-five years 

in jail.  

Why did dismantling such a small organisation take the Greek state so long? One important 

reason for the Greek state’s failure to rise to the terrorist challenge was the inability of the 

political elites to agree on a common definition of what constituted political violence.  The 

absence of a consensus on the nature of terrorism polarised the political environment and 

negatively impacted on the mechanisms responsible for dealing with national security 

problems. At the same time, 17N’s campaign exposed several deficiencies within the country’s 

political system and state structure: irresolute administrations, unreliable intelligence services, 

inadequate police forces and a cumbersome judicial system. 

17N might have been more easily contained had the governing elites and the security 

authorities acted decisively. Their underestimation of the seriousness of the threat, slow and 

indecisive responses and, above all, their outright failure to grasp the nature and dynamics of 

terrorism all contributed to the growth and consolidation of serious revolutionary violence in 

post-1974 Greece. 

The end of the Metapolitefsi terrorism, when it finally came, did not diminish the attractiveness 

of persistent terrorist violence as a tactical and  strategic tool. Although from an ideological 



9 
 

standpoint both ELA and 17N campaigns were a failure, revolutionary political behaviour 

remained deeply embedded in the Greek armed struggle movement. Which explains why the 

collapse of 17N was not the end of the story for Greek terrorism. The summer 2002 17N mass 

arrests led at the time a considerable number of senior officials at the Greek Ministry of Public 

Order to entertain the theory that 17N’s dismantling was equivalent to the final blow against 

terrorism in Greece, insisting that any remaining splinter groups posed no real security threat. 

The European counter-terrorism experience has repeatedly shown otherwise: namely, that 

when a major terrorist organization is broken, after a period of time a new generation of 

ideologically like-minded terrorists emerges. Post-17N Greece proved not to be the European 

exception. The new generation of Greek militants may have lacked the operational ambition, 

capabilities and scope of the group they aspired to emulate, but that did not render them any 

less dangerous.  

 

The post-17N Generation  
Even before the 17N trial in 2003 had even come to an end, a new group calling itself 

Revolutionary Struggle (RS) picked up the baton of violence. RS was joined in 2008 by a 

second anarchist-oriented guerrilla group, the Conspiracy of Cells of Fire (CCF), and they 

went on to become the most active of Greece’s new generation of urban guerrilla groups.  

A mixture of nostalgia for the Metapolitefsi revolutionary politics and admiration for the old 

generation of militants, meant that these new groups, diverse in structure and character, 

quickly displayed an ability to reproduce essential ideological characteristics of the post-1974 

adversarial militant tradition on the Greek political scene, seeking to impose revolutionary 

ideals on the national political discussion and provoke an atmosphere of near-insurrection 

RS, like 17N, recognized that a well-defined strategy and detailed justification of its actions 

would serve as an indicator of political effectiveness and ideological cohesion. The group, 

like 17N before them, offered an analysis of a  society that required violence in order to be 

changed. Undertaking certain modes of action to affect its host political environment was 

deemed necessary if Greece was to be liberated from a political system that RS believed 

placed parliamentary structures over popular interests. The group, in fact, saw its violence as 

a historically necessary and inevitable consequence of long-standing domestic socio-political 

conditions.  
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RS writings, a mixture of ultra-leftist political analysis, international relations commentary 

and polemical hyperbole, very similar in style to past 17N communiqués, explored a number 

of themes from which the group drew inspiration and motivation for its campaign: ‘the Greek 

political establishment’, ‘the trial of 17N’ ‘capitalist exploitation’, ‘globalization’, ‘9/11’, ‘the 

US-led war on terror’, ‘the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan’, ‘the Arab-Israeli conflict’ and the 

‘US hegemonic plans in the Balkans’, to name a few.  

 RS’s central ambition was to stand alongside 17N in the Greek pantheon of great 

revolutionary forces. Believing that 17N’s revolutionary experiment could only be surpassed 

by a new revolutionary experiment, RS’s overriding objective was to ‘shape a genuine 

revolutionary current, equal to the requirements of the age’.1  In that sense, RS embraced 

17N’s view of terrorist violence as a legitimate and logical form of expression for those 

humiliated and ridiculed by the ruthless capitalist mechanisms of power.  

