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Citizenship, Memory and Governmentality.
A Tale of Two Migrant Communities

Antonis Liakos
Emilia Salvanou
University of Athens

AbstrAct

How does the prospect of being citizens affect the way that migrant groups construct 
their memories and connect them to the collective memories of the rest of the population 
in the countries they are migrating to? While there is widespread discussion as to how the 
construction of memory is a prerequisite for groups to be included in the citizenry, this 
chapter attempts to turn the question the other way round. By focusing on the contrasting 
experience of two refugee/migrant communities of 20th-century Greece, the chapter ar-
gues against this direction from memory to citizenship. At the same time, introducing the 
concept of “governmentality”, it argues that citizenship, being a form of discipline and a 
new governmental technique, activates the production of integrating memories, or drives 
the excluded group to elaborate internal ways of remembering, which thus often spreads 
moral panic and the deliberate creation of a “state of exception” designed to protect soci-
ety from trends outside the state’s control.

Ο σκοπός αυτού του άρθρου είναι να συζητήσει τον τρόπο με τον οποίο η μνήμη των προσφυγικών/
μεταναστευτικών ομάδων επηρεάζεται από τις προσδοκίες να αποκτήσουν την ιδιότητα του πολίτη 
στη χώρα υποδοχής. Ενώ έως τώρα η συζήτηση βασίζεται στην ανάλυση του τρόπου με τον οποίο 
η συγκρότηση της μνήμης οδηγεί, ή αποτελεί προϋπόθεση της ιδιότητας του πολίτη, το άρθρο 
αυτό αντιστρέφει το ερώτημα. Αναφέρεται στην πολύ διαφορετική ιστορία δύο προσφυγικών/
μεταναστευτικών κοινοτήτων στην Ελλάδα του 20ου αιώνα και αναρωτιέται για το αν και το πώς 
η προοπτική της απόκτησης της ιδιότητας του πολίτη επηρεάζει τη συγκρότηση των μνημονικών 
αφηγημάτων. Εισάγει επίσης στην συζήτηση τον όρο «κυβερνησιμότητα» με το επιχείρημα ότι 
η ιδιότητα του πολίτη, η οποία δεν είναι απλώς δικαίωμα αλλά τρόπος με τον οποίο τα άτομα 
γίνονται κυβερνήσιμα, παράγει είτε ενσωματωτικές μορφές μνήμης, είτε αποκλεισμούς οι οποίοι 
με τη σειρά τους δημιουργούν εσωστρεφείς τάσεις που επιτείνουν την καχυποψία και απαντούνται 
με πολιτική εκτάκτων μέτρων.
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PArt I
concePtuAl connectIons

The government does not wait for individuals to present themselves spontaneously as citizens, it also 
fosters the formation of people into independent and competent citizens. Individuals are not naturally 
given, but socially formed. The republic does not simply leave the reproduction of citizens to the exist-
ing communities, but verifies whether the social formation enjoined by those communities allows the 
admission of citizenship.

Herman von Gunsteren 1

The basic question we would like to ask is how far the prospect of being citizens affects the way 
migrant groups construct their memories and how far it succeeds in connecting them with the 
collective memories of the rest of the population in the countries they are migrating to. This ques-
tion has two sides. The first has to do with the strategy of the migrant groups. Is it necessary, or 
even desirable, for migrants to migrate into the host nation’s history in order to be accepted as 
citizens?2 The second aspect has to do with the policies of the state. The state, under differing 
conditions every time, uses its power to include or exclude certain groups of the population from 
its territory and condition the way they ‘remember’ their past. But enforcement of the dominant 
narrative on migrant groups obtains debatable results in terms of integration. It cannot be over-
looked that by their very presence migrant groups already play a significant role in co-formulating 
the memories – and thus the narrative – of the host society.

The basic point of this chapter is that the expectation of obtaining citizenship rights affects and 
re-formulates the way migrants arrange their memories and perceive themselves – as members of 
the host nation or as tolerated migratory groups. We will proceed by examining two cases. The 
first regards those who flocked to Greece from territories of the ex-Ottoman Empire after the 
Greek-Turkish war of 1919-1922 and the second is a group of contemporary Pakistani migrants 
in Athens. 

The interrelation of memory and the nation is closely related to the constructivist theories of 
nationalism. Ernest Renan had already made the connection in 1882, when he defined the nation 
as a legacy of memories and the will of people inhabiting the same territory to live together3. The 
debate over voluntary participation in a nation, based on the building of memories and emotions 
(basically promoted by the French and Italian intelligentsia as well as by the European socialist in-
telligentsia such as Otto Bauer at the dawn of the 20th century) stood on the one side, opposed to 
the German objectified criteria of territory, language, race and blood. Such an opposition cannot 
be understood separately from the wider political rearrangement of European borders that took 
place over the long 19th century. It was precisely that turbulence and discussion as to what the 
new regime would look like and the best way to get there that formed the context for all these dif-
ferent notions of nationalism. Pertaining to the same context, during the interwar period Maurice 
Halbawchs refers to the connection between social context and memory, and the role of memory 
in constructing communities4. During the post-war period, the discussion went on to focus on the 
role modernity played in the nationalization process. Once again though, memory was at issue. 
While Anthony Smith argued that cultural memory pre-dated the formation of national states 
and was actually the cause of their forming, scholars like Eric Hobsbawm, Elie Kendourie and 
Ernest Gellner pointed to the modern condition (capitalism, industry, communication) as the 
transformative force for the emergence of nationalism5. As a result, memory was considered to be 
constructed by nationalism, rather than nationalism by memory. Benedict Anderson’s notion of 
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“imagined communities” also includes memory among the sentiments, representations and prac-
tices of constructing national co-belongingness6.

