Greek Immigrants in Postwar
Belgium: Community and Identity
Formation Processes
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In this article we propose a study of the community and iden-
tity formation processes of the small, mainly working-class Greek
immigrant community that settled in postwar Belgium. It covers
the period from the installation of the first Greek coalminers in
Belgium in 1955 up to the moment that Greece became an offi-
cial member of the EEC in 1981, which gradually changed not
only the legal status of Greek citizens but the host society’s repre-
sentation of them as well. It analyzes identity formation as a
relational, dynamic and always incomplete process “lodged in con-
tingency”! and, due to lack of space, focuses on the formation of
organizational and institutional community structures rather than
on the—equally important—informal everyday processes of
homebuilding, placemaking, constructing networks, defining self
and others or relating to the latter.

Discriminatory Structuves and Chronic Accumulation of Disadvantage

Postwar economic emigration from Greece to Western Euro-
pean countries was part of a broader pattern of relocation from the
Mediterranean to the industrially developed countries of Europe,
organized by the host states and the employers and closely linked
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to unequal economic and technological development. Immigra-
tion to northwestern Europe was aimed to temporarily import
cheap labor to deal with the shortage of indigenous workforce as a
result of the rapid industrial development after the war. Worker
immigration was only permitted under temporal limits and spe-
cific terms, and host countries strove to retain the option to repa-
triate any foreign workers no longer necessary to the production
process. From the outset host countries adopted policies for the
protection of the labor market and the local workforce from any
competition from foreign workers.

Postwar emigration from Greece was a mass phenomenon,
estimated to have affected almost one out of every eight Greeks.
Sixty-one percent of the post-war migration stream headed toward
northwestern Europe, especially West Germany. Although the
recruitment of Greeks who went to work in Belgian coal mines had
started several years before the Greek-German migration agree-
ment of 1960, only 3 percent of the Greeks who chose European
destinations went to Belgium.? Even for poor peasants with no
hope of finding a job in Greece, the idea of working in coal mines
was not very tempting.

The first mass emigration of Greek workers to Belgium was
organized in 1955. A bilateral agreement for the emigration of
Greeks to work in Belgian coal mines was signed two years later,
partly safeguarding the immigrants’ interests by providing—at
least officially—the same terms of employment as for local min-
ers.> From 1953 to 1964, 20,069 Greeks were employed in Bel-
gian mines. Of those, 30 percent had returned to Greece by 1965,
although the Greek population in Belgium continued to grow
until 1970, reaching 22,354 members as some new immigrant
workers settled in Brussels in the 1960s but mainly as families
were reunited and children were born to those who stayed on.*

The majority of the initial Greek migrants were young males
with low education migrating from poor rural regions of Greece
directly or after a short stay in some city. Upon their arrival in Bel-
gium the men, who emigrated on their own at first, were taken
immediately to the mines without even the slightest acclimatiza-
tion to the new conditions or any idea of the requirements of work-
ing there. Many of them could not stand the experience of going
down the shafts and left Belgium immediately or after a few
weeks. Grear poverty, the pressing need to succor the family back
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in Greece or the incentive of saving a small capital prompted those
who stayed on to spend at least one to five years in Belgium. These
had to adapt themselves, and soon learned what was necessary to
their survival; with time they got used to the strict working hours,
the alternating shifts, the pace of work imposed by the overseers
or their peers, the work in small teams and the ethics cultivated
by the common danger, the interdependence but also the common
desire for quick profit. They began to understand and use—at least
in part—the language of the host country and the codes of behav-
ior in the workplace. They got used to the complex computation
of the wage according to the type of wotk or the amounts of coal
extracted or loaded, to the fortnightly payments, to the minor or
major treacheries of employers, social security agencies or the var-
ious intermediaries at the expense of coal miners—especially the
more vulnerable foreign ones—but also, gradually, to the ways of
dealing with them. The work and the workplace enforced the firs,
direct and major changes in the immigrants’ way of living and
shaped their initial—mostly painful—experiences. In their effort
to deal with all kinds of adversity, some of them resorted to the
defense mechanisms they had from their growing up in a destitute
and tough environment in Greece. In addition to the more famil-
iar means of self-protection, some realized the advantages of infor-
mation and the power afforded by syndicalism, through their
interaction with indigenous or other foreign workers in the work-
place, but also thanks to the mechanisms and policies of the two
major Belgian unions.>

The fact that part of their pay was sent to Greece combined
with the level of wages delayed the accumulation of the capital
necessary for repatriation, forcing many immigrants to prolong
their stay in the host country. Furthermore, the continued offer of
employment in Belgium coupled with the unemployment in
Greece postponed repatriation further into the future. The more
permanent nature of their settlement soon led Greek workers into
starting a family or sending for their people from Greece, which
in turn increased their needs and the expenses and eventually led
to permanent settlement.%

After certain years of working in the mines, the immigrants
who stayed on in Belgium applied for work permits for other fields
of the economy. The almost total switch of Greeks from the mines
to manufacturing or other jobs in urban centers during the 1960s
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enriched their professional experience and their knowledge of eco-
nomic and social conditions in Belgium. In 1981, 45.4 percent of
the Greek population in Belgium lived in Brussels, 12.5 percent
in Charleroi, 9.7 percent in Liege and the rest in smaller towns. In
these cities they gathered in certain squalid neighborhoods,
because of the mechanisms of the housing market, their low
incomes and through the ethnic networks they developed in order
to survive.” As immigrants moved from the mines to the indus-
trial urban centers, which afforded employment opportunities for
women as well, many Greek women got jobs outside the house,
usually in order to help support a large family or to speed up the
saving process.® Working in factories may have been less tough
and dangerous compared to the mines, but it was still exhausting.
The assembly line, the repetitive movements and the intense pace
exhausted the workers—even more so the women, who also had to
care for their home and children.®

The Greek immigrants who settled in Belgium after the war
were integrated into the lowest echelons of the Belgian working
class; although most of them soon left the mines, a very high pro-
portion of those who stayed in the country continued to be in the
same social ranks in 1981: in that year 26 percent of the econom-
ically active Greek population of the country was unemployed,
while of those employed 63 percent were blue-collar workers.!°
The immigrants’ social position still reflected the reasons behind
the policy for importing foreign labor: they were unskilled work-
ers destined for the most arduous, dangerous, unhealthy, badly-
paid, menial jobs. The immigrants’ social background, the jobs
they were meant to hold in Belgium and the fact that they were
foreigners prevented them from displaying the same degree of
mobility as the indigenous population.

Yet thanks to the favorable economic conjuncture, most immi-
grants were able to greatly improve their standard of living, if not
their social standing. The expectations of at least part of them—
to provide for the future of their family, acquire a house in Belgium
or in their country of origin and live respectably in old age—were
fulfilled thanks to Belgium'’s postwar prosperity and the highly
developed system of social security, which provided healthcare,
family benefits, free education, unemployment benefits, invalidity
or old-age pensions, etc. The Belgian welfare state afforded a sense
of security, of which there was little or none in their country of ori-
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gin.!! Moreover, the time at which they immigrated may have
allowed more foreigners than in other cases to escape the worker’s
fate, even if in practice this meant endless hours of working at a
restaurant or driving a taxi.

In studying immigration to Western Europe during the 1950s
and 1960s, one must bear in mind that the foreigners who were
collectively recruited enjoyed a much higher degree of legal and
institutional protection than all other immigrants before them
and most of those after them. Foreign workers had rights and social
benefits hitherto undreamed of by those who had been uprooted
from their homes due to poverty and unemployment. They were
protected not only by the bilateral agreements and an advanced
system of social security, but also by the trade unions of the host
countries. Foreigners were paid the same as local workers, and
much better than their fellow countrymen who had similar jobs in
their homelands.

Although these conditions were almost unique in the history
of international immigration, they did not eradicate social
inequality between locals and immigrants in postwar Western
European societies. One of the reasons for this inequality was the
universal, axiomatic belief of European societies (common in both
host and sending countries, and held by almost all social groups in
them) that it was fair and legitimate to unequally distribute rights
between nationals and foreign citizens, and that the state had the
obligation to protect its own citizens more than any foreign resi-
dents. From this universal belief, which was and still is constitu-
tionally safeguarded and inscribed in legislation, practices and
attitudes, stemmed much legal, institutional and socioeconomic
discrimination against foreigners, perfectly legitimate in the con-
science of most people. The immigrants’ restricted rights to work,
achieved through the issuing of work permits for one specific job
and of limited duration, were considered as perfectly acceptable for
foreigners as they would be unthinkable for the indigenous popu-
lation.'? The dependence of the residence permit on the existence
of a work permit and the availability of jobs was one more among
many examples of legalized inequality. Foreign workers in West-
ern European societies found themselves at a legal and political
disadvantage.

