
 

 

University of Sussex 

Sussex Centre for Migration Research 

 

 

 

 

 

From First-Generation Guestworkers to  

Second-Generation Transnationalists:  

Greek-Germans Engage with the ‘Homeland’ 
 
 
 
 
 

Working Paper No 65 

 

 

 

 

 

Russell King, Anastasia Christou and Jill Ahrens 

Sussex Centre for Migration Research, University of Sussex 

 
 

 

 

December 2010 

 
 
 
 

 





 3 

giving rise to the so-called „second 

generation‟ of Greek-Germans. Thirdly, we 

use a transnational lens to focus more 

specifically on the second generation, who 

are now mostly young-to-middle-age adults. 

We explore their „homeland‟ links using two 

main sources covering two different time 

periods. The first source consists of German 

sociological research from the 1970s and 

1980s which sheds light on the then-young 

second generation‟s ambivalent 

positionality, especially with regard to 

schooling, language, and plans for their 

future. The second source is our own 

recently-collected field data from a study of 

„return‟ migration of adult second-generation 

Greek-Germans to their parental homeland. 

This fieldwork took place in Berlin, Athens 

and northern Greece in 2007-08. Our main 

research instrument w19(m)4(ain) 
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Table 1     West Germany: foreign population and workers, 1961-81 ('000) 

 

 

 

   Workers   Total migrants 

Nationality 1961 1967 1973 1981   1961 1970 1973 1981 

Greek 42 140 250 122 

 

52 343 399 299 

Italian 197 267 450 285 

 

225 574 622 625 

Spanish 44 118 190 81 

 

62 246 286 177 

Turkish 

 

131 605 584 

 

7 469 894 1,546 

Yugoslav 

 

97 535 336 

 

16 515 673 637 

All 

migrants 549 991 2,595 1,917   686 2,977 3,966 4,630 

Source: after Esser and Korte (1985: 171) 

        
and new products once their predecessors 

had become obsolete. 

 

However, it soon became clear that a 

substantial proportion of the guestworkers 

in West Germany were turning themselves 

into more-or-less permanent immigrants 

(King 1998). True, many also returned, 

especially Greeks, whose number of labour 

migrants in Germany halved between 1972 

and 1985 (King 1994: 223), but this was 

partially offset by a compensatory inflow of 

family members of the „stayers‟, allowed in 

as Germany respected European legislation 

on the rights of migrant workers to family life 

and therefore to recruit their family 

members. A 1975 German ruling extending 

equal welfare rights to the children of 

migrants stimulated the bringing over of 

children who had been „left behind‟ in 

Greece or sent back there to be cared for by 

relatives. Numbers of Greeks in Germany 

were further boosted by „new‟ children born 

to Greek parents, who kept their Greek 

nationality and their diasporic identity 

according to the „double ius sanguinis‟ of 

both the German and the Greek 

governmental policy toward their respective 

„ethnic‟ populations.2 

As Castles and Miller point out (2009: 101), 

the German „guestworker system‟ 

                                                 
2 Migration between two „ius sanguinis‟ countries, where 

both states privilege blood descendancy as the key criterion 

of belonging to the national community, inevitably implies 

(though not necessarily dictates) that Greeks in Germany 

will be likely to retain their Greek identity and preserve 

strong links to their country of origin, even into the second 

generation, as we shall see later in this paper. 

exemplified an economically logical model 

of flexible labour supply, but with human 

costs to the migrants that, quite rightly, 

could not be sustained. Thus, temporary 

sojourn, recruitment of single (mostly male) 

workers and restrictions of employment and 

civic rights gave way to inexorable 

pressures for family reunion, settlement 

and community formation. Hence we see, 

over time, an initial rapid rise in migrant 

workers living in Germany, later paralleled 

and overtaken by a faster rise in migrant 

populations (i.e. including non-workers). 

The number of foreign workers in West 

Germany rose from less than 100,000 in 

the mid-1950s to 1.3 million in 1966 and 

2.6 million in 1973, falling back to 1.9 

million in 1981. Total foreign population 

(workers plus dependants) continued to rise 

after the oil crisis: 686,000 in 1961, 3 

million in 1970, 4.6 million in 1981 (Esser 

and Korte 1985: 171). 