Is the past a (controlled) foreign country?

Past events, it is argued, have no objective existence, but survive only in written records and in human 
memories. The past is whatever the records and the memories agree upon. And since the Party is in full 
control of all records and in equally full control of the minds of its members, it follows that the past is 
whatever the Party chooses to make it. It also follows that though the past is alterable, it never has been 
altered in any specific instance. For when it has been recreated in whatever shape is needed at the mo-
ment, then this new version is the past, and no different past can ever have existed. […] It will be seen 
that the control of the past depends above all on the training of memory. […] But it is also necessary to 
remember that events happened in the desired manner. And if it is necessary to rearrange one’s memo-
ries or to tamper with written records, then it is necessary to forget that one has done so. […]

George Orwell 7

In 1984 George Orwell described how a totalitarian state could take full control of the past by 
falsifying the archives and training memories. This is a typical case of abuse of history8. But the 
centrality of memory in the above extract does not leave much room for doubt that discussion 
about how reality is perceived and the past ‘sliced’ and recalled as “memory” was in progress be-
fore the epistemological turn labelled as “memory studies” took place in the early 1980s. The pro-
fessionalization of psychology during the 1950s and 1960s, the establishment of the DSM (Diag-
nostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders) as the official publication setting the limits of 
normality on human behaviour, and research into the biological background to resistance by the 
mind to domination and the potential ways that resistance could be overcome, are three elements 
which at the same period indicate interconnections between the established new sciences and at-
tempts at social control9. In this context the state was recognized as the uncontradictable agent of 
sovereignty and power that could use its apparatuses to ‘technologize’ its citizens.

When this discussion reached the humanities in the 1980s, the issue at stake was the subjectifica-
tion of memory or, in other words, whether the past has to be rescued from oblivion or is repeat-
edly being re-discovered according to every present’s questions and needs10. Though such a discus-
sion may seem well attuned to the new trend of memory studies, it echoes the previous discussions 
as to who constitutes a community of people – a nation – and the differences between the French 
and German traditions. In a way the discussion was still trying to answer the same question that 
Renan had posed in 1882: “What is a nation?” Is a nation (and therefore the then synonymous 
participation in citizenship) the sum of objective characteristics and thus essentially predefined, 
or is it a free and historically defined conglomeration based on the consolidation of its members’ 
consciousness? The following phrase from Renan was typical of the problematization of both the 
historical framing of nations and the historicity of the culture they produce.

The nations are not something eternal. They had their beginnings and they will end. A European con-
federation will very probably replace them. But such is not the law of the century in which we are liv-
ing. At the present time, the existence of nations is a good thing, a necessity even. Their existence is the 
guarantee of liberty, which would be lost if the world had only one law and only one master11.

The old discussion took the new form of essentialist and constructivist theories about nationhood 
and at the same time proposed various alternatives for building national narratives. In this context, 
memory (its formulation and renegotiation), historical remembrance and whatever is called “his-
torical consciousness and culture” were re-discussed in two ways, one more empirical, the other 
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more theoretical. The first was to see memory in a historical context, as the result and cause of 
nation building, while the second was to see memory as part of a superstructure that ensured the 
transmission of state sovereignty to its citizens through the embodiment of practices and discourses 
relating to memory and commemoration. In this way, citizenship became not only a privilege, not 
even an obligation, but a form of discipline, a new governmental technique (‘governmentality’), 
which activated the production of the desired memories. According to educational researchers:

The fabrication of the citizen and nation-ness is not only important for its construction of national 
imaginaries through which identities are constructed. The images and narratives of nation-ness pro-
duce new memories. These memories of the past, however, are not of the past that is more adequately 
represented in the present. The narratives of nation-ness recuperate national memories through the 
forms of representation constructed12.

It seems, then, commonly accepted that the remembrance of the past is not something which can 
be done and finished, but is constantly under discussion, because the way of conceiving the na-
tional community is changing. The re-narration of the past, practised through everyday rituals that 
gradually become institutionalized and may even acquire the significance of an ideology, renegoti-
ates alike the “private”, the “civic” and the “public” domains. This procedure affects not only the 
various minority groups that aspire to be included in the citizenry, but the “dominant” narrative as 
well, which is constantly shifting in order to enclose alterations to the “historical consciousness”.

In the two cases considered in this contribution, the interwar population exchange and the con-
temporary Pakistani migrants, we have an opportunity to follow the different developments of 
migratory narratives due to different approaches to issues of citizenship. Comparing the two 
cases, what we can observe is that there are three basic agents that more or less define the rear-
rangement of migratory memory: a) the state, b) society and c) the migrants’ own mediators of 
memory.  While society in both cases holds a negative attitude towards migrants and their culture, 
perceiving it as a ‘fixed’ product, a product of the migrants’ country of origin that, once ‘imported’ 
to the host country, remains irrelevant to their migratory status and un-related to the national 
‘host’ environment they interact with, it is state policy that plays the differentiating role in these 
two cases. In the first case, of immigrants to interwar Greece, the state provided the shelter of 
citizenship, which allowed migrants to shape a vision for the future, and to rearrange their memo-
ries of the past into a narrative incorporating them into the host nation they now lived in. In the 
second case, the state has been reluctant to provide these immigrants with citizenship. As a result, 
the memory narratives of the immigrants are shifting: they are often ambivalent, hesitating to 
adjust by forming a narrative that might incorporate them into Greek society. Instead, they seem 
to be acting out the negative stereotypes that have been foisted on them and aligning with the 
dominant religious identity that is ascribed to them. They seem to be imposing on themselves a 
self-exclusionary strategy and forming a sub-culture, by way of reaction to denial of any vision of 
their own future within society.