The objective discrepancies in wealth and power among coun-
tries was another factor of inequality between locals and foreign-
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ers. When it came to negotiations, the economic and political
power of the host countries prevailed over the poor, powetless in
international terms and financially dependent Mediterranean
countries, as it was the former that set the rules of the game. Fur-
thermore, the economic and political inequality went together
with an unequal cultural prestige, as “Western European” culture
was imposed as the model and yardstick of all other cultural
systems. Immigrants from the agricultural, technologically under-
developed Mediterranean countries—thought of by Western
Europeans as traditional and hence culturally inferior—were dis-
criminated against and underestimated even before they set foot in
the host countries. Besides, this evaluation was largely adopted by
the societies of the sending countries and the immigrants them-
selves. The legal, political and social categorization of foreigners
had direct repercussions on their daily lives and their self-percep-
tion and influenced the relations they developed with other social
groups.

Most immigrants came from the lowest socioeconomic strata
of countries that were poor, dependent and devoid of political
power and influence as well as cultural radiance. They left the
impoverished parts of the sending countries, where the living and
working conditions they had known were often worse than the
ones they found in the economically developed societies of West-
ern Europe. In most cases they were poor and uneducated peasants,
unfamiliar with the pace and demands of industrial work, urban
living and the bureaucracy of the welfare state, and, in addition,
did not speak the language of the host country. As a result, foreign
workers were not in a position to benefit from the advantages and
rights available to them.!® Although not illiterate, most of them
had not read their contract because they were not used to the prac-
tice of written agreements and the deciphering of legal texts in
their daily lives. They were also not familiar with the concept of
deadlines and the bureaucratic procedures that were the standard
practice of state agencies, insurance setvices and industrial man-
agement; meanwhile, they were unable to read and understand the
relevant instructions. They did not know many of their rights, or
how to take advantage of the various benefits. They depended to a
great extent on the often inadequate and inconsistent information
from the old hands or the very few interpreters and social workers.
Furthermore, their wish to save some money and return home as
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soon as possible, the fatigue from hard work and lack of familiar-
ity with the experience discouraged systematic learning of the
language or enrolment in professional training courses. More gen-
erally, the plan to repatriate often obstructed effective adaptation
and familiarization with the new environment.

Nominal equality in terms of working conditions, rights, wel-
fare benefits, etc., was effectively undermined by the actual social
inequality. The inferior ranking of their home country on the
international economic, political and cultural arena and their own
low status within the hierarchy of the society in which they were
born and raised largely determined their position within the host
country’s society, rendering them vulnerable in multiple ways.
The immigrants’ national and social origin, their limited educa-
tion and partially different cultural capital, combined with the
new social relations into which they were incorporated, deter-
mined their low social position within the industrially developed
countries in which they settled, where they were hired as unskilled
labor for jobs the locals refused to do. The double marginalization,
as a result of their being both foreign and unskilled workers, had
a cumulative effect.

The favorable economic conditions lasted until the early
1970s. Already since 1967 the Belgian state had embarked on new
measures that restricted the rights of foreign workers, and the
number of work permits issued was reduced.'* Of course, the
employers—whose interests run against these measures—contin-
ued to hire “illegal” immigrants after the official government pol-
icy had changed.

In the late 1960s social conflict intensified in the workplace
and unrest seized many universities. Amidst this climate, the par-
ticipation of immigrants in the strikes, the discharge of foreign
strikers, the government measures against foreign students and
the reaction of their Belgian fellow students brought to the surface
the “immigrant problem.” Until then all matters concerning for-
eign workers had been resolved as part of the bilateral immigra-
tion agreements; now the state was under pressure to define the
immigrants’ status and rights irrespective of the agreements it had
signed.!® Trade unions, in particular, played a decisive role in
bringing into broader discussion the phenomenon of immigration
and the need for the social integration of foreigners in the society.'®
The greater numbers of immigrants and in particular the massive
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presence of their families, combined with the increasing number
of scientific studies and various public statements on this issue,
also contributed to a change of views regarding immigration. At
the same time, immigrants’ societies and mixed associations made
their presence felt more than before. To some extent Belgian soci-
ety ceased to see immigrants as temporary labor and gradually
realized that they were already permanent residents of the country.

Immediately after the oil crisis of 1973-1974, the Belgian
state aligned its policy with the other Western European countries
and banned immigration in 1974. Later on, in 1980, the policy
on the reunification of families was also made stricter and
more restrictive. In 1984, the Belgian government made a timid
attemnpt to provide various incentives for immigrants to repatriate.
However, the economic crisis, unemployment and insecurity made
foreign workers precipitate the process of permanent settlement
instead of going back home. Exercising their established rights,
more and more immigrants brought over their families to settle in
the host country.

The final ban on immigration served also to increase tension
rather than reduce it, as it rendered more clear the fact that immi-
grants were there for good. Xenophobia manifested itself overtly
when certain groups of Belgians, realizing the permanent presence
of immigrants, felt that it threatened their own claim to social
benefits. New negative stereotypes for immigrants became wide-
spread since the early 1970s; among them, the image of the immi-
grant who takes advantage of and abuses the benefits of social
security. Discrimination against foreigners shifted toward the
more recent Muslim immigrants. The clash of trade unions (and
other organizations that fought for immigrants’ rights) with the
policies for the restriction of foreigners’ rights adopted by the gov-
ernment at various times and with the racist behavior of some pop-
ulation groups had mixed results.!’

Dominant Regimes of Representation:
The Stereotype of the Mediterranean

Before the war, given the relatively marginal positions of
Greece and Belgium in international developments and the lictle
contact between the two countries, any concrete picture of Greece
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and the Greeks would be likely to be held only by the relatively
small groups of educated Belgians. This picture, as in all Western
European countries, was formed largely with reference to the clas-
sical Greek heritage. The accounts of travelers and newspaper cor-
respondents—both important sources of information for literate
people in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries—com-
pared contemporary Greeks with their ancient “ancestors” and the
“West” and thus elaborated and promoted the stereotype of a mod-
ern Greece with “oriental” characteristics.!®

After the war some Belgian philhellenes started to organize,
with support from the embassy and the community, lectures and
film projections on modern Greece, its landscapes, its people’s
mores and customs along with its historical heritage. There were
several attempts to establish new Greek-Belgian societies. How-
ever, in the 1950s, and even more so in the next decade, the inter-
est in Greece—in Western Europe as a whole but also in Belgium
in particular—spread from a limited elite to broader social groups,
thanks to better access to education and the cultural products from
other countries as well as through tourism, the media and adver-
tising.

The development of tourism brought many Belgian travelers
to the Mediterranean.!® A holiday in Greece was promoted as an
escape from the stress and the maladies of developed Western
European societies toward a picturesque, genuine, more primitive
life—a life closer to nature. An important role in shaping this
stereotyped image of the country was played by the Greek state
and the travel agencies, which used exoticism—*“the sensational-
izing of cultural difference”?°—in their drive to advance tourism.

The Belgians’ acquaintance with modern Greece came at a
time when the image of exotic yet familiar Mediterranean societies
started to fascinate the expanding classes of socially mobile Euro-
peans. The perception of Greece was based on a more general
stereotyped image of Mediterranean countries, which had been
formed in earlier times and was confirmed and reinforced by vari-
ous mediators. Southern Europe was seen as a relatively uniform
set of weak countries with lagging economies and was constantly
compared to the model of modernized Western Europe; the stereo-
type was based on the juxtaposition between modernity and tra-
dition.?! The mass promotion of certain Greek films and the
diffusion of some Greek songs and novels in the late 1950s and
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early 1960s contributed in a major way to the formation of a par-
ticular perception of Greeks in Western Europe and, of course, in
Belgium, enriching the stereotyped contemporary Mediterranean
culture with its Greek version.??