 

Next, some more specific facts and figures 

about Greek emigration to Germany. Much 

of this movement was concentrated in the 

dozen or so years between March 1960, 

when a bilateral agreement was made 

between the two countries for labour 

recruitment, and November 1973, the time 

of the „recruitment-stop‟. These also 

corresponded to West Germany‟s boom 

years, which took off somewhat later than 

other North European countries due to the 

scale of war devastation.3 Table 1 sets out 

                                                 
3 Germany started its economic recovery around 1955, 

based on labour supplies coming from refugees from the 
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selected data for Greek migrants (workers, 

and total residents) in Germany alongside 

those for other Southern European countries 

and all migrants. The Greek profile matches 

the general picture: the „exceptional‟ case is 

Turkey where the inflow started later and 

where post-oil crisis return migration was far 

less evident.4 Greeks made up 10 per cent 

of both worker and total migrants, some way 

behind the three main groups – Turks, 

Yugoslavs and Italians. Nevertheless, with 

250,000 workers and 400,000 total 

migrants, the Greeks were a significant 

presence, especially considering the small 

size of Greece. 

 

Like the other Southern European migrant 

workers, Greeks were hired to do jobs which 

were heavy, unpleasant and low-paid – 

mostly unskilled or semi-skilled jobs in 

factories, mining, transport and 

construction. In taking up this employment, 

they substituted for Germans who were able 

to remain longer in education and training 

and thereby occupy higher positions in the 

labour market. Compared to other migrant 
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     Figure 1     Live births to Greek mothers in Germany, 1960-2007 

 
 

third generation, one generation after the 

peak in second-generation births in the late 

1960s and 1970s. 

 

Next, a brief word on the Greek migration to 

Germany from the sending-country 

perspective. Compared to Greek migrations 

to other countries, that to Germany is 

remarkably concentrated in a short period of 

time, yielding marked cohort effects, as 

noted above. The history of (modern) Greek 

migration falls into two major waves going to 

different destinations.6 Between 1900 and 

1924 an estimated 420,000 left for 

overseas, mainly the United States. Then, 

between 1945 and 1974, another 1.4 

million departed, half to overseas countries 

(the US, Canada and Australia) and half to 

Western Europe, especially Germany after 

1960. The 595,000 Greeks who emigrated 

to West Germany during 1960-73 

represented more than 80 per cent of those 

migrating to Europe, the remainder going to 

Belgium, France, the Netherlands and 

Sweden (Papademetriou 1979: 188). The 

emigration of 1.4 million during 1945-74 

represents an exodus of about one in six of 

the total Greek population (16.5 per cent of 

the 1961 population). All told about a 

                                                 
6 Here we deal only with the „migration‟ diasporas of the 

last 120 years or so, not the so-called „historical‟ diasporas 

http://www.ggae.gr/gabroad/organise.en.asp
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The life-narrative is a powerful tool for 

qualitative research on migration and 

transnationalism, giving acute insights into 

issues of mobility, place, identity and 

belonging. Indeed individuals make sense of 

their identities by creating and interpreting 

narrative scenarios in which the role of 

memory and nostalgia is often important 

(Deciu Ritivoi 2002). In our study we were 

particularly concerned with the ways in 

which participants construct narratives of 

their past in making sense of the present – 

i.e. their „post-return‟ everyday life in the 

parental homeland. However, as we shall 

see, this „sense-making‟ may bring together 

disjointed and conflictual elements of a 

relocation – to the place of their parents‟, 

not their own, birth – which is not only 

counter-diasporic but also counter-intuitive. 

The result may be a sense of ambivalence, 

even disillusionment, which reflects 

participants‟ attempt to reconcile the spatial 

and mental notion of „home‟ with the 

territorial exemplification of the „homeland‟ 

(Christou 2009; King and Christou 2010). 

 

 

The „young‟ second generation and its 

transnational links 
 

The West German „recruitment-stop‟ did not 

so much reduce the foreign population as 

change its character, as we noted above. 

