ACTAS / PROCEEDINGS I SIMPOSIO INTERNACIONAL BILINGUISMO

GREEK-SPEAKING ENCLAVES IN LEBANON AND SYRIA

Roula Tsokalidou'
Primary School Education Department
University of Thessaly, Greece

1. Introduction

The Greek language enjoys special prestige in the Eastern Mediterranean area,
both as a medium of commercial transactions and as an instrument of upward social
mobility. It is a language which allows its users to establish closer relations, for both
professional and educational purposes, with a European country, which, nevertheless, is

geographically and culturally close to the Middle East.

At the same time, the presence of Greeks in Lebanon and Syria has been noted
for many years. The first Greek association, the ‘Greek Benevolent Association of
Beirut’ (according to the Greek Community of Beirut Bulletin, no date: 22) was
founded in 1926, long before Lebanon became independent, by permission of the
Lebanese government of the time and the French colonial authorities. This was soon
followed by the foundation of the ‘Urban Greek School’ (Astiki Elliniki Scholi), the
‘Greek Ladies Union’ (Enosi Ellinidon Kirion) and the ‘Aetos’ Athletic Association,
later to become the ‘Greek Club of Beirut’ (Elliniki Leschi Viritou). Today, Greek
language schools operate in Beirut (the capital of Lebanon), Damascus and Halep (the
capital and second largest city of Syria, respectively), with teachers on secondment
from Greece, while efforts are being made by the Association of Lebanese Graduates of
Greek Universities and Institutes and other individuals to establish other Greek schools

in Tripoli and El Mina in Lebanon.

This paper presents the main Greek-speaking enclaves of Lebanon and Syria,
two countries that are geographically and, in many ways, culturally close to Greece but
whose significance as hosts to Greek-speaking populations has not been explored so far.
The special religious and political conditions that exist in this region make it both

challenging and important to study the bilingual Greek-Arabic enclaves in Lebanon and
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Syria and to suggest possible ways of further maintaining Greek language use in the
region. More specifically, the study focuses on the mainly Muslim Greek-speaking
group on the border of the two countries, which is of Cretan background. After a
hundred years of residence in the coastal regions of Tripoli in northern Lebanon and
Hamedye in southern Syria, this Greek-speaking population of about 7,000-10,000
people, of which almost 7,000 live in Lebanon and 3,000 in Syria, remains very much
alive, continuing to use their Cretan dialect, even though they are now in the third to
fifth migrant generation. After discussing briefly the methodological procedure
followed in the undertaken research, I will present the enclaves in question and will
move on to investigate the sociolinguistic issues that are involved in the use and
maintenance of the Greek-speaking enclaves in the two countries. I will conclude with
some remarks on factors that make the teaching of Greek in the region both challenging

and important for the future of the bilingual status of the communities.

2. The research

The fieldwork in Lebanon and Syria involved a combination of the research
methods of participant observation and interviews (Cameron et al., 1992). Participant
observation (Tsokalidou, 1992) is a reliable method of eliciting information, involving
minimum intervention by the researcher in the practices of the community under study.
Participant observation enabled us to gather significant information on the activities of
the community and the linguistic behaviour of its members. At the same time,
interviews, with open-ended questions, yielded information on the issues of concern to
the community, and not those predetermined by a rigidly structured questionnaire. The
main issues raised during the interviews were the ethnic background of the group,
village life, their relationship and contacts with Greece and Crete, and their use of the
Greek language. The research sample was determined through our contacts with official
bodies (Greek embassies, organized Greek community groups, the church, universities,
organizations and associations) and also through the social networks (Milroy, 1980;
Gal, 1979) of the Greek-speaking participants. Finally, it was necessary for our
fieldwork to adjust to the different socio-political conditions of Lebanon and Syria, that
is the political regime in Lebanon being more liberal and that of Syria more

authoritarian.
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3. The findings

Records of the settlement in question in the aforementioned region suggest that
the community left Crete between 1866 and 1897, on the outbreak of the last Cretan
uprising against the Ottoman Empire, which ended in the Greek-Turkish war of 1897
(Zarkadakis, 1995). The last Sultan of the Ottoman Empire, Abdul Hamid, provided
some of the muslim Cretans with a new home on the Syrian coast, named, Hamedye in
his honour (Zarkadakis, 1995). The population was further divided into two groups with
the division of the region into the countries of Syria and Lebanon. Since then, the
Cretan-background population has been living partly in the south of Syria, in the village
Hamedye, and partly in the north of Lebanon, namely in the area of El Mina. I will now

present each group and will discuss their bilingual and bicultural identity.