Given the small numbers of Greek immigrant workers com-
pared to the Italians and the Spaniards, their presence in Belgium
does not seem to have radically changed the image of Greece or the
Greeks. Another factor was that they arrived after large numbers
of Italians and a little before the settlement of Moroccan and
Turkish immigrants.?> The Greeks were thus included in the
broader group of Mediterranean people and were invested with
more or less the same stereotyped characteristics. Outside the
workplace, the immigrants were associated—mainly by the news-
papers of Wallonia, where most foreign workers lived until the late
1960s—with feasts dominated by the “hot Mediterranean tem-
perament,” spontaneity, etc. In these feasts, mostly Italian but also
Spanish and Greek, a few “national” dishes, some music and a
couple of folk dances were sufficient for holding an “evening of
friendship.”24

During the 1960s, some Greeks opened restaurants addressed
to a Belgian clientele. These establishments conformed to the
dominant image of Greece that was already part of the average Bel-
gian’s mass culture, at the same time reinforcing it. The decor
referred almost invariably to antiquity (murals depicting scenes
from the Homeric epics, copies of ancient statues, models of the
Parthenon, etc.) as well as the “oriental” character of modern
Greece’s folk culture (worry-beads, “national” costumes, hand-
woven textiles, etc.). On the whole, “oriental” modern Greece had
a stronger presence, with the typical dishes, Turkish coffee as well
as the bouzonki music and the syrtaki and chasapiko dances.

The dictatorship and the activities of some Belgians against
the colonels’ regime temporarily turned the interest of part of Bel-
gian society to another aspect of Greece, without, however, per-
manently displacing the firmly established static image of
Mediterranean countries. On the other hand, the economic and
political changes that led to the expansion of the powers of the
EEC, the policy of European integration and the attempts to con-
struct a “European” identity, combined with the diminished social
conspicuousness of the immigrants from southern Europe, gradu-
ally softened, over the 1980s and 1990s, the Western Europeans’
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stereotypes and prejudice against the Mediterranean peoples of the
old continent.

“Enropean” Identity and the Alliance against the Third Person

In Belgium as well as in other host countries there were suc-
cessive waves of immigration, of different sizes and dominated
each by a different nationality. Each wave of immigration trig-
gered a social process of redefinition of rank, roles and prestige.
Under this process the foreigners would often compete for domi-
nance over the social and economic space allowed them by the
indigenous population.

The first Greeks to arrive at the Belgian coal mines came from
the Dodecanese islands; they may have known nothing about Bel-
gium and the Belgians, but they had firm stereotypes about the
Italians because of the recent Italian rule of their islands, the
Greek-Italian war of 1940 and the occupation of part of Greece by
the Italian army during the Second World War.?> Yet the main
problem was that, given their large numbers, their earlier presence
in the country, their familiarity with the language and the organ-
ization and militancy of some of them, many Italians were next to
the Belgians in constituting a sort of workers’ aristocracy in the
closed and tough world of coal mines. For much the same reasons
they had greater protection by their government and a network of
social workers and Catholic organizations.?® The Greeks naturally
compared their situation with that of the Italians—i.e., with those
with whom they felt closer, given their similar social position—
and felt they were hard done by.?’

On the other hand, the very few relevant testimonies suggest
that some Italians saw the advent of Greeks in a hostile fashion,
fearing that they would lose the few privileges they had as a result
of their great numbers and their monopoly of postwar economic
immigration to Belgium.?® Moreover, friction among foreign
workers was a frequent phenomenon, due to the individualistic
motives of immigrants who suffered many hardships in order to
improve their lives as soon as possible, and the nature of work in
the mines, which demanded small groups with strict internal hiet-
archy, where, however, everyone’s life depended on cooperation and
solidarity among their peers. The Italians, being veterans, often
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headed the small teams that went down the shafts. Many of them
were specialists in cutting coal and were paid according to their
output, so they would naturally grudge the onus of having to train
new workers with whom they could not even communicate. All
this made it easy for the atmosphere to be charged with everyday
misunderstandings in the workplace or the hostels for foreign
miners.

Furthermore, the different religious and eating habits and the
different language—heterogeneity in general—made both Ital-
ians and Greeks distrustful or hostile up to a point. Typically, the
problem that came up regularly at the hostels was that of foreign
eating habits. The Greeks, being few and scattered, were often
annoyed by the frequency with which they were served “pasta” or
other “Italian” dishes. As we know, food is part of a ritual that
helps to confirm social relations but also to assert difference and
establish borderlines. In addition to genuine aversion and the eat-
ing habits cultivated since childhood, friction at the hostels was
largely associated with each national group’s prestige and the
rivalry among foreign immigrants.

Relations among the various ethnic groups that coexisted in
the mines were not idyllic, especially in the early years, as the
majority of workers were uprooted men who lived destitute and
lonely lives and worked under extremely tough conditions. In
most cases they were peasants who had switched overnight from
ploughing fields to digging coal mines; from their familiar village
community to living among strangers with whom communication
was either impossible or very limited. The often interrelated feel-
ings of male honor and national pride gave rise to a lot of fights
and animosity. The immigrants’ prejudices and stereotypes were
part of the mental tools with which they could make sense and
interpret what was happening to them.

Foreign coal miners had to live with rejection and contempt
on the part of the Belgian society, at the same time feeling that
they had been “sold” and abandoned by their own country. As it is
often the case in situations like that, when the Greeks arrived, the
Italians, who were experiencing their own sense of uprooting and
their share of Belgian enmity,? felt that there were others in a
worse position than themselves whom they could treat as inferior
in their turn. The sociologist E. Dimitras cites a typical incident
he was told during his research on Greek immigrants in Charleroi
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in 1960: the arrogant attitude of some Italians toward the Greeks
made one Greek worker respond by writing on the wall of an
underground gallery in a mine: “Greece gave her lights to human-
ity!"—to which the immediate answer of the Italians was, “yes,
but not modern Greece!”3° As in many other instances in modern
Greek history, antiquity was enlisted here to raise the contempo-
rary Greeks' self-esteem when others trampled on it.

In spite of all this one should not remain with the impression
of a generalized animosity and an overall negative atmosphere of
rivalry between Italians and Greeks or among the various ethnic
groups in general. The common threat of death, accidents or
anthracosis and the necessarily joint effort to survive and earn more
in the galleries were existential experiences common to all.?! Over
time, the fact that immigrants lived together in hostels, villages
or neighborhoods, in relative isolation from the Belgian popu-
lation, the common working and living conditions, the shared
experience of being foreigners, and the feeling of exploitation, con-
tempt and abandonment became very powerful elements of unifi-
cation. The gradual arrival of their families and the decision for
even temporary settlement eased the tension, while time turned
the fearsome new experiences into familiar ones.

Besides, to look at the other side of the coin, the fact that the
initial core of Dodecanesian Greek immigrants were familiar with
the Italians and, more importantly, with their language facilitated
communication and afforded an opportunity for more meaningful
contact and relations. After the 1956 disaster at the Marcinel
mine, which caused the death of over 136 Italian immigrants, and
the subsequent migration agreements with Spain and Greece,
rivalry and tension gradually eased off as the Italians eventually
accepted the idea of coexistence. Finally, trade unions and the left
waged a systematic war against ethnic rivalry and gradually fos-
tered the spirit and manifestations of solidarity. In 1968, when the
implementation of the relevant agreements among EEC member-
states provided Italian immigrants with more rights and privi-
leged treatment, the unions fought for similar working conditions
for the rest of the foreign workers. Therefore, animosity went side-
by side with manifestations of solidarity, support practices and
joint efforts in the struggle against overseers, in a spirit of inter-
nationalism.