The group presented themselves and their violence in terms of political dissent, moral 

conviction and armed insurrection. Narrating its discourse through lengthy attack 

communiqués which have long become an established Greek media ritual, RS elaborated the 

presentation of political events and expanded the dimensions of their violent context in an 

attempt to exaggerate the anomalies of the existing system, deny its legitimacy and propose 

alternative models. The group believed that it was a priority to create an insurrectionary 

mood which would awaken consciences and radicalize people. Utterly convinced that the 

‘age offered unique opportunities for anyone wishing to fight’, RS sought to take the role of 

vanguard of the movement and convince like-minded militant groups making up the 

panorama of Greek extra-parliamentary left that conditions for an overthrow of the system by 

revolutionary armed struggle were never better. As such, the group’s modus operandi 

incorporated high-profile assassination attempts, armed raids, car bombings and rocket 

attacks in order to promote a generalized sense of terror.  

RS’ campaign ended in April 2010 when its core membership were captured (Kassimeris, 

2011)  but another anarchist-oriented guerrilla group,  the Conspiracy of Cells of Fire (CCF), 

quickly became the most active of Greece’s new generation of terrorists.  The CCF gained 

global notoriety in November 2010 when it forced the Greek government to take the 

unprecedented step of suspending international airmail for 48 hours to halt a wave of CCF 

mail bombs. The mail bombs were sent to German Chancellor Angela Merkel, Italian 

                                                            
1 RS attack communiqué, dated 12 March 2009.  
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Premier Silvio Berlusconi, and French President Nicolas Sarkozy, as well as to a number of 

foreign embassies in Greece and across Europe, causing an international security scare. 

The CCF, like all organizations that resort to terrorism, claimed that its cause justified 

extremism. Narrating its discourse through attack communiqués, announcements and 

interventions, the CCF tried to elaborate the presentation of socio-political events, dramatize 

the anomalies of the country’s existing constitutional representative structures and refute their 

legitimacy. Although, national public life was the most significant target of CCF extremism, 

their constant references to liberal capitalism, the International Monetary Fund, financial 

scandals, crises of governability and political corruption revealed its deep hostility toward 

national institutions, international interdependence, and transnational policies.  

The CCF’s campaign of violence was centrally driven by a rejection of the values of the 

society in which it lived. The absolutist nature of the CCF’s rejection recapitulated key 

elements of Sergei Nechaev’s nihilism (Dartnell 1995: 127) and helped to shape the group’s 

overall worldview. As its campaign grew more violent, CCF repeatedly endorsed the claim 

that armed struggle was the only activity that could actually transform conditions. At the 

same time, the group aspired to become the vanguard and ideological shaper of the various 

organizations Greek anarchist-revolutionary movement which it believed to be prevaricating 

over the question of what level of violence was appropriate at the given historical juncture.  

Organisationally, the CCF’s membership profile and concept of politics suggested a new 

generation of militants dissimilar in many respects from the older, highly-organized and 

mission-orientated metropolitan guerrillas of 17N.  Born into middle-class, relatively well-off 

families, educated in private schools and young in age, the personal histories of CCF 

militants illustrated the complexity, degree and unique ways in which individuals come to be 

involved in political terrorism.  The CCF also illustrated that the younger and greater the 

group membership in a terrorist organization, the higher the likelihood for mistakes of 

logistical and operational nature. Frequent violations of basic conspiratorial rules and 

procedures by CCF militants, such as using mobile phones, keeping incriminating materials 

where they lived, and being conspicuously involved in protests, cost the group dearly in terms 

of arrests. Nevertheless, the arrests and heavy sentences handed down to 15 key militants 

between 2010-17 failed to destroy the CCF. Following the succession model first introduced 

by the German Red Army Faction (RAF) in the 1980s, the CCF, unlike both 17N and their 



12 
 

contemporary RS, constructed an effective support and sympathizer network from which 

successor groups emerged.  