3.1. The Cretan community in Lebanon —The Cretan Association

The Cretan Association, ‘The Cretan Social and Benevolent Association of
Lebanon’ (“©uaviporikdg Kowovikds Apavélikog Kpntuedg XOAAoyog”) was
founded in 1996 in Tripoli in northern Lebanon. In the Association’s charter, its
members define themselves as refugees from Crete (late 19" - early 20" century), who
migrated to Lebanon and, in particular, to the areas of Tripoli and its port El1 Mina. The
main purposes of the Association are to improve the living standards of their
community and carry out social and charitable work. It is a non-profit-making body and

has no political objectives.

It is worth noting that in the application procedure to join the Association no
mention is made of the candidate’s religion. Representatives of the Association stated
that because of their religion the community members have been regarded with
indifference, and even hostility, by the official Greek authorities. Such an attitude is in
direct contrast to their own belief in respect for all, regardless of their religious
affiliation. The fact that they live in a society embracing a variety of different faiths has
contributed to their own religious tolerance. Despite their isolation, the community has
retained a sense of its Cretan identity and a desire for relations with metropolitan
Greece. According to statements by the president of the Association, the intensification
of their activities over the last year has led to an improvement in relations between the
community and the Greek embassy. As far as language is concerned, most of the older

community members (over 40) still have a satisfactory command of Greek, while most
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of the younger members (those in their 20s or younger) have a passive knowledge of the
language. They are all proud to state that the community has preserved Cretan customs
and traditions and although they are Muslims, they are monogamous and regard divorce
as a disgrace, wishing to indicate thus their influence from certain Christian Greek
traditions that their ancestors brought with them from Crete. Until the outbreak of the
civil war in Lebanon (1975), their community was close-knit and entirely endogamous.
The war, however, forced many to migrate and the community was dispersed. They also
pointed out that their relations with their Lebanese compatriots have always been

excellent.

3.2. Syria —-Hamedye

According to some previous researchers (Vranopoulos, 1995; Zarkadakis, 1995),
the inhabitants of the Greek-speaking village of Hamedye speak only Greek in their
interactions with one another, while they first come into contact with Arabic at school.
According to the estimates of the inhabitants of Hamediye, their community numbers
3,000 Cretans out of a total village population of 5,000. From conversation with the
villagers we learned that they, too, enjoy excellent relations with their Arab compatriots
and that they consciously preserve the customs and traditions that their ancestors
brought with them from Crete, mainly the practice of monogamy and a critical attitude
towards the denial of education to muslim girls. Their command of spoken Greek, and
specifically of the Cretan dialect, is remarkably good and code switching into Arabic or
English is quite common as we will see in some of the examples that follow. Their
contact with Greece and Crete is maintained through satellite television and their

relatives who live in Crete.

Below, we show extracts from the interviews with a middle-aged member of the
community (aged 50) and a younger one (30). The latter travelled to Crete and worked
there for five months some years ago, while his brother is permanently resident in Crete
and has become Orthodox in order to marry a Greek woman. The family complained
that they had been unable to attend the wedding because, especially over the last few

years, the Greek embassy in Syria has refused to issue them visas.
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4. Interview extracts and discussion

The interview extracts are translated into English and bold type is used to denote
code-switching into Arabic, since the matrix language in the interactions with Greeks
and older members of both communities is Greek. The symbol Al refers to the middle-

aged speaker, A2 to the younger speaker and R to the researcher.

The first four examples are from discussions with inhabitants of Hamedye and
express their views on the life in their village, their relations with Greece and their
knowledge of the Greek language:

1.