The arrival and settlement of immigrants from Muslim coun-
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tries gradually changed the situation again.?? Workers from
Morocco and Turkey—who came last and entered the labor mar-
ket just before the eruption of the economic crisis—found them-
selves in turn at the lowest rung of the professional and social
ladder and took up the jobs abandoned or rejected by older immi-
grants. Moreover, Western European prejudice and enmity toward
these countries and their peoples were traditionally much more
powerful than the animosity against the Christians from the
Mediterranean; Muslim immigrants, whose social visibility was
higher, due to the stigmatization of their dress and other habits,
represented for Belgians the most “backward” element within
their society. By the end of the 1970s, in the mind of most Bel-
gians the word “immigrant” was already equated with “Muslim,”
“Arab,” “Moroccan” or “Turk”; the definition of the notion “for-
eigner” had changed, and immigrants of European origin had
become almost socially invisible. The situation in many Muslim
countries as shown by the media, the growth of Islamic move-
ments and their stigmatization, the Rushdie affair and other
events reinforced Western European societies’ negative image of
the “quintessential foreigners” who lived in their midst. The
simultaneous adoption of an EEC policy of forming a “European”
citizenship and a “European” identity not only excluded Muslim
immigrants from various privileges, but also increased their dis-
tinction from the ethnic groups of European origin living in Bel-
gium. Through these processes the Greek immigrants, along with
those from Italy and Spain, became part of a new, single category
as the host society began to perceive them as “Europeans.”?3

And when these people say érangers [foreigners] they mean
the Moroccans. . . . I've heard it with my own ears at the
factory, from young people, that is, my boss’s son, . . . who
told me as much: “Why do you count yourself as a for-
eigner? You shouldn’t consider yourself a foreigner. You
are now in the Common Market, you are a European.”34

Greek Community Formation Processes:
Organizational Structures and Conflicts

When they arrived in Belgium and for some decades, however,
the unskilled Greek workers faced contempt for their cultural
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practices and religious beliefs and were treated with hostility and
prejudice by the indigenous population. In order to cope with the
difficulties arising from their low social status, the hostile envi-
ronment and the linguistic barriers, to-satisfy their everyday needs
(baptisms, weddings, funerals) but also to create opportunities for
social contact, the immigrants, apart from the informal networks
they set up, frequented Greek Orthodox churches, enrolled in the
Greek sections of Belgian trade unions and organized themselves
into communities.

As the numbers of Greek coal miners in Belgium increased,
the Orthodox Church and the Greek government wished to estab-
lish suitable structures for preserving their religious and national
sentiment, and in this they had the warm support of the mines’
management. The Church was one of the first organizational and
control structures for immigrants, endorsed and supported by all
sides—Greek and Belgian, clerical and secular. Amid the Cold
War climate of the time, Greek Orthodox priests were officially
appointed at the mines to help preserve “healthy national princi-
ples” and “effectively protect Greek nationals against the diffusion
of communism or any antisocial ideas, to the interests of the Fed-
eration {of mine owners—Fédéchar].”?> Until the late 1960s the
mines had on their payroll Greek priests who, in addition, received
occasional sums from the secret funds of the Greek Ministry of Fot-
eign Affairs.>® As in the case of Italian immigrants, the priests
were called upon by the employers as well as the governments to
exercise a social, political and ideological control over the workers.
Yet, contrary to the organizations and the ministers of the Catholic
Church, the social work of Greek Orthodox priests who preached
in the mine areas seems to have been extremely limited. Most of
them restricted themselves to rare visits at hospitals, collecting
money in cases of death and, mostly, to moral injunctions and call-
ing for the need for upholding traditions.

Irrespective of the reasons priests were appointed to work in
the coal mining areas of Belgium, the Greek Orthodox Church, as
an institution with a long tradition and established structures and
fully experienced in managing coexistence with other religions
and national groups, was able to use its traditions and ceremonies
to transplant various emotionally and ideologically charged ritu-
als and symbols and perpetuate fragments of collective memory
and the past. The symbols of the past, invested with a mythical
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timelessness, acquired great power through the security the sense
of familiarity and continuity afforded to the immigrants—that is,
to people who had settled in a place where almost everything was
unfamiliar and to some extent hostile, thus causing stress and fear,
and who had to change radically and abruptly many aspects of
their way of living.

The differences between Catholics and Orthodox—in terms of
ritual, church decoration, Easter customs and traditions or even
the different sign of the cross—were some of the elements that
served to reinforce the awareness of common roots among the
Greeks and of their differences from the other people who lived in
Belgium. This elevation by the church of barriers between Greeks
and the locals included an attempt to check the relationships
between young workers, single or away from their families, and
Belgian women. Church writings portrayed foreign women as all
but prostitutes, compared to Greek women, who were described
as caring, pure and morally impeccable.?” By restricting the nature
and frequency of contact between Greek Orthodox men and
Catholic Belgian women, the church was trying to impose an
informal set of rules and distinguish between acceptable and for-
bidden forms of interaction and relationships among the ethnic
groups that lived in the same place.

The Greek Orthodox Church in Belgium, just as in other expa-
triate communities, promoted among the Greeks processes and
fields of convergence in which religious practices emerged as signs
of recognition, meant to express and reinforce solidarity as well as
to signify the social distance that set them apart from other reli-
gious and ethnic groups. The church had the authority and the
power to mark out certain features as symbols of the immigrants’
identity, to reduce the conspicuousness and importance of the dif-
ferences among the various categories of Greek immigrants and, at
the same time, to erect barriers to communication with other pop-
ulation groups.

After 1974, the standing of the church was shaken due to the
supportive attitude of certain priests toward the dictatorial gov-
ernment, and its prestige was diminished, if temporarily, in the
political and ideological atmosphere that followed the restitution
of democracy in Greece. At the same time, the Greek Orthodox
Church itself gradually changed its strategy in Belgium: it sought
legalization, prestige, recognition and financial support from the
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host country and embarked on a campaign to preserve religious
conscience among the immigrants’ children and grandchildren
through the structures of Belgian society. Hence, from 1982, the
new Metropolitan of Belgium initiated actions to have the Ortho-
dox doctrine officially recognized by the Belgian state.>® Eventu-
ally, a ministerial act of 1985 recognized the Orthodox doctrine
and the metropolitan appointed by the Ecumenical Patriarchate of
Constantinople as its representative. Since 1988, Orthodox priests
have been paid their wages by the Belgian state, while pupils in
Belgian schools are entitled, at least in theory, to be taught the
Orthodox religion.

Initially, the only structures for the reception of Greek coal
miners other than the church were the Belgian unions, which were
massive and powerful in the 1950s and 1960s. The unions, apart
from trying to curtail the number of foreign workers, also aimed
at preventing the employers from preferring to hire immigrants;
hence they sought equal treatment of the latter, protected their
rights and encouraged the spread of syndicalism among them.
Toward the end of the 1940s, the Belgian Christian Syndicate
helped organize the installation of the Italian immigrants and
started propaganda by creating an Italian section, which published
a newspaper in Italian. Profiting from this experience, soon after
the mass arrival of Greek workers in the coal mines a Greek sec-
tion was set up within the Belgian Christian Syndicate, initially
providing services with a view to solving the various pressing
problems with wages, social security and benefits and translating
the necessary documents at no charge. With this kind of support
it attracted many immigrants and brought some of them out of
their isolation. The Greek section of the Belgian Christian Syndi-
cate also provided lessons on language and syndicalism and pub-
lished a newspaper in Greek for many decades.?® Through this
newspaper the syndicate’s officials strove to change the immi-
grants’ attitude toward the function of trade unionism and culti-
vate solidarity and a unionist and class conscience. Many were soon
convinced to participate in strikes and other activities, thus
becoming familiar with the meaning and the practices of syndi-
calism. As the only Greek-language publication in Belgium for
many years and the only one to have been published consistently
for decades, the newspaper served as a unique source of informa-
tion about work and everyday life, immigrants’ rights and the
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opportunities for economic and social integration, which would
have remained otherwise inaccessible to them. Another Greek sec-
tion was formed in the Socialist Syndicate in the 1960s, which
engaged in similar activities.

The Greek sections of the two Belgian syndicates designated
and gave form and substance to the multiple identities of the
Greek, the immigrant, the foreigner, the worker and the unionist,
presenting them not as mutually exclusive but as capable of co-
existing. Hence they presented the immigrants with alternative
identities that could exist in parallel with their already formed
national and religious identity. The enrolment of a significant
number of immigrants in trade unions,* even if temporarily and
based on personal motives, the opportunity to read a union paper,
to participate in events and take lessons were all new experiences
and important points of reference for many of the Greeks in Bel-
gium. For those immigrants, who came mostly from the rural
parts of a country without much of a union movement, these expe-
riences transformed them and made them more open toward Bel-
gian society and the other foreigners. In linking their own
problems with those of other foreign and Belgian workers, the
Greek immigrants acquired che ability to interpret what was
going on in ways that were new to many of them.