Governmentality and citizenship

Judging by the different results in integrating the two migrant groups to date, it could be held that 
the main differentiating agent is the state. But “state policy” is a very narrow and unilateral term. 
So we are introducing in our story a more encompassing concept, covering the relationship be-
tween the state and the people, and in addition, the ways in which the people become a governed 
body. The term in question is governmentality13.When we use the concept of citizenship we imply 
a process of transformation of the population into citizens through acquisition of civil, political 
and social rights. In using the concept of “governmentality” we examine the same transforma-
tion, but as a process of disciplining the population through the subjectivization of power and 
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techniques of how to behave and be governed14. Governmentality means disciplining not through 
imposition of power but through the responsibility of the individual for his or her future. In 
other words, individuals are held responsible not for obeying, but for incorporating the mentality 
of obedience. When this has happened sufficiently, then they have freedom to move within the 
limits they have accepted and they become citizens15. In terms of migration, governmentality is 
linked to the debate on security, biopolitics and the cultural management of ethno-cultural dif-
ferences. Claiming citizenship means adopting and adapting to the rules of the game. Adaptation 
means producing new knowledge, part of which has the form of memory narratives. Migratory 
groups, in order to be new subjects, need new stories.

PArt II
MeMory nArrAtIves And ProsPects of cItIzenshIP

Interwar migrants

The reception of uprooted Ottoman subjects in Greece during the interwar era was regulated by 
the Lausanne Treaty and based exclusively on their Orthodox religion, regardless of their language 
or feelings of national belonging. The Treaty of Lausanne, the procedures of which took place 
from November 1922 until mid 1923, was an attempt by the Allies (Great Britain, France and 
Italy) on the one hand to solve the polemic encounter between Greece and the Ottoman Empire 
in Anatolia through a diplomatic procedure, but on a wider scale to give a final answer to the 
Eastern Question. During the Treaty procedures, Eleutherios Venizelos, on behalf of Greece, and 
Ismet Inonou, on behalf of Turkey, tried to achieve the best conditions for their countries in terms 
of territories and of minorities that would or would not be exchanged, aiming at homogeneity 
within their nations and, thus, at national sovereignty after the turbulence that protracted war 
had caused within their societies. According to the terms signed at the Treaty of Lausanne, the 
Christian population of the Ottoman Empire was to be compulsorily exchanged with the Moslem 
population of the Greek state, with the exception of the Greek Orthodox community of Istanbul, 
the islands of Imvros and Tenedos and the Moslem communities of Western Thrace, to which 
was attributed the status of a minority. This Treaty, aiming at the forced achievement of national 
homogeneity, set a precedent for the partition of India and Pakistan and the exchange of popula-
tions on the Indian subcontinent16.

In the logic of population exchange religion was considered as the pivotal basis of national belong-
ing. As a consequence, Greek-speaking Moslems were sent to Turkey, and Turkish-speaking Chris-
tians to Greece. The Greek national vision of Greater Greece, covering the area of the southern 
Balkans and the peninsula of Asia Minor, facilitated acceptance of the newcomers as the dispersed 
members of the national body (even though these might not recognize themselves as members of 
the Greek political nation before their migration to Greece). Although the nationality of the refu-
gees was not questioned as far as the official state was concerned, the education offered to their 
children did not take responsibility for incorporating the history of the “refugees’’ into any official 
school programme. There was no room for them in the master narrative. Instead, social and cul-
tural integration, compounding the “double trauma”17 of migration, were issues that were left to 
the migrants to handle. Hence the role of mediators of memory. Who were they? Local historians, 
clergymen, migrants themselves, learned people and other members of the middle classes coming 
from the erstwhile Ottoman Empire, took over the writing of history through the semi-public 
medium of local journals. These journals were local in the sense that they addressed dispersed 
communities originating from the same locality.
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People coming from Smyrna and surroundings, from the region of Pontus, Thrace and Cappa-
docia, or even smaller places, used to form specific societies or sports clubs according to their 
place of origin. Out of such societies there emerged a leading group, representing the refugees 
to the authorities and the authorities to the refugees. They acted as intermediaries not only for 
the everyday demands of refugees, but also as interlocutors, translators and mediators of culture, 
history and memory, often in alliance with Greek intellectuals originating from the same regions. 
Almost immediately after the settlement of these refugees in Greece, there was an attempt to ‘give 
them a voice’ and rescue the memory and tradition of hitherto “unknown” and “unredeemed” 
lands from oblivion. In this broader context a number of local refugee journals were published 
such as “Chronicles of Asia Minor”, “Archives of Pontus”, “Ellinika”, etc., while a foundation was 
established for the recording of oral accounts18. The journals they published were the vehicles 
through which individual refugee memories and stories were collected, turned into a narrative 
and reformulated so as to compose a ‘History’ that would later officially complement the grand 
narrative of the nation19. In this spirit the immediate intervention of the state was accompanied 
by the emergence of a stratum of ‘truth experts’ who served as the intermediaries of memory and 
as guardians of the political adaptation of ‘their people’ to the new conditions of modernity. Prac-
tically, the situation was a combination of political intervention by the state in order to prevent 
social destabilization, and the simultaneous emergence of a semi-public sphere through which the 
migrants did their networking, self-regulated their condition and contributed to the transforma-
tion of the social sphere20.