R: I16éoa ypovio. Epete mov pdyoaze omo v EALdda;

(How long is it since your people left Greece?)

Al: Eivou mévew amo exato ypovio.

(More than a hundred years.)

A2: Hopatnooue v Kpnry ki 5pBaue eda wépo. 1ati; Hrav kdti mov Eyel va
kaver pe to civil war, tov woleuo oy Kpnty, oniadn, vai, v emoyn mwov
npBoue oto Xouevtié o1 Kpnrikoi, onloon, nrov dlaxocio e ekatd ypovia,
oniaon mpiv elevbepwbel n Kpnty.

(We left Crete and came here. Why? It had to do with the civil war, the war
there was in Crete, [ mean, yes, at the time we came to Hamedye the Cretans,

I mean, it was from two hundred to a hundred years, I mean before Crete
was liberated.)

2.

Al: Eiuoote molv koA, eiuaote. Ta omitio nog kaldd, 1o To1oid Hog KoAd...
Kald eiuaote, va pdue, vo movue, n vyeio kaAd, To Ta1016 KOAG...

To tpayovoio tns Kpntne oia ta yovue.

(We’re fine here, really. We have good houses, our children are fine ...

We’re fine, we eat and drink well, we have good health, our children are
well... We have all the songs from Crete.)

R: Eoci¢ kbvere mpolevelo otnv kopn oag;
(Do you find your daughter’s husband for her?)

Al: Eyo Oo ton wow av givar kalog 1 dev eivor kaiog, ‘Oxi! Movy tng. Aua
eivar kadog avOpwmog, yioTi oxi;

(Do I tell her if he is good, or no good? No! She decides on her own. If he’s
a decent man, why shouldn’t she?)

R: Néa éyete omo v Kpny;

(Do you get news from Crete?)

Al: Eptd to fpadv paloue v threopaon ko Epyetar 1 EAAada oAn.

(At seven in the evening we turned on the TV and all of Greece comes here.)

3.
R: Avroi mov wave oty Kpity 11 dovldeiég kavoov,
(The people who go to Crete, what jobs do they do?)
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Al: Zug owodouss dovievovv. Eyd to moidi pov twpo. otnv Kpntny mévie
xpovia. eivai, wévte ypovio, otnv Kpny ... Exove moAlés dovieiés otnv Kpnry.

(Construction work. My own boy’s been in Crete five years now, five years
in Crete... He’s done many jobs in Crete.)

Al: Oélovue va pog dwoovv fila.
(We want them to give us visas.)

Al: Ayamovue v EALGda...2Znv Kompo eivar kaldtepa amo v ElAdda, mov
eivar n udva pag, n watpioa pog. 2ty Kompo mnyaivovue, koAag opioate.
Eivou xaldtepa yio pag. 2y EALddo timote, timote. Obte amo tov Aifavo,
ovte omo v 2vpia.

(We love Greece...In Cyprus things are better for us than in Greece, which
is our mother, our mother country. We go to Cyprus and they make us
welcome. It’s better for us. In Greece nothing, nothing. Not from Lebanon,
not from Syria. [referring to the issuing of visas])

A2: O1 kadvtepor @pilor TOv YvapPLoo, OTOV KOGUO EIVOL GDTOL TOV YVWOPIOa.
otnv Kpnty...Bprixa gilovg mov pov dwkove 0,11 fonbeio #eka, midoe anod
AP, TIGOE ATO YVOUY], OTIONTOTE ONAAON.

(The best friends I’ve made anywhere in the world were those I met in Crete
. I made friends who gave me any help I needed, money, advice,
whatever.)

4

Al: Milobue to xpnuia, to pIAoDUE OTO TOVS TARTOVOES WUAS, O TOVG
TOTEPAOES UAG...

(We speak Cretan, we learned it from our grandfathers, our fathers...)

R: Eépete va ypopere eAdnvika,

(Can you write Greek?)

Al: Eyovue évay y1atpo mov ypaper eEAANVIKG.

(We have a doctor who can write Greek.)