The Greek sections of the Belgian syndicates were the only
institutions besides the church that had access to so many Greeks
for such a long period of time. They served as agents of change and
centers of osmosis, whose range reached far more than their active
members, thanks to the services they offered, their prestige and
their extensive network of representatives. They functioned as
mediators between the immigrants and Belgian society and played
a decisive role in the integration process by providing an arena,
however limited, for social and political participation. While they
saw to the preservation of the Greek language and the Orthodox
creed, they also strove for the adaptation of the immigrants to Bel-
gian society and the adoption of many of its values and codes of
behavior.#! The Greek communities and the conflicts within them
played a more ambiguous role, which we will examine through the
example of the most important among them, the Greek commu-
nity of Brussels.

Until the mid-1950s, the Greeks in Belgium were few. Most
of them came from territories of the Ottoman empire, from cen-
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ters of the Greek diaspora or the commercial and maritime areas
of Greece. They had the knowledge of foreign languages, the cos-
mopolitan outlook and the familiarity with the west of those who
were engaged in trade and shipping.4? True to the old traditions
of expatriate communities, the Greeks of Antwerp and, later, Brus-
sels, established communities and churches in order to preserve
their language and religious identity, passing them on to the
younger generations, and to develop networks of solidarity. At the
time, of course, embassies and consulates, sometimes in coopera-
tion with religious authorities, often abetted expatriate communi-
ties, so that the source country retained economic and other
contacts with its expatriate citizens and was able to influence and
control them.

Until the 1950s the majority of Greeks in Belgium were lit-
erate members of the middle classes. The significant rate of ethnic
exogamy and naturalization, as seen from the church archives,
reveals an upwardly mobile community with a strategy of incor-
poration into Belgian society. Hence its public profile until the
mid-1950s was of Western European character; its sense of differ-
ence was restricted to the community members and focused on
religious identity. It was only the “Greek Community of Brussels,”
established during the Second World War, in 1943, which also saw
to the preservation of a national identity centered on ancestral
glory and the commemoration of struggles against the enemies of
Greece.

The arrival of immigrant workers in the coal-producing areas
in the late 1950s gave rise to conflicts and animosity among the
Greeks in Belgium. The majority of the earlier expatriates did not
receive the Greek coal miners with feelings of solidarity. It seems
that they even resented their consorting with workers during reli-
gious services, claiming that “the church has become full of coal
dust.” Some of them feared that the Belgian society would equate
them with their socially inferior compatriots, which would jeop-
ardize their prestige and impede the processes of upward social
mobility for themselves and their offspring.43

When ex-coal miners settled in Brussels in the early 1960s and
the lefc became more active, the already existing oppositions found
fertile ground in the Greek Community of Brussels. Until then the
community had brought together wealthy merchants and pro-
fessionals and was essentially under the tutelage of the Greek
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embassy. However, for the first time in the 1962 elections the
administrative council included workers. The changed composi-
tion of the council brought about a partially modified community
policy. Some of the older members of the community also gradu-
ally recognized the changes from the settlement of immigrant
workers in Belgium and the need to deal with them.

In 1962, just a few months after the negotiations leading to
the liaison of Greece with the Common Market, the new chairman
of the community submitted to the Greek prime minister a report
on the problems of his compatriots and a request for financial sup-
port. His arguments revolved around the importance of cultivat-
ing a respectable image of Greeks in the home city of the EEC,
thus revealing one of the reasons for which a small fraction of ear-
lier expatriates became interested in the coal miners’ fate: “Given
that 95 percent of the newcomers {ex-coal miners in Brussels} are
completely ignorant of the language, they have a great many dif-
ficulties in their relations with employers, social security agencies,
etc., and they often aggravate their position as ignorance and lack
of support turns them into negative elements for the Greek image and
prestige. In order to prevent this and to the extent possible, our com-
munity strives to help and guide them in various ways, to the detri-
ment of the personal interests and professional activities of some
of us.”#* Another text, justifying his involvement with the social
rights of the immigrants, reveals the political aspect of the change
of policy: “the former ambassador has admitted that he used to
urge coal miners zot to enrol in syndicates, fearing the political
character of these organizations. Hence the workers were unpro-
tected against the employers and unable to afford the defense of
their case. Such unfortunate examples foolishly reinforce allegations
that are politically manipulated against the Greek government. . . . They
are not all of them nice and quiet, we also have bullies and comma-
nists. . . . But once saddled with them, what can I do?”43

According to this rationale, the new chairman (from 1962 to
1964) saw to the collection of funds, the operation of temporary
offices, the resolution of the problems of many immigrants with
social security, and to the weekly operation of two community
afternoon schools for their children. He employed his knowledge
of the Belgian labor market and his contacts to find jobs for many
newly arrived workers and secure work permits for them. He for-
mulated the immigrants’ demands and submitted them to the
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Greek Labor Attaché in Germany, to the consulate in Brussels and
‘to Greek government officials; in 1964, he secured the approval of
a subsidy to the community by the Greek government.4¢

Very soon, however, the administrative council was divided on
the question of the eligibility of immigrant workers as community
members. The older members tried to find legitimate ways to
exclude the newcomers, the most handy being the requirement for
prospective members to have certain types of work and residence
permits and to have lived in Brussels for at least three years.4” Yet
despite the efforts to exclude them, by 1963 workers already
formed the majority;*® this was due to the increasing numbers of
immigrants settling in Brussels and the policy of the left to infil-
trate the community with the prospect of assuming its manage-
ment through the sheer numbers of workers who became
members. During 1963-1964 the left focused on this target, urg-
ing the workers under its influence to enrol in the community.#

The left contributed in 2 major way to the functioning of
immigrant communities in Belgium and to increasing awareness
around political issues. Given the limited potential of Greek
immigrants for self-organization—due to the cumulative effect of
the rural background of their majority, their low social status in
Belgium and the fact that they were foreigners—the left-wing
party with its coordinated efforts and its experienced officials
played a catalytic role in transferring power from the earlier,
wealthy expatriates to the recently arrived workers wherever
organized Greek communities pre-existed, or in establishing new
communities in other places.

In the 1965 elections for a new administrative council almost
none of the older community members wete elected; new names
appeared and workers were the major force.’® Politically, the new
council was divided between centrist and left wing. The conserva-
tive earlier expatriates and members of the Greek diplomatic
authorities reacted violently when they saw they had lost control
of the community, calling the Belgian police to step in, without
any effect, however.’! After the workers’ victory in the Brussels
community, immigrants in other Belgian cities followed their
example and established—or gained control of—almost all com-
munities in Belgium.

The eatlier expatriates had long and strong connections with
the Greek and Belgian authorities, and it was they who had set up
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and run the Greek Community of Brussels for almost two decades.
However, despite their attempts to exclude the socially inferior
newcomers, the sheer numbers of immigrant workers who came to
Brussels in the early 1960s combined with the activities of the left
prevented them from retaining control of the community. For
immigrants, the stake was the creation of a social space where they
could feel safe through the use of familiar codes and develop con-
tacts and support networks to deal more effectively with exclusion
and social disadvantage; for the left, it was mainly to gain influ-
ence on those who were thought of as future members of Greece’s
working class.

The community from 1965 onward cultivated the relationship
between immigrants and Greek politics, preparing memoranda
and submitting resolutions to the Greek patliament and organiz-
ing protest actions and rallies. It connected the problems of work-
ers abroad with the politics of the Greek governments; formulated
the demand for the emigrants’ right to vote in their homeland’s
elections; and worked for the release of political prisoners and the
restitution of constitutional law and order in Greece. Immediately
after the coup of 1967 the community joined the Commission for
Antidictarorial Struggle, and political issues in Greece became its
almost exclusive activity; it was actively involved in the instiga-
tion of most antidictatorship manifestations and had contacts with
the Belgian organizations that supported these actions. So the left
succeeded, at least for a brief period of time, in sensitizing many
immigrants—ex-peasants who had lived in the post-civil-war
repressive political climate in Greece and had just joined the work-
ing class of Belgium—to partly break the barriers of fear and
develop serious activities under a legitimate organizational struc-
ture.

In September 1967, a few months after the coup in Greece, the
earlier expatriates established a separate community in Brussels
that remained in close cooperation with the Greek authorities
throughout the dictatorship. Social and political identity and the
divergent strategies brought the older members of the community
into open conflict with the immigrant workers. From 1967 until
their unification in 1991, Brussels had two Greek “communi-
ties"—that of the left-wing workers and the “nationalist” one. As
the Greeks in Brussels were divided into two associations, with
left-wing workers in one and diplomatic, military and religious
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officials and eatlier expatriates in the other, political identity was
largely equated with class identity; as a result of this equation, the
fact was ignored that there were very many workers who were not
left-wing as well as a not insignificant number of communist intel-
lectuals and students.