Dealing with memories and giving answers to the past always reflects upon visions of the future, 
or rather, the way political subjects construct themselves through their memories and the narra-
tives built upon them. In their shifting character the narratives constructed by the migrants re-
flected the altering perception they had about their past, and hence their present and their future 
in their new homeland21.

Production of knowledge

For the interwar migrants the literate elite seem to have played a major role in this procedure, 
forming at the same time an ideological leadership for the newcomers to Athens. They took a 
leading role in the publishing of two journals of a local character through which identities and 
narratives were plotted and re-negotiated.

In this chapter we have taken a specific case as an example of these interwar refugee groups, the 
Thracians, the people coming from Adrianoupoli (Edirne in Turkish and Odrin in Bulgarian) 
and its surroundings. Adrianoupoli was a multiethnic city located in Eastern Thrace. Its popula-
tion consisted mainly of Moslems, Orthodox Christians (divided into Greek-speaking and Bul-
garian-speaking communities), Catholics, Armenians and Jews. Following the Russian-Turkish 
war of 1878, the city and region became the scene of strong nationalistic rivalries, though the 
members of the indigenous middle class were ambivalent about their affinity and uncertain 
which nationality they owed allegiance to22. Speaking in numbers, according to the statistics of 
1906 there must have been slightly over 100,000 people crossing the borders to Greece23. After 
expatriation they settled mainly in Thessaloniki and Athens, where many of them, especially 
those having a leading role in community life in Edirne, played their old roles in the new envi-
ronment. They published two journals, “Thrakika” and “Archives of the Thracian Folkloristic 
and Lingual Thesaurus”24. The two, despite their differences, complemented one another, the 
first serving as a repository for the second. The one collected fragmented information on lo-
cal history, Volkgeschichte, descriptions of cities, ecclesiastical history and re-published archives 



Citizenship, Memory and Governmentality 161

Work, Gender, and Society

from the Orthodox communities of Thrace; the other over a period of thirty years attempted 
to produce a cohesive narrative. This narrative was addressed first to the community, and later 
to the national audience. Three stages seem to have formed, judging by the themes discussed 
through the articles: a) a period that extends for nearly a decade and deals with the collection 
of informative material concerning the construction of “Thracian regionalism” through micro-
histories of the cities of Thrace (which were not even micro-histories, but frozen accounts of an 
issue that concerned one of those cities at a certain historical moment); b) a period that extends 
for nearly twenty years and discusses the incorporation of Thrace into the grand narrative of na-
tional history, attempting at the same time to fill in the gaps; and c) the period that starts with 
the 1960s and could be briefly described as one where the regional memory of the homelands 
left behind has been totally formed and is gradually turning into a modern nostalgic utopia 
through a ritualization process.

In the main the editorial boards of the two journals were themselves neither refugees in origin 
nor from officially exchanged populations: originally Thracian, they had come to Greece earlier 
through different routes of elite mobility. Neither their conditions nor their human networks 
could be compared to those experienced by the refugees actually uprooted after the Treaty of 
Lausanne. Many of them had established close relationships with the political apparatus of the 
Greek nation state and the intellectual elite and had therefore already differentiated their position 
(literally and symbolically) from the vast majority of refugees. In this way they participated in the 
formation of political decisions (be it in parliament, the university or the local associations that 
published the journals) and they became agents that encouraged the transformation of migrants 
into governable citizens.

While this was their situation, the system of values represented throughout the journals was 
certainly not that of a literate elite, as had been expressed in the bourgeois centres of the Otto-
man Empire before the war. Now editors and authors turned to “fieldwork” in order to gain in-
formation from “ordinary refugees”. By the same token, the vast majority of the population had 
rapidly and violently entered a process of re-discussing and re-negotiating their individual and 
collective identities after their dislocation and the disruption of all their traditional ties and way 
of life. They had embarked on a new ‘regime of historicity’, aiming to re-organize it in a way that 
would allow them expectations for their future25. In other words, they had left behind a pre-
modern way of organizing the world in the context of the Ottoman Empire, where the kernels 
of organization were the administrative centres, based on religion and locality, and had joined a 
modern nation-state where they were considered citizens instead of subjects. In this sense they 
experienced the “imagined” character of the national community too fast and abruptly, since 
the vast majority of them did not have proper preparation for such an alteration of status. The 
debate over memory and the rescue of the communal past from amnesia was clearly declared in 
the first issue of the journal:

To this review shall be entrusted everything that is connected directly or indirectly with the life and 
emergence of Thrace – written or oral, history, monuments, languages, traditions, customs. Every as-
pect of Thracian life – natural, national, social, patriotic, handicraft, art or what have you – will form 
part of this periodical, reflecting the past and present of the Thracian intelligentsia. And all with a view 
to helping a future scientist to use this rich material in order to write a general history of Thrace from 
its historical appearance until today26.