A2: Olot 4pBaue eda mépo. kot EEpaue uovo to. kpntika, oniadn dev Eépaue
oAy Eévy yAaaoooa. Av eiyoue alin kozaywyn, Go Eépoue k1 alln ylwooa...
Movog pov éuabo eAdnvixa.

(All of us came here only knowing Cretan, [ mean we didn’t know any other
foreign language. If we’d come from somewhere else, we’d know another
language...

I learnt Greek on my own.[He means written Greek])

It is clear from the recorded extracts that the people of Hamedye have a very

good command of spoken Greek, but when it comes to reading and writing there is a
high degree of illiteracy. Their spoken proficiency is due to the strong tradition in the

use of spoken Greek, while the illiteracy can be attributed principally to the lack of

Greek schools, a consequence of their rejection by the Greek authorities.

It is our belief that the issues concerning the bilingual character of the two

Greek-speaking communities in Lebanon and Syria need to be approached in a different

manner to that concerning the majority of the Greek diaspora. The insistence
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encountered in the literature (Lykoudi-Semantaraki, 1997) on the importance of
personal choice in the maintenance of the ethnic language and identity in the diaspora
does not apply to the communities in Lebanon and Syria. The level of knowledge of
Greek of those people of Greek descent living abroad, and the composition of the
communities that these people organise, are matters closely linked to both their own
socio-economic environment and official Greek foreign policy. Although the Cretans of
Tripoli and Hamedye remain keenly interested in their Greek origins, they are denied

the opportunity to improve their Greek through regular trips to the country of origin.

In this light, the bilingual identity of the communities in question, through the
maintenance and use of the Greek language along with Arabic in the everyday
interactions of the community members, becomes even more significant. Moreover, as
in most bilingual communities, the simultaneous use of the two languages, that is code-
switching, expresses the coexistence of communicative and identity needs in the two

languages and cultures in contact.

I will now give some examples of the use of code-switching between the two
languages from discussions with members (mainly, fourth generation) of the Cretan
community in El Mina, Lebanon. They come from two Greek-speaking women (F1 and
F2) in their 60’s:

5.

F1: Ilpotod o1 avBpwmor nrav mabsoutin. Eucic yoépio oev Eyovue abadan
PO,
(Before people were happy. We have no good situation at all.)

6.
F2: Tylepwvyoe inu otig mévie Tov unvog mpémet vo, iUl keL.
(He called that on the 5™ of this month I have to be there.)

7.
F2: Tpayovdaer yunenika... Tov eépovve o1 yunenides kai tov efédovve.
(He sings yunenika (greek)... Yunenides (Greeks) know him and want him)

It is interesting to note that the words “yunenika” (Greek) and “yunenides”
(Greeks) (example 7) are made up from the arabic root word “yunen”, which means
Greece, and the greek suffixes “ika” and “ides”, while the standard Greek forms of the
two words would be “ellinika” (Greek) and “ellines” (Greeks), accordingly. These are
examples of the contact between the two languages that make up the linguistic

repertoire of the bilingual communities in question, which, along with the overall,
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unmarked code-switching that can be observed in the speech of the community
members (examples 5-7), testifies to their bilingual and bicultural reality. The
significance of the switch from one language to the other does not lie in the specific
words that are used from either language, but in the overall composition of their speech
with linguistic and cultural elements from both Greek and Arabic. Overall code-
switching is the demonstration of the continuous switch of the linguistic and cultural
priorities of the bilingual speakers and the interaction and convergence between their

linguistic and social identities (Myers-Scotton, 1988).

However, this interaction between identities in the case of the Greek/Cretan-
speaking communities of Lebanon and Syria becomes even more complex due to the
special sociolinguistic factors that hold in the specific communities. The study of these
communitites makes it necessary to consider not only the socio-political conditions of
the two countries, as we mentioned earlier, but other possible factors that influence or
determine the contact between the enclaves in question and Greece. Thus, we need to
consider their ethnic identity, not only in terms of their bilingual behaviour, but also in

relation to their religion.