The intimidating and repressive tactics of the military regime,
the split of the Greek Communist Party in 1968 and other factors
aggravated the discord among immigrants and brought about the
progressive disbanding of their collective organizations over the
duration of the dictatorship.3? The majority confined themselves
to cultural activities like language lessons, dance groups, film pro-
jections, and to their private lives. Even many left-wing immi-
grants became disillusioned and abandoned politics; only a few
continued to wage war against the “nationalist” association, trying
to disrupt its activities, collecting donations for the families of
political prisoners and making efforts to increase public awareness
of the situation in Greece in Western Europe. Many immigrants
from the 1950s up to the political changeover in 1974 vacillated
between periods of intense involvement in politics—the organiza-
tion of communities and all sorts of associations—and periods of
fear, indifference and the exclusive pursuit of their goal for eco-
nomic security and the amelioration of their families’ perspectives.
With the exception of those in the many antidictatorship groups
and committees, it was only after the dictatorship that the Greeks
in Belgxum took up politics en masse again, just like those who
lived in Greece.

The appearance of PASOK—the new Greek socialist party—
organizations among the immigrants after the dictatorship .
gradually changed the -balance of political powers within the
communities. The Brussels community, clearly more massive by
then, remained in the hands of the Communist Party for some
years, only to fall from its control in 1979. In the 1980s, the age
structure and social composition of the community’s membership
and leadership changed through the increased presence of students
and Greek employees of the EEC in Brussels. At the same time
that the legitimacy of political parties was reduced, Greek gov-
ernment policy toward expatriates shifted and the community
assumed the role of mediator between the Greeks in Belgium and
the governments of the host and sending countries or the EEC.
Moreover, on the one hand the establishment of several associa-
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tions of immigrants originating from specific regions of Greece
during the 1980s and on the other hand the formation of the Fed-
eration of Greek Communities in Belgium in 1988 brought about
specialization and centralization; these and other factors radically
changed the physiognomy of the community. The fusion of the
two Brussels communities in 1991 completed the transformation:
in the first election of the unified community the conservative
camp got 39 percent of the votes for the first time in almost thirty
years, while the Communist Party received just 19 percent.

Political and class conflicts had arisen in Greek communities
from the arrival of the first immigrant workers in the mid-1950s
until well into the 1990s, particularly in the community of the
capital, where most of the Greeks who stayed on in the country had
settled by the early 1960s. These conflicts influenced the processes
of ethnic identity formation of the Greeks in Belgium, the choice
of its cultural markers as well as of the groups from which they dis-
tinguished themselves.

Prewar associations of Greeks in Belgium focused on preserv-
ing religion and forming a basically upwardly mobile class-related
identity. In the decade 1955-1965 their strategy slowly changed;
the novel emphasis on distinctive features, the importation of cul-
tural elements from Greece, the integration of other products from
the mass culture of the west and the invention of traditions con-
tributed to the emergence of an ethnic identity. These changes are
indicative, on the one hand, of the stereotypical picture of modern
Greece, which, as we saw, was spreading among Belgians as a result
of tourist development, the appearance of Greek restaurants in
Brussels, the success of certain Greek films and songs abroad and
the earlier expatriates’ adjustment to the growing power of the
image Belgium had of the exotic folk culture of Greece; on the
other hand, they show the growing concern of the officials of the
older associations about the public image of Greeks—which they
felt to be threatened by the arrival of immigrant workers—in the
period before and after the liaison of Greece with the EEC in 1961,
when it is likely that the older expatriates had expectations of an
upgraded economic, administrative ot political role as a result of
their strategic position in Brussels. So they gradually shifted from
a strategy of assimilation into Belgian society to the underlining
of a cultural specificity.

Up to the mid-1950s, the annual feasts of the Greek commu-

56 JOURNAL OF THE HELLENIC DIASPORA



nity of Brussels and the balls organized every year by the Sister-
hood of Greek Ladies under the auspices of the embassy had a
clearly Western European music and dance program. In 1954 the
children of community members presented some Greek dances,
albeit without overturning the dominant Western European style.
From 1955, Greek songs and dances became a permanent part of
the program, side by side with the Western European ones. A sep-
arate “Greek evening” with bouzouki was first organized by the
community in 1956, with a band that was passing through Brus-
sels. Some “Greek” dishes were offered in the 1960s. By 1970 the
orchestra was exclusively Greek.’* Handwoven goods, folk danc-
ing, bouzouki, syrtaki, worry-beads, moussaka and souvlaki, Melina
Mercouri and Zorba—what the mass culture of Western European
societies and the Greek tourist industry had promoted as consti-
tutive features of “Greekness”—became the new markers of the
emerging Greek ethnic identity.

In other words, the active members of the old community
began to generate an ethnic identity bridging older features, like
the Greek language or the Orthodox religion, with innovative cul-
tural markers. In this process of &ricolage they made use of: (a) ele-
ments of the (unfamiliar, to them) cultures of a rural Greece that
had acquired a new value in the eyes of many Greek nationalist
intellectuals since the late nineteenth century and were gradually
legitimized by the Greek state; (b) practices or tastes of other
groups of Greek society, just as foreign to expatriates in Belgium
as were the Asia Minor refugees; (c) products of Greek intellectu-
als and artists; and (d) the stereotypical images held by Belgian
society about the culture of southern Europeans. Hence they grad-
ually introduced into their events disparate elements from rural
regional cultures, the cultures of the urban popular classes as well
as many creations of intellectuals and artists, adapting them to the
dominant image of Mediterranean peoples as constructed by west-
ern societies. Some cultural traits promoted by the older expatri-
ates touched sensitive chords in the immigrant workers of rural
extraction who were raised within an—evolving—peasant cul-
ture; some of these markers were already familiar to the latter due
to their dissemination by the Greek radio stations or the film
industry; some easily fitted in with their nostalgia and others,
although novel, were eventually assimilated or instrumentally
used.
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Nevertheless, the political and class distinctions and conflicts
among the Greeks in Brussels contributed to the formation of par-
allel strong—although often amorphous—political and class iden-
tities. The class dimension influenced the varied cultural forms
and created the need for the earlier expatriates to differentiate
themselves from their working-class compatriots. Concerned
about the image Belgium had of Greeks, the former promoted a
“dignified,” “respectable” version of “Greek culture” with profes-
sional folk dancing groups and musicians in neutral spaces. They
also accempted to check and ostracize any manifestations that did
not fit this scheme. As the merchant chairman of the Greek Com-
munity of Brussels noted in 1962, “in the last year three restau-
rants and six cafes of Greek character have opened . . . and every
weekend there are wild feasts with . . . native instruments, boxzouki
and klarino. This is the prevailing mentality, and it is sad for most
people. That's why I try to restrain them as much as I can.”>* The
promotion of scraps of folk or popular culture—real or invented,
traditional or contemporary—by wealthy and educated members
of the community legitimated it and invested it with social recog-
nition. At the same time, however, the rhetoric and symbols
employed by them were indirectly a normative standard of which
cultural markers were fitting and worthy and what it meant to be
Greek.

From the beginning of the 1960s, domestic politics in Greece
as well as the active role undertaken by the left in immigrants’
issues and in the processes of their self-organization led to fierce
struggles for dominance in the Greek Community in Brussels.
These conflicts thwarted until the late 1970s the efforts of the
politically conservative earlier expatriates, the Greek governmen-
tal officials and the church to construct a uniform “national” iden-
tity of the Greeks who lived in Belgium and conceal the social
inequalities and political discords between them. Thus, the
dominant normative discourse of the political and social elite of
Greeks living in Brussels failed to impose itself uniformly and
without resistance; on the contrary, it met with opposition from
the organized groups of immigrant workers who had the necessary
endorsement from the left. The immigrant groups succeeded in
promoting leader figures among the workers and the left-wing
intellectuals, and they managed the community while propound-
ing up to a point a competitive discourse and practice. They often
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used the same rhetoric and the same symbols of ethnic identity, yet
they invested them with different meaning and often reversed
their hierarchy. These conflicts prevented the emergence of a uni-
fied ethnic group even after the fall of the junta in 1974, notwith-
standing the fact that all the political forces involved—including
the left—were oriented toward Greece and aimed at che preserva-
tion of emigrants’ national conscience and identity.