But reading between the lines, the journals did much more than just rescuing memory from ob-
livion. They organized and reconstructed the past, so that it could serve the future lives of refu-
gees and, at the same time, be accepted by the national state. The editors served as mediators of 
memory, not lying and not ‘truthing’, but inventing a new past, a new combination of a regional 
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and temporal past. Truth and lies here refer not to the content of the writings but to the ‘mise en 
scène’ of what was represented by them27.

“Thracian regionalism” was the first issue they started to reconstruct. Not regionalism in terms 
of the different religious and ethno-linguistic groups living together in the area, but a Thracian 
Greek regionalism. The new perception was that of a Greek Thrace. Within that canvas, the 
themes discussed by the journal during the first decade concerned the dialects spoken in differ-
ent cities of Thrace, the customs, the folk-tales – all the ‘living monuments’, collected through 
a procedure of contextualization that had certain rules. The information collected, despite its 
richness, was highly fragmented, there being no connecting line between the different local 
cultures of the region. The need for a connecting narrative came nearly a decade later, after 
the establishment of multiple interrelating networks among refugees and groups from the host 
country, some of them refugees from Anatolia, others indigenous people. Thus, there was a shift 
from the micro-histories of their communities to the netscaping of Thrace as an anthropo-geo-
graphical landscape, and then to the “idea of Thrace”28. This shift was more than due and owed 
much to the need to incorporate in the national narrative not the fragments of the story, but 
rather the history of this region as an entity. The historical context of this conceptual and ideo-
logical shift was the prospect of entering the Second World War and the call for national unity. 
During the war this “idea of Thrace” was re-elaborated. The war strengthened the ties between 
natives and refugees, and the Resistance against the Axis created a new common patriotic spirit 
between them. We find an article with the title The national physiognomy of Thrace throughout 
the centuries published in the first year of the war29. The same volume was full of articles re-
ferring to Thrace as a single region with its own individuality. One year later, 1943-1944, an 
article was published discussing the interrelation of Thrace and Byzantium as a period in Greek 
national history. It was clear that the decade of 1940 was decisive for the integration of Thrace 
into the Grand Narrative. 

But how could regional history be integrated in the national narrative, if the same region con-
tained various different ethno-linguistic or non-Christian groups which were identified later with 
the Bulgarians or the Turks? The interrelation with the other Balkan nations was discussed on a 
twofold plane: the first was the acknowledgment of common cultural elements but with emphasis 
on their supposed Greek origin. The second was the argument of the past. Greeks came first to 
the region, while the others were conquerors and oppressors at certain historical junctures. Hard 
battles were to be fought in the ideological realm, in order to defend and support the Greek case30. 
Through these shifts and adjustments, the history of the refugees from Thrace in interwar Greece 
was affiliated with that of their new country.

Another shift in the perception of regionalism seems to have happened around the early 1960s. At 
this time, the hope of “returning home one day” was replaced by a new ideology, that of the “lost 
homeland”, based on a modern concept of nostalgia, on the certainty that their establishment in 
Greece was permanent, gradually formed among the former refugee population31. Articles pub-
lished such as Thrace from the earliest years, Eastern Thrace and her Hellenism from 1878-1922, 49 
years on in the old homeland32, are indicative of the new perception, the predominance of memory 
and nostalgia in the way issues concerning Thrace were discussed. Thrace became something like 
a ‘lost paradise’. Nostalgia was ritualized by the organization of excursions through local associa-
tions and performances in which their journey memoirs were narrated.

These uprooted populations thus shaped their memories in a way that made them fit into the 
grand national narrative. They took responsibility for becoming fully governable citizens of the 
Greek state, instead of remaining on the outskirts of society.
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Contemporary Migrants 

When one considers contemporary Pakistani migrants in Greece, the issue becomes complicated 
not only because of their official exclusion from political life, but also due to unofficial discrimi-
nation within society because of their migratory status and their religion33. This exclusion is not 
without consequences for the host society, which has failed to find a way of transforming migrants 
into self-governed subjects. On the other hand, this double exclusion, combined with the suspi-
cion incurred by a predominantly male group of cohabiting migrants, makes the transmission of 
migratory memory a complex and sensitive issue, since interaction with the host community is 
problematic. The absence of an official discourse protecting the migrants against acts of exclusion, 
the fact that they have to take responsibility for their future unaided, the continuous suspension 
between their own “traditional” way of life and the need to adapt to a new environment, leads 
to the fragmentation of memory, to a flow of shifting narratives and to re-signifying emotion-
ally-charged former practices. Narratives of the home country and narratives of the host country 
intermingle to form differing versions of the experience of migration, according to the changing 
expectation of integration. Different fragments of memory gain in significance and complete the 
migratory narrative or not, according to the age bracket34. Pakistanis started arriving in Greece 
in the early 1990s, in the wake of the third wave of migration to Europe and North America. 
Although most of them have been registered as economic migrants, there is a political reason for  
their migration, as it is a wave that coincided with the Afghanistan border being abolished and 
Islamization being reinforced35.