The issue of the connection between ethnic identity and religion has been of
general concern in the case of multi-religious societies (Salibi, 1988). This may refer to
the case of Arabic and Islam, as there is a considerable number of Arabic-speakers that
are not muslim. On the other hand, the relation between ethnicity and religion becomes
also critical in cases where there is a strong mono-religious tradition, such as Greece
and the majority of the Greek diaspora. The discrepancy between the religious identity
of the communities of Lebanon and Syria and the mainstream religion of Greece has
resulted in an indifferent or negative attitude towards the former, as expressed through
the official Greek embassies in the two countries. In this context, the study and
promotion of these communities takes on political and ideological dimensions,
especially as we look for ways to strengthen and promote the maintenance of the Greek

language in the next generations.

Our belief is that a negative official Greek policy cannot diminish the
significance of the bilingual identity of the communities in question but we need to
interpret the bilingual and bicultural issues raised with care and sensitivity to both sides,
especially if we intend to take measures that involve the assistance of official bodies. As

we have already mentioned, in our analysis of the Greek-speaking diaspora, we cannot
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ignore religion as one of the major aspects of contemporary Greek ethnic identity. The
theory of core values (Smolicz, 1981, 1984) may prove to be especially helpful in our
approach towards the ethnic identity of the communities under study. According to this
theory, each ethnic group has central core values, such as language, religion, family, or
even customs and everyday rituals, that are indispensable to its ethnic identity. Research
in the Greek-speaking diaspora around the world has shown that the maintenance of the
Greek language is regarded as the primary core value for the majority of the Greek-
speaking communities (Clyne, 1982; Smolicz & Secombe, 1985; Tsokalidou, 1992).
Elements such as religion, Greek traditions and other values complement that of the
maintenance and use of the Greek language. Thus, it becomes obvious that the bilingual
communities in question cannot be underestimated within the overall context of the
Greek-speaking diaspora, mainly due to the fact that they have maintained a high level
of Greek language competence and use after many migrant generations in the countries
of Lebanon and Syria. Let us not forget that, as Fishman (1989) has noted, language is
the most potent means of maintenance or rejection of ethnic identity, insofar as it
condenses and gives expression to all the other elements, historical and symbolic, of

which our ethnic identity is composed.

5. Conclusions

Taking all the above into consideration, we propose that the Greek-speaking
communities we have presented deserve a great deal more attention and support in order
to further maintain their bilingual status in the generations to come (TooxaAidoov, 2000).

This can be achieved through socio-political and educational measures.

On the socio-political level, we can encourage official bodies to recognise the
communities as part of the Greek-speaking diaspora, despite religious barriers. This
would result in members of the communities being able to visit their relatives in Greece
freely or participate in exchange or host programs provided to other Greek-speaking
communities in the world, while Greece would gain more access to neighbouring
countries which do not need to be convinced of the importance of learning the Greek
language. Contact between official Greek bodies and the region can, of course, result in
many other positive outcomes in terms of commerce and finance for all countries

involved.
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On the level of education, we can support the efforts of the communities to
maintain their second language by assisting the development of appropriate teaching
programs. Our assistance can be moral and practical at the same time, through co-
operation with members of the communities who have already taken initiatives towards
this direction and through the reinforcement of the necessary educational infrastructure.
Once we are convinced of the importance of the cause, we can find unlimited ways to

work towards its realisation.

To conclude this presentation, let us share the agony of a late Greek-Lebanese
man who was one of the protagonists in the struggle of his community to further
maintain its ethnic identity and language. He said “Eucic vouilw eiuaote o1 teAevtaion
mov Kkpozoue ™ ylwaoa. H xopn pov, o yiog pov evialel, to. mouoid tovg ouws;” (I think
that we are the last people to keep the language. My daughter, my son, ok, but what
about their children?). Thanks to the enthusiasm and energy of this man and the rest of
the community I became even more aware of the riches we gain through bilingualism,
not on an intellectual and philosophical level, but in the relations we form with our
communities, in the feelings we have for our languages, in the songs we sing to express

our desires, in being bilingual. Once we have experienced this, we cannot go back.
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