By creating and reproducing a fierce conflict with the Greek
governments and the conservative political forces of the country
and by propagating its own particular symbols and rituals, the left
proposed an alternative political identity that clearly referenced
the class characteristics of foreign workers, while on the other hand
linking the fate of emigrants with that of the labor movement
within Greece. The left managed to impose its hegemony in the
community and to achieve popular support during the few years
that followed the postwar exodus of Greeks up until a short time
after the installation of the dictatorial regime in Greece in 1967.
Even if the hazard was the political affiliation of those who would
return and form part of the Greek working class, the self-organi-
zation processes promoted by the left empowered immigrants,
endorsed their ability to imagine alternative identities and helped
them formulate and claim their demands toward the governments
of both sending and host countries.

Although the majority of immigrants were not actively
involved in community affairs, the influence of the organized
workers reached a lot more Greeks than those who belonged to the
community or antidictatorship committees, thus instituting and
preserving a collective life, defining and reproducing popular cul-
tural traits and values and supporting networks of separate social
relations. They molded the collective aspect of the immigrants’
lives and cultivated a sense of belonging, irtespective of the num-
ber of registered members of the association.’

The Fluidity and Unequal Status of Ldentities

Postwar Greek emigrants were conscious of their national and
religious identity and their specific history and culture. The long
wars in which Greece had been involved during the twentieth
century and especially the experience of the German occupation
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had sharpened their national awareness. At the same time, their
national identity had been systematically cultivated by the Greek
state and the country’s intellectual and political leadership via the
primary school—attendance at which. was compulsory and free of
charge—military service for men, the national commemorations,
the public discourse of intellectuals and politicians, and so on.

Yet the national identity, which had been constructed and
reshaped through collective experiences, ideological mechanisms
and the discourse of leading groups, was neither uniform—espe-
cially after the Civil War (1946-1949)—nor static and permanent.
In addition to their national identity, the various cultural, social,
political and gender groups who lived in Greece or in communi-
ties abroad had many other identities as well. These groups did not
perceive and evaluate their national identity in the same way nor
charge it with the same meaning and emotional weight. Moreover,
as Greeks interacted with foreigners and foreign customs—obvi-
ously not only through war and other negative experiences—and
found or devised differences and similarities, their identity was
transformed.

After the war Europe saw the development of many powerful
osmotic processes as populations came into contact with increas-
ing numbers of alternative behavioral patterns and foreign value
systems. Many mechanisms were developed that promoted the
interaction of cultures and the fusion of some traits and prod-
ucts—radio, cinema, tourism, consumer goods and models, etc.
By the 1950s even remote rural communities in areas without
electricity or roads would be in contact with relatives or fellow vil-
lagers who had moved to some big city and were familiar with
other ways of living, or with earlier emigrants repatriating from
distant countries and bringing with them new habits and values.

However, the familiarization with foreign cultural systems
and the ability to incorporate their constituents were not uniform
in all social groups. The cultural traits of the homeland’s agricul-
tural class—from which most immigrants came—and the host
land’s working class—into which they were integrated, even if
they formed its marginalized sector—were more differentiated
locally and nationally, more embedded into everyday practices,
and more closely associated with the immediate context in com-
parison with more privileged and educated social classes. The
ex-peasants who had become workers did not have the same pos-
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sibilities as middle-class foreigners to cross ethnic boundaries
(which were also class boundaries to them), to choose not to dis-
play their cultural characteristics or adopt new ones. Immigrants
had a limited range of feasible choices as their social background
and cultural capital drastically reduced the spectrum of possible
alternative identities. The formation, transformation and repro-
duction of ethnic identity had a powerful class-related aspect to
it.’6

The emigrants left Greece with many elements of their own
cultural capital already formed—as were those of other foreigners
and the various groups of the indigenous population; certain cul-
tural differences such as language and religion were products of
long historical processes. As the past has its weight, their collec-
tive identity had been partly constructed before their expatriation
on the basis of a common historical course and cultural heritage,
partly real and partly invented, while their contact with the local
population of the host country and the other foreigners reinforced
their self-awareness.’” The common experience of emigration,
working in the mines, living conditions and their new social status
initially diminished the importance of the pre-existing cultural and
political heterogeneity among Greek workers and decisively pro-
moted the processes of identification with one another. Due to the
stigmatization they suffered, immigrants also came to perceive
themselves as a distinct group living under adverse conditions due
to the fact that they were foreigners with a different culture.>®
Given their intention to repatriate, many immigrants had every
reason to preserve their language and the ingredients of their cul-
tural capital; after all, a significant percentage did indeed return.

Furthermore, certain social forces in the host country, some
institutions of the sending society and some groups of expatriates
worked—all for different reasons, of course—to preserve and/or
devise cultural peculiarities and construct a uniform ethnic iden-
tity; however, their different motives led to contradictions and
conflicts in their discourses and practices. The social and political
oppositions among Greeks in Belgium often obstructed or pre-
cluded the success of these efforts and the achievement of a con-
sensus about the way to organize the differences and similarities.
Thus, in addition to ethnic identity, the Greek sections of Belgian
unions and the left-wing elements acting within the communities
formed alternative political and class identities. They magnified
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the breaches within the ethnic group by emphasizing social dif-
ferences and political dissent, and favored contact among foreign-
ers as well as between foreign and indigenous workers. In this way
they obstructed consent and a uniform expression and representa-
tion of the ethnic group, while they incited the processes for the
immigrants’ social and cultural integration in the host country.

On the other hand, the individualistic dream of prosperity and
social advancement, which had long eroded the rural communities
of the sending countries, was an incentive for immigrants to
conform to the standards of the host society. The international con-
juncture in the decades after the Second World War favored the
integration of southern European immigrants in the labor markets
of Western Europe—even if in disadvantaged occupational loca-
tions—and allowed them to take advantage, if unequally, of the
overall prosperity, the conquests of the working class and the ben-
efits of the welfare state before circumstances changed. The work
in mines or factories, with its different time management and dis-
cipline, the educational system, which promoted systematic learn-
ing of the language and the instillation of the host society’s
cultural codes in children, the mentality cultivated by the welfare
state, the new models of consumption, the syndicates and the
media exerted powerful pressures for the adoption of behaviors and
values that prevailed in the host country in order to increase pro-
ductivity and consumption and achieve the smooth functioning of
its structures or the unity of the working class. The policy of the
Belgian state also changed over time, gradually adopting meas-
ures—often fragmentary—to facilitate the integration of immi-
grants and their children.>® So there coexisted in the host country
forms of social relations, groups and institutions that favored the
forging and perpetuation of cultural peculiarities, ethnic identities
and their unequal evaluation, with collective subjects, social
strategies and structures pressing for assimilation or the creoliza-
tion of cultural systems and identities.

After all, the picture of closed, static cultural systems that
came into sudden, violent contact with one another does not reflect
the conditions of postwar migration. Cultural diversity—at least
at the time and in the geographical area under consideration—was
a continuum, Cultures contained contradictory ingredients and
values and were not as cohesive as they are often pictured; they
were malleable, without fixed forms, with porous boundaries, but
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also of unequal prestige and influence.®® The immigrants’ cultural
systems combined fragments from the traditional culture of the
sending country’s rural populations and urbanized popular groups
with cultural elements of the host country’s working class, of the
immigrants from other countries with the mass culture of western
societies. They were neither “traditional” nor identical with the
culture of the sending society, which was not uniform in any case.
They were not juxtaposed to modernization or to an illusory uni-
form and cohesive culture of the host society; rather, they formed
a continuum with them, contained various contradictory elements
and shreds of continuity and change and were transformed
through interaction.

Last, but not least, the continual repositioning of the bound-
aries of difference, the shifting hierarchies of others and the
alliance against the third person—the Muslim—the dynamics of
certain international and social relations functioned in these his-
torical junctures in such a way as to lead to the simultaneous emer-
gence of new, broader identities—that of the “Mediterranean” or
the “European” identity—and hybrid systems of values and behav-
ioral codes.®!