The group this chapter focuses on are Pakistanis ensconced in the area of Nea Ionia since the 
1990s. Nea Ionia is a suburb of Athens that grew up during the interwar years (1923), in order to 
give shelter and jobs to refugees from Asia Minor, especially to the ‘exchanged’ Turkish-speaking 
orthodox coming from Anatolia (Isparta). The suburb served the same purpose as a contemporary 
ghetto, only that it had governmental blessing: to provide a home for the ‘Other’ (in this case 
working class refugees employed in the textile industry), who is simultaneously so close and yet 
set so far apart. At the same time, sheltering all such refugees in “refugee-towns” separated them 
from the stable bourgeois population of Athens. Nea Ionia is a site where stories of discrimination 
and tolerance have been negotiated and re-negotiated many times, until the “refugees” became 
part of the national narrative. In other words, the neighbourhood per se is a site full of memories 
of immigrant settlement and integration – that was the purpose behind its foundation and the 
semiotic reference of its name, with a number of monuments and local street-names linking the 
past with the present36.

The arrival of Pakistani migrants in such an area was bound to fall under the broader mentality of 
reaction to the ‘Other’. In their traditional account of things, local Pakistanis say that they were in-
vited to Nea Ionia by the municipality in the early 1950s, in order to work in the textile industry. 
Through this legend they link the inter-war refugees of Nea Ionia with contemporary migrants. 
Efforts at integration were made by the migrants and the municipality. It was due to those efforts 
that the initial close entrenchment of migrants around their migratory associations during the 
first period of insecurity gradually gave place to claims for participation in the social sphere. This 
participation led to renegotiation of their spatial requirements and of the need to reform the offi-
cial anthropo-geography of the city – which until then had not really concerned them. The limits 
of the city were the limits of the place they lived in, or rather, the migrants seem to have formed a 
perception of the city that differed from the official one and that was in accordance with the way 
they embodied the limits of their everyday life. Though not to the point of making a statement 
out of it, they resisted the government organization of space and created an alternative approach 
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to both spatiality and city rhythms. Through this combination of locality and migration a local 
migratory community with its own hierarchy, memories, rituals, symbols and legends started to 
form. But although efforts were made on both sides, the lack of an official line encouraging inte-
gration was patently clear.

Migratory memories: performance and re-narration

The migratory memory of the Pakistanis is expressed through multiple forms, depending much 
on the audience they are addressing. They use different means (internet, local newspapers, word 
of mouth and ritualized practices) depending on what group they are communicating with. In 
the case of the group of Pakistanis at Nea Ionia where fieldwork has been done (mainly through 
participatory observation and some open narration of life stories), the Pakistani migrant newspa-
pers played a fairly insignificant role in the way migrants kept informed. They generally do not 
read newspapers at home, but at public places, and for Pakistanis the public places are their DVD 
stores, mini markets of their home products, or their barbershops. The news they read about is 
anyway less concerned with events in Greece than with the situation in Pakistan or advertise-
ments for migrant stores and services. Such newspapers are used not for the elaboration of the 
memory of migration, but to connect immigrants with their community and provide links with 
their homeland. Such a service has gradually been replaced by the spread of the internet and satel-
lite TV. These two means provide immediate access to news from the homeland while access to 
satellite TV has injected emotional participation into information, as immigrants are thus able 
not only to look at the news, but follow discussions, watch documentaries and in a word gain a 
fuller idea of what is going on in Pakistan, ‘as if they were there’.

The mixed feeling of ‘as if they were there’, the ambivalence of belonging and not belonging to 
a country that may have hosted them for twenty years, is frequently sensed in communications 
with members of the community in question – mainly in cases where family reunion has not been 
achieved, due to administrative obstacles. It is then (which means most cases) that mediators of 
memory come onto the scene and through ritualization and re-narration attempt to transform the 
experience of migration from a traumatic past to a promising future.

The part played by remembrance in a community’s ability to retain its existence through the years 
was first discussed in the early 1980s by Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi. Yerushalmi in his study Zakhor: 
Jewish history and Jewish memory37 focuses on the way the function of remembrance is activated 
primarily through ritualization and argues the importance of rituals in forming and maintaining 
communal memory, even where history-writing is not regarded as necessary to the preservation 
of identity. The main reason is that remembrance is linked with the ability to retain the core char-
acteristics underpinning the solidarity of community life and therefore enabling people to go on 
while not losing “their memory”.

The practice of ritualizing everyday life and the re-narration of experiences in the absence of writ-
ten documents is a reality that likewise affects most migrant and diaspora communities. The ab-
sence of written texts embodying the migratory memory creates a need for ritualizing events to 
fill the gap. This invests familiar experience with new significance; their life/migratory stories are 
told in a new way, anchoring their memories to the environment they live in.

The above is especially true for Pakistani immigrants to Athens, to whom the state not only refuses 
citizenship, but also excludes as uninvited visitors to the national home. In their case, ritualization 
practices and re-narration seem to play complementary roles according to the external circum-
stances. Re-narration is the method of choice for adaptation to the new environment (in which 
case ritual plays a secondary and private role). Ritual practices only come to the fore and become 
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public at periods of discrimination, intolerance and social claims. In that case, language gives place 
to symbols, which gain political significance.