The first generation (those who did not 

return) were no longer guestworkers but de 

facto immigrants with their families with 

them. But the economic climate had 

changed. Unemployment amongst foreign 

workers, prior to 1974 lower than the 

German average, went above the national 

mean. This was because foreigners had 

been employed in precisely those sectors – 

mining, manufacturing, construction etc – 

which had been worst hit by the economic 

crisis. Many Greek workers reacted to this 

harsh economic situation by moving into the 

self-employed catering sector, opening up 

snack bars and restaurants, run as small 

family businesses. 

 

Despite the reality of family migration and 

the evolution of the second generation, 

Germany's Federal Government continued 

to insist (only recently has this insistence 

been withdrawn) that Germany was not a 

country of immigration. This increasingly 

obvious contradiction posed a challenge to 

policy which somehow had to reconcile the 

two opposing forces: on the one hand the 

need to accommodate a now-settled 

migrant population and educate its 

German-born second generation (and the 

1.5 generation brought in as young 

children); and on the other hand the desire 

to preserve the increasingly fictional notion 

of temporary migration and to prepare the 

migrants for a return to their home 

countries. These two contrasting viewpoints 

– one side demanding stronger measures 

to promote return migration, the other 

wanting integration leading ultimately to 

naturalisation – continued to bedevil 

German policy towards immigration for the 

next two to three decades. Only with 

difficulty could they be combined into a 

single policy of „temporary integration‟ 

(Esser and Korte 1985).10  

 

Migrant-origin children and the German 

school system 

 

This ambivalence became especially 

apparent in the education field where the 

challenge of how to treat increasing 

numbers of „foreign‟ children arose. 

Dependent children of the so-called 

guestworkers – either brought with their 

                                                 
10 With the benefit of theoretical hindsight, the 

transnational optic helps to resolve this apparent zero-

sum dilemma of return vs. integration. Indeed the growing 

empirical evidence of transnationalist research in 

migration studies shows that successful integration does 

not preclude transnational links to the homeland – far 

from it. Moreover, these transnational links do not 

necessarily disappear with the successful incorporation of 

the second generation in the host society (see the 

discussion in King and Christou 2008: 9-
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parents through family migration and 

reunion or, increasingly as time went by, 

born in Germany – increased from less than 
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and from the earlier childhood recollections 

of our own research participants.  

 

Transnational children? 

 

Many factors are relevant to the way in 

which schooling interacts with transnational 

behaviour, above all whether parents who 

migrated to Germany sent their children to 

German schools, to Greek schools in 

Germany, or to schools in Greece.13 

Sometimes choices were constrained by 

practical factors such as the caps put on the 

proportion of foreign nationals in German 

schools, distance to the Greek school etc. 

But an overwhelming influence, especially in 

the early years of schooling, was the 

economic strategy of both parents working. 

Kontos (2009: 35-37) quotes interesting 

data which show that Greek married women 

in Germany have consistently had the 

highest rates of employment of all national 

groups, including the Germans.  In the 

1960s and 1970s there was a high 

concentration of Greek female employment 

in electrical goods factories; three-quarters 

of economically active Greek women were 

employed in this sector in 1980 (Bender et 

al. 2000: 75). This specialisation still exists, 

                                                 
13 In her detailed study of second-generation child 

returnees to Greece (children who had been brought back 

to Greece as part of family return migration), Liane Unger 

(1986) found that 23 per cent had attended the 

preparatory classes for „immigrant kids‟ in Germany, some 

staying there for as long as six years. In addition, 72 per 

cent of „remigrant‟ young people had attended the 

„national‟ classes (i.e. those taught through the medium of 

Greek with German as a „second language‟), 76.4 per cent 

of girls and 66.7 per cent of boys. She also found that 

those who had attended the Greek school in Germany were 

more likely to return to Greece to complete their schooling. 