By reconstructing aspects of the history of the Greek working-
class immigrants in postwar Belgium, this article focused on the
relational, dynamic and contingent character of community and
identity formation processes. As analyzed above, the unequal rela-
tions between indigenous population and migrant groups evolved
within the social system and the institutions of the host country.
Since the initial categorization of immigrants as foreigners was
used by the dominant social groups to prevent their access to
soutces of wealth and power, the identity of a foreigner was
inevitably used as a basis for resistance against this dominance.5?
Organization on the basis of ethnic criteria was one of the ways in
which immigrants managed the fear caused by change, the
unknown and social exclusion. Heritage and identities functioned
as a base for the shaping of forms of social solidarity and networks
of mutual aid; in other words, they formed part of specific prac-
tices and relations that were vital for their survival.53 The pre-
existing or new differences were turned into identity markers of
new social subjects—and acquired social significance as they were
interlinked through stigmatization and the effort to overcome it—
with the exclusion and conflicts to which this led.% Thus, the
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invocation of distinct ethnic identities was not a natural product
of different traditions but a result of the discriminations and the
stigmatization foreign workers had to deal with in the host soci-
eties.

Furthermore, identities, ethnic networks and practices were
constantly remolded; they were transformed through the immi-
grants’ relations with networks in the home country, other net-
works in the host country and with the national population as well
as through the new social experiences. Identities and community
practices were reforged through the interaction between the state
policies, social structures, class oppositions and cultural patterns
of the sending and the host country, the complicated relations of
immigrants with the national population or the immigrants
among themselves but also as a function of international relations
and the unequal power of states.

Just like cultural systems, social and ethnic identities were
neither uniform nor static; they were multiple, amorphous and
hybrid. Yet construction, reproduction and mutation of identities
is dependent on international and social power differentials. A
group’s ability to define its self-image or to impose an other-
definition depends on its relative power in the economic and polit-
ical as well as the symbolic realm. The foreign workers’ changing
identities and hybrid cultural systems lacked the prestige and
legitimacy of those of the dominant social groups in Western
Europe. The cumulative effect of their status as foreigners and
their social background and position limited the immigrants’
potential to claim recognition and legitimization of their identi-
ties and hence to direct the transformation processes of their cul-
tural characteristics.

Notes

1St. Hall, “Introduction: Who Needs ‘Identity’?” in St. Hall and P. du Gay,
eds., Questions of Caultural Identity (London, Thousand Oaks, New Delhi: Sage
Publications, 1996), p. 2.

2V. Kotzamanis, “Le mouvement migratoire dans la Gréce de I'aprés-
guerre, Antécédants migratoires, mécanismes ‘liberateurs’ et conditions per-
missives au départ durant les années cinquante/soixante-dix,” doctoral thesis
(Université Paris X, Nanterre, 1987), pp. 92, 96, 110.
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tique, December 31, 1970. Recensement de la population, vol. 4, Population selon la
nationalité, A. Royaume, provinces, arrondissements et régions linguistiques (Brussels,
1974).

L. Venturas, 'EAAnveg petavdoteg oto Béiyo (Athens: Nefeli, 1999), pp.
79-84, 173-175, 183-185; interviews with ex-miners in Belgium: A. Kara-
piperis January 2, 1995; E. Katsaras July 19, 1994; D. Pachatouridis July 13,
1994 and July 20, 1994; A. Tsimopoulos July 6, 1994 and July 14, 1994.

5In 1961, 41.8 percent of the Greeks in Belgium were women; 1961 Bel-
gian census.

71981 Belgian census. For more information see: W. De Lannoy, J.P. Grim-
meau, C. Kesteloot, “La population de nationalité étrangére 4 Bruxelles-Capi-
tale,” in J.P. Grimmeau, ed., Les étrangers en Belgique d'aprés les vecensements
(Brussels: Institut National de Statistique, 1991), pp. 91, 93.

8In 1970, 27 percent and in 1981, 32 percent of Greek women in Belgium
were working; 1970 and 1981 Belgian census.

*Interviews with Greek immigrants in Belgium. Men: V. Kolokouris Octo-
ber 28, 1994; M. Koukouvas July 6, 1995; women: E. Karapiperi January 2,
1995; 8. Stratidi December 28, 1994

9 nstitut National de Statistique, March 1 1981. Recensement de lu popula-
tion, vol. 4, Population selon la nationalité, A. Royaume, regions, provinces, arrondisse-
ments (Brussels, n.d.).

"Interviews with Greek immigrants in Belgium: G. Drakoulas October
25, 1994; A. Karapiperis January 2, 1995; P. Kosmidis July 19, 1994; M.
Maroulis July 4, 1995. See also A. Dimitrakopoulos, “Profils de I'immigration
grecque en Belgique. Analyse comparative de deux générations d’immigrés,”
dissertation (Université Catholique de Louvain, 1990), pp. 64-65.

"2Immigrants who arrived in Belgium during the 1950s obtained a work
permit exclusively for the coal mines, in which they had to work for at least five
years before they could apply for work permits in other industries. In the 1960s
the period of compulsory employment in the mines was reduced as the mines
gradually closed down and demand for factory workers increased. M. Vincineau,
“Les traités bilatéraux relatifs 4 I’emploi et au séjour en Belgique des travailleurs
immigrés,” Lire l'immigration 2 (1984).

PBTestimonies to be found in E. Dimitras, Enguétes sociologiques sur les émi-
grants grecs, vol. B, Lors du séjour en Europe occidentale (Athens: EKKE, 1971); On
similar experiences of Greek immigrants in Germany see E. Kolodny, H Zapo-
Bpaxm ong 6xeg Tov Nékap. 'EMAnveg petavdoreg oty Zrovtyapdn (Athens:
EKKE, 1985).

“From 1967 the right of immigrants’ children to automatically obrain
work permits was abolished for some categories of foreignets, while unemployed
immigrants with a certain type of work permit were only eligible for unem-
ployment benefits until the expiration of their work permits, after which they
would be deported. A. Martens, Les immigrés. Flux et veflux d'une main-d'oenvre

Greek Immigrants in Postwar Belgium 65



d'appoint. La politique belge de Uimmigration de 1945 a 1970 (Louvain: Vie
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sity of California Press, 1981), pp. 61-92; O. De Biolley, Lz vie politique des
communes bruxellvises, L'arqument immigré dans les campagnes communales (1970-
1988} (L.L.N.: Academia, 1994); M. Vandemeulebroucke, “Sous le regard des
médias.” For this process in the US see St. Castles and A. Davidson, Citizenship
and Migration: Globalization and the Politics of Belonging (New York: Routledge,
2000), p. 99.

3Excerpt from an interview with S. Stratidi, a Greek woman immigrant
in Belgium, December 28, 1994.
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the mimeographed paper was replaced with a monthly printed publication,
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2, In the same decade the socialist syndicate also had many members, although
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Ministry of Labor, January 14, 1956, Fédéchar Archives, file 8/6/D 3.

4Repott of GCB chairman D. Dimitrakopoulos to C. Karamanlis, April 3,
1962; Greek Community of Brussels Archives (GCBA). My emphasis.

43Letter of GCB chairman D. Dimitrakopoulos to E. Flokos, Labor Attaché
of Greece in Germany, May 22, 1962, with whom they were friends. GCBA.
My emphasis.

46See documents and letters from the administrative council of the com-
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zations, consular authorities and Greek government officials; GCBA.
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posal for an amendment of the community charter that would allow the
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38C.G. Pooley, “The Role of Migration in the Development of Non-domi-
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61For the notions of the repositioning of boundaries of difference and the
shifting hierarchies of others, see St. Hall, “Cultural Identity and Diaspora,” in
J. Rutherford, ed., Identity: Community, Culture, Difference (London, Lawrence
and Wishart, 1990), p. 227; and C.B. Brettell, “Theorizing Migration in
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Aoyidmres ko Tig kowavikés 0¢oeig (Athens: EMNE, 1994), p. 89.

3 Almost all Greek immigrants to Belgium we interviewed mentioned the
crucial role of ethnic networks in finding jobs after leaving the mines, finding
accommedation, becoming familiar with new ways to save money, manage cof-
feeshops, restaurants, grocery stotes, etc. The financial value of ethnic networks
was crucial for all those who lacked the skills and knowledge valued by the host
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64G.B. Cohen, “Organizational Patterns of the Urban Ethnic Groups,” in
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