A characteristic example of this is the religious practice of the Pakistanis in Nea Ionia. They are 
usually discreet about their religious identities: they dress in western-style clothing in public, pray 
at home during normal days keeping to a timetable. But when a fine was imposed on the base-
ment they were using as a mosque in February 2009, they organized a local demonstration. They 
claimed (verbally) to have been inhabitants of the municipality for about 20 years, the founder 
of the community having been invited in the 1950s. They claimed also that not having a mosque 
was a violation of their civic rights and a clear sign of discrimination against them. During the 
demonstration, Urdu was used in public speeches and participants were dressed in their ‘tradi-
tional’ outfits, underlining their religious identity and difference in all possible non verbal ways. 
Furthermore, in private talks during the meeting, many of them admitted that they deliberately 
constructed their Moslem identity in the context of migration, as it served as a reminder and 
connecting factor within the migrant community as well as a distinguishing factor from the lo-
cal community. They considered it part of their migrant identity. In other words, when they feel 
excluded and there is no room left for building new meta-narratives, they perform in a non verbal 
way so as to draw a line between themselves and the community they really wish to be included 
in, emphasizing the differences.

At more stable points in the community’s life, memories are constantly renegotiated through nar-
ration at private gatherings of members of the community. Functioning at the borderline of what 
is viewable, friendly gatherings of immigrants renegotiate everyday experiences and imbue them 
with a collective meaning. By keeping such meetings in the ‘private sphere’, by not making the 
contents public through the local press, the migrants construct a sphere that produces a distinct 
communal ethos. The meetings transcend social, gender and age barriers and construct identities 
on the basis of migration – thus producing a hybrid alternative to the norms of the society they 
function within. In their nearly twenty years of presence in the suburb of Nea Ionia, Pakistanis 
have dealt with issues of intolerance, traumatic uprooting, stigmatization, communal bonding 
and deprivation of political rights. As gradually their status shifted from invisibility to claiming 
some public recognition, and then being branded with their religious identity and blamed for the 
structural insufficiencies of the socio-economic system, the narration of their migratory experi-
ence itself changed38. The way they narrate their migration experience has been altered over time 
and re-contextualised according to the new experiences and expectations their lives have brought. 
In this context, migration, memory and oblivion, homeland and the new home, tolerance and 
liminality are issues that come up again and again in their narrations. 

This feeling of not belonging is of great significance in migrant life stories. Even if the surface 
story is that the reason for their uprooting was economic, re-narration of the stories reveals that 
migrants perceived that since Pakistan was either at war or under a dictatorship or economically 
occupied by the USA, the choice they had to make was between staying and working for a coun-
try that they perceived as “occupied” or emigrating and making a life for themselves elsewhere. 
But if re-narration is a form of re-contextualizing the past vis-à-vis the needs of the present, then 
by perceiving their migration as “compulsory”, they conceptualized it as a political decision, and 
therefore legitimized it in their own eyes, in the eyes of their families and in the eyes of the host 
country. They perceived it as a way out from a country that “was no longer theirs” – “that was run 
by others”. So, when they talk about “political asylum” in their narrations or they ask for it, they 
are expressing an internalized experience of migration: they left a country where they felt alienated 
but from which they cannot cut off totally, because of family bonds. Tied with this Gordian knot, 
they are trapped in a borderline status, in an in-between space, literally between two communi-
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ties, practically nowhere. This in-between status is very vividly reflected in their narratives, which 
appear divided: “our new homeland is Greece, our city is Nea Ionia”, but “we don’t know anything 
about politics here… ” – as indicated by the issues dealt with in their newspapers and the satellite 
channels they watch, which do not concern politics in Greece, except on migratory issues.

There is a kind of double oblivion imposed upon them. They are gradually less and less included in 
the narrative of migration from their country of origin, no longer imagining their story as part of 
it39. Yet they are not included in the narrative of the host country either. They find themselves at 
the same time absent from the rituals and festivals of their home-country and not incorporated in 
the new homeland: captured in the role of observers and narrators of others’ (‘their others’’) lives. 
This double oblivion ties the migrants to the liminal phase of transition and prevents them from 
establishing a self-image that would enable them to project themselves as a co-belonging part of 
the local community they have settled in.

But at the same time, liminality contains within it the seeds of transformation to a new 
normality40. If migration is viewed as a transition period from one status to another, then 
the ambivalence of being in-between two communities and not belonging in a communal 
reality is a state that will eventually transform itself. Memory and oblivion are the two ba-
sic functions that seem to determine the directions of this transformation, both towards 
those who are left behind (metaphorically and literally) and towards the new cohabitants. 
The new migratory community that is gradually being formed constructs its ‘heroes’, who 
are invested with sanctity because of their heroic deeds in crossing borders and passing 
illegally from one country to another. On the other hand, the community ‘forgets’ the 
traumatic experiences (and those left at home) – it re-narrates them and goes on with its 
new life in its new homeland.
When the migratory community starts forming itself and therefore formulating hopes for its fu-
ture in its new home-land, the images of both Pakistan and Greece are re-contextualised and 
re-narrated, according to the new expectations. The imaginary picture of Pakistan is not recalled 
with nostalgia at this phase and is gradually viewed through the lens of the security provided by 
Europe and the emotional ties built in the new homeland. Meanwhile, the Pakistanis’ percep-
tion of Greece has been equally altered, and their observations on intolerance and discrimination 
policies put into words. Anger comes up as an emotion attributed to rejection of their cultural 
difference and the feeling they are being denied their civic rights. Anger is, though, a typical char-
acteristic in cases of obligatory migration as well as the feeling of rejection for the new country41. 
And as long as they have started narrating their migration experience as virtual exiles, as long as 
the procedure of building a genealogy of heroes has started, it is part of the community’s memory-
formatting process to work through the stage of anger and rejection. The elaboration of such emo-
tions is part of the process that is needed for a community to construct itself and claim its position 
in its new context. In other words, the process of going visible, claiming a place of equality among 
other citizens, carries a price that has to be paid: that of giving up the tactics of ‘resisting freedom’, 
of maintaining hybrid identities on the fringe of city government. The problem in the case of the 
Pakistani migrants has been precisely the absence of a stable official discourse that would provide 
room for elaboration of such emotions and their transformation into a complementary and not 
antagonistic part of local society – where they normally belong.