Like their predecessors, the post-17N generation of Greek terrorist groups did not use violence 

in the Clausewitzean sense of warlike pressure namely that ‘if our opponent is to be made to 

comply with our will, we must place him in a situation which is more oppressive to him than 

the sacrifice which we demand’. The new groups both intoned the claims and revisited the 

motives, martyrdoms and sacrifices of their predecessors. Both the RS and the CCF presented 

themselves and their violence in terms of commitment, solidarity, and continuity. The groups 

embraced the belief that ‘violence was not merely an instrumental technique for damaging 

opponents but also the symbolic basis of the community of activists’ (Moss 1997: 85).  At the 

same time, their determination to link themselves to a broader level of social conflict was 

demonstrated in the selection of their targets. Both RS and CCF struck at targets with symbolic 

value (Greek parliament, Athens Stock Exchange, Bank of Greece, Korydallos Prison) which 

they believed if damaged would humiliate the Greek political establishment, stimulate popular 

protest and create revolutionary impetus. Fixated on the memory of 17N, both groups (RS in 

particular) saw themselves and their violence as a natural historical extension of 17N’s 

revolutionary grand narrative. By rejecting the very nature of Greek democracy, these post-

Metapolitefsi radical organizations escalated their demands symbolically, with the elaboration 

of distinctive frames of revolutionary rhetoric, and operationally, with the promotion of 

systematic violence. 

 

Why does Greek terrorism persist?  
A fundamental factor in determining the durability and persistence of terrorist political violence 

lies in the degree of commitment and the beliefs of those involved. One of the main reasons 

why the ELA and 17N campaigns endured so long, apart from the Greek state’s ineptitude in 

correctly diagnosing the problem early on, was because of the genuine political commitment 

of the militants involved. Carlos Marighela, the Brazilian Marxist revolutionary and author of 

the Minimanual of the Urban Guerrilla, argued that it was ‘moral superiority’ which sustained 

most armed guerrilla movements and the Greek terrorist experience confirms this belief (Parker 

2007:172). 17N’s chief of operations, Dimitris Koufodinas depicted the Greek armed 

revolutionary as somebody ‘whose life choices are actually made against his personal interests’ 
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(Court proceedings, Korydallos). A revolutionary, Koufodinas maintained, ‘if he is true to 

himself and to his ideas has the obligation to go all the way’. (Court proceedings, Korydallos). 

 The polar opposite of Abimael Guzman, the Peruvian Sendero Luminoso Maoist (Shining 

Path) leader who, after his dramatic arrest in 1992, wrote letters from his prison cell to fellow 

Sendero militants, urging them to lay down their arms, Koufodinas remained committed to 

violence as the only method of achieving social and political change. As long as groups like 

17N ‘intervened’ and ‘resisted’, Koufodinas told the chief judge of the Korydallos court during 

the group’s trial, it did not matter if military victory was never achieved. For Koufodinas, who 

ever since his imprisonment went on to become an icon of the Greek armed struggle movement, 

what was, and indeed remained, important was the act of ‘resistance’.  

Echoing this revolutionary practice of utopian politics, Koufodinas’s counterpart in ELA and 

the group’s theoretician, Christos Tsigaridas, took the confident view that in Greece there 

would ‘never be a shortage of armed revolutionary groups’ and the plethora of militant 

organizational acronyms that appeared on the scene after the end of his own organization back 

in the mid-1990s demonstrated that his optimism regarding the depth of Greece’s revolutionary 

community was far from groundless (Court testimony: 2009). To men like Tsigaridas and 

Koufodinas, it was axiomatic that a revolutionary militant led from the front and always took 

political responsibility for his actions irrespective of the cost; a view shared by key 

personalities of the new generation of Greek revolutionaries such as Nikos Maziotis and Paola 

Roupa,  the imprisoned leaders of Revolutionary Struggle (RS). It is a measure of Maziotis’s 

and Roupa’s absolute commitment to the cause that neither the decapitation of RS, nor the birth 

of their own son made them reassess their life and choices. From prison Maziotis painted a 

telling picture of the contemporary Greek revolutionary militant when he insisted that 

becoming a father did not cancel out the fact that he was also a member of an armed 

revolutionary organization. ‘As a matter of fact’, he said, ‘all our struggles take place so that 

we can hand over to our children a better world while making certain that we never place 

ourselves in the difficult position of having to admit to them when they grow up that we did 

nothing to resist the unfairness of the existing system’ (To Vima 16.10.2011).  

Greece is an interesting laboratory not only for studying terrorism but also for counter-

terrorism. To counter terrorism effectively, governments need to fully understand the terrorists’ 

strategy in political and operational terms. One other essential reason why groups such as 17N 

were able to survive for so long was the failure of successive Greek administrations to make a 
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proper diagnosis of the problem.  Put another way, the cardinal rule of counter-terrorism ‘know 

your enemy’ was repeatedly violated. Terrorism is a political and social phenomenon that must 

be understood within a specific context. When a terrorist campaign begins there is a reason for 

every bombing and each shooting. In Greece there was a failure to recognise and understand 

17N’s vision, capabilities and objectives.  

It has always been easier for governments to dismiss terrorists as irrational wild-eyed fanatics 

or homicidal maniacs than to attempt to understand the roots of their seemingly irrational 

actions. In his seminal book Inside Terrorism, veteran terrorism analyst Bruce Hoffman admits 

that after studying terrorists and terrorism for more than two decades he is still struck by how 

disturbingly ‘normal’ most terrorists seem when you meet them. When you actually sit down, 

Hoffman writes, and ‘talk to these militants and persuade them to discuss their violent actions, 

many are not the wild-eyed fanatics or crazed killers you would expect but highly articulate 

and extremely thoughtful individuals for whom terrorism is an entirely rational choice, often 

reluctantly embraced and then only after a considerable reflection and debate.’ (Hoffman 1998: 

3).  Koufodinas’s performance in court confirmed Hoffman’s argument. In nine months of 

court proceedings inside the polarised atmosphere of Korydallos maximum security prison, 

Koufodinas never raised his voice above the pitch of natural conversation and his every gesture 

and every word were controlled and measured.  

Discerning the logic behind the terrorists’ violence does not, of course, rationalize their motives 

nor does, in any way lessen the barbarity of their acts.  Yet trying to see things from the 

terrorist’s point of view can be an extremely effective tool in the effort to dismantle their 

networks and deter further attacks. 

Every society has its own political inventory of norms, images and symbols that are formed 

over long periods of time.  In the case of Greece, distinct politico-ideological traditions and 

memories invoking the radicalism of the mid-1970s remain still alive in a way that is difficult 

to imagine in other European countries with comparably developed confrontational political 

cultures. In Greek political culture, militant opposition and direct action continue to function 

as first-choice weapons of confrontation and dissent by groups and individuals aggravated by 

what they perceive as an unfair and unresponsive political system. 17N and ELA were the first 

political organizations to present themselves in terms of political rebellion, moral conviction 

and armed resistance. Their successor groups, drawing upon the languages of political 

revolution and radical utopianism attempted without success to duplicate the Metapolitefsi 
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terrorist campaigns aimed at paralysing Greek public life and discrediting the political 

establishment. 

A history of failure, however, is not automatically a history of insignificance. The extraordinary 

durability of the Metapolitesi terrorism campaigns followed by the dynamic emergence of a 

new generation of militant groups clearly illustrates how constant ‘visibility of terrorism 

enhances its contagiousness’ (Crenshaw 1995:14). Greece has been fortunate enough not to 

have suffered anything comparable to Italy’s Red Brigades anni di piombo (the years of lead) 

and no Greek terrorist organization ever held the nation to ransom through terror. Greece and 

its national institutions have proven resilient and able to withstand strong levels of terrorist 

activity, but it would be a mistake to underestimate the corroding effects that persistent 

campaigns of violence can have on political attitudes and behaviour (Merolla & Zechmeister 

2009).  

If the Greek terrorist experience has a lesson to offer that is that in the long run all terrorist 

campaigns eventually end. But the longer each one is allowed to take, the more innocent people 

die and the more damage is caused. Another equally important lesson is that neither lethargy 

nor hysteria are effective ways of solving issues of national security. Balanced determination 

grounded in facts and sound judgements about the nature of the challenge is more useful than 

opting for quick-fix solutions. The literature, despite the difficulties in observing conspiratorial 

militant organizations on a first-hand basis, is rich in both comparative and single-case studies 

of terrorist campaigns but there has been relatively little research on individual exit and 

disengagement from terrorist organisations. With regards to the Greek case, analysis of key 

primary source material and interviews with former group members provided rich insights into 

their personalities and some of the factors and motivations pushing individuals into giving up 

terrorist violence. (Kassimeris 2013) Given the value of such findings for state and counter-

terrorism efforts, understanding individual exit from a terrorist organisation should be viewed 

by future students of the phenomenon as having the same urgency as analysing the reasons why 

people join such organisations. 
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