It is this gap that ‘truth experts’ have come to fill, playing the role of intermediaries between the host 
country and the migrant community and serving the double role of transforming the experience of 
migration and teaching immigrants what to expect of their new life in the European Union.
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Truth experts

‘Truth experts’ within a migratory community are distinguished persons consulted not only 
about transmission of the community’s memory but often about transmission of an individual’s 
memory. It is interesting that although the ‘truth experts’ hold an unofficial role in the commu-
nity, they are intermediaries – key people to the migratory status of the community, as they do not 
hold any religious rank, but are usually chosen precisely for their experience on migration. The 
role of truth experts, gathering all the community around and filtering their memories as well as 
being public speakers with the locals without holding any public office at a meeting, situates them 
among the possible migratory ‘political intelligentsia’, a leadership formed from the grassroots of 
the community that neatly serves this transition phase.

Mediators of memory in the case of Pakistani migrants ‘reproduce’ the traditional gender role 
ascribed to males and females in Muslim societies – although the cause of such a division of roles 
should also be traced to language skills. Men, and especially men that are highly educated or/and 
have travelled before settling in Greece, married men that have been reunited with their families 
and men who have gained a permanent residence permit are usually those who can (and are will-
ing to) ‘break the cycle’ of migrants and serve as intermediaries between them and the locals, ena-
bling Pakistani culture and claims to speak not in fragments, but with a holistic approach42. On 
the other hand, women, and especially mothers, serve as mediators of second generation memory, 
transmitting an inevitable ‘post-memory’ of the migratory experience, since they have not experi-
enced themselves the difficulties of illegality or of insecurity of the first period. By ‘reproducing’ 
the memory of migration, though, they bring into being the necessary space, both in terms of 
emotional distance and in terms of what might otherwise be left unspoken, for the children to 
elaborate the family’s memories and incorporate them successfully into their new environment. 
In this sense they bridge the memory gap in the same way refugee intellectuals did during the 
interwar years – only they do so in private, hoping that they will some day become ‘visible’ in the 
public sphere. This is not a minor difference.

Studies on the cultural significance of diaspora citizenship have argued that it contributes not 
only to the regime of governmentality, but acts as an agent creating scope for multiple co-belong-
ing, beyond the territorial limits of existing national states. The question of providing migrants 
with citizenship follows biopolitical criteria and aims to normalize and regulate migrant flows43. 
The existence of ‘truth experts’ per se and the filtering of memories, the shifting narratives and the 
choice of the right story to remember each time, shows that techniques of governmentality are 
already established among migratory communities – except that they are established on the fringe 
of the state. It is a structure that is being formed within a sub-culture. 

conclusIons

Depriving immigrants of citizenship (and therefore of protection by and subjection to the power 
of the state) and allowing them to become victims of discrimination, only strengthens internal 
structures outside the realm of the state, reinforcing obedience to the rules of a separate subcul-
ture that will eventually assume full-blown form44. The policy of establishing a “state of exception” 
in order to protect society from these internal patterns that are out of state control has proved 
inadequate in societies with high mobility, flexible identities and a crisis of the post-social state45. 
The way immigrants have answered state decisions to exclude and harass them is by becoming 
‘invisible’ at a local level and at the same time by strengthening their ties via global networks 
– therefore staying right outside local regimes of governmentality where they are situated. As they 
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move within and across the borders, “glocal appropriation” becomes the terrain where the issue is 
played out and an identity of resistance to the powers-that-be is formed46.

In the case of the interwar newcomers, who were forced by participation in the citizenry to refor-
mulate their memory so as to become members of the “nation”, the dynamics led to “selective re-
membrance” for the future: all hiatuses and tensions among the community during the Ottoman 
era were ‘forgotten’, regionalism was invented ex nihilo, the biographies of local heroes who had 
contributed to the national cause were published and gradually a lieu de memoir for the newcom-
ers was fashioned into the grand narrative of the nation.

In the case of contemporary migrants, difficulties have arisen out of fear that if they are integrated 
into the citizen body, then the ‘purity’ of the nation will be lost. The requirement that immigrants 
should share a consciousness adapted to the host nation’s history is not a plausible solution, since 
memories cannot be not imposed, they are developed, while there is no guarantee that a migrant 
is going to spend the rest of his life (maybe 40–70 years) in one particular country. And what 
then? Into how many nations’ histories will they have to migrate? Should not residence and par-
ticipation in community life be held a sufficient precondition for citizenship? Are not citizens 
the subjects governments are supposed to govern? How else will one avoid destabilization and 
internal dividing lines?

For anyone with these questions in mind, the role of history and memory becomes vital, not for 
defending the ‘purity of the nation’ and regardless of whether migrants do or do not have a place 
in it, but for putting the synergy between nation and citizenship in a proper historical context. 
The crucial issue is to be able to narrate the past not as a “lament of those that have been lost”, but 
in a way empowering the lives of those who have been saved.
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