This means that the above figures are not representative of 

the educational attendance of all Greek-parented children 

in Germany, since those who attended mainstream German 

schools would be less likely to have been brought back to 

Greece. On the other hand, we have already noted, 

following Hatzichristou and Hopf (1995: 507), that only 30 

per cent of Greek students in West Germany do not attend 

any type of mother-tongue teaching, which is consistent 

with Unger‟s survey data results. And for Berlin, Rist (1979: 

255) quotes figures for the 1974-75 school year which 

show that „nearly 100 per cent‟ of Greek children take the 

supplementary afternoon Greek classes, compared to 

much lower percentages of the other national groups 

attending their respective classes. 

but with the post-1974 switch to self-

employment, many Greek women are now 

involved in running catering and other 

family businesses. The economic 
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Where shall I send Alekos? He only 

completed the primary school in Greece; 

that isn‟t worth anything here. Should I 
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Like the second generation, but in different 

ways, the first generation have come to 

occupy a kind of „third space‟ (cf. Bhabha 

1994) which is neither „here‟ nor „there‟. In 

fact, it is a kind of „there‟, „here‟: a remaking 

of a microcosm of Greek (village) society in 

their particular segment of urban Germany. 

The extent to which this micro-Greek space 

can be confining or liberating depends on 

the individual and his or her human and 

social capital. For most of the first 

generation the human capital is very limited, 

whilst their social capital is limited to the 

„bonding‟ type which ties them in to the 

ethnic community, rather than „bridging‟ 

social capital to the host society (cf. Iosifides 

et al. 2007). 
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their children in Germany, another king of 

separation occurs if the parents then decide 

to return to Greece. In the following excerpt 

the parents have returned from Nuremberg 

to Kastania, a town in central Macedonia, 

leaving their grown-up son, his German wife, 

and the interviewee‟s grandchild, in 

Germany. The speaker is the 53-year-old 

father: the interview was in 1980.
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this „second-generation return‟ research in 

other recent papers (Christou and King 

2010; King and Christou 2010). What 

distinguishes our treatment in the present 

paper is the continuity and connection (but 

also rupture) between childhood and adult 

experiences of transnationalism. We do this 

both in terms of the cross-sectional 

diachronic comparison between the results 

discussed in the two main empirical sections 

of the paper (the last one and this one), and 

in terms of longitudinal connections made 

by interviewees between their earlier and 

subsequent lives. The account below follows 

a more-or-less chronological sequence, from 

decisions to return, through questions of 

employment and economic survival, to the 

challenges of adaptation and 

„(re)integration‟ and, finally, to deeper issues 

of belonging and identity.  

 

Reasons for return 

 

Our life-narrative methodology did not 

explicitly ask the question „Why did you 



 16 

participants to exemplify these rationales for 

return, and to tease out some of the 

nuances between different articulations of 

the same category of reason. We follow the 

sequence above.  

 

For many, the „return‟ to Greece is viewed as 

the realisation of a dream in which the true 

„self‟ – the Greek self – can only be attained 

and expressed in the ethnic homeland. 

Following Giddens (1991), this type of 

„grounding‟ in the territory of the homeland 

is a reworking of the self to fit the quest for 

personal meaning against the „looming 

threat of personal meaninglessness‟ and the 

„loss of historical continuity‟ that both 

parental migration and late modernity have 

produced. Hence „return‟ satisfies the 

search for „psychic security‟ and the elusive 

(and often illusive) sense of well-being.  

 

Some interviewees were very up-front about 

this motive. Forty-year-old Vaios, born in 

Hannover and resident in Athens for the 

past year, made the following generalisation: 

„Like all kids born to immigrant parents, I‟ve 
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I see it will be harder to find a proper job 

because the job market is not as big as 

in Germany, especially in Berlin where I 

used to live. Or else, there is the Greek 

way of having people you know pull 

some strings in order to get access 

[laughs]. 

 

Second, there was a litany of complaints 

about working conditions, professional 

standards, and exploitation, both in general 

in Greece, and more specifically in terms of 

prejudice and suspicion towards „outsiders‟. 

Two examples from our interview material. 

The first is from Zoe (28, interviewed in 

Thessaloniki): 

  

What can I say? I was used to the strict 

German system according to which you 

do your job, you have working hours, you 

stay put in your office, you work and 

that‟s it. Here the mentality is that we go 

to work to sit around for six hours and 

drink coffee, but of course they do 

finally work, and they don‟t get paid on 

top of it! What is tiring for me is that you 

have to beg just to be given what you‟re 

entitled to; there is no system or 

structure. Everyone tries to live on the 

sly. Also, Greece is not the hospitable 

country that it is supposed to be, not for 

me personally, because the only thing 

they are interested in is profit... 

everyone is self-interested; what can I 

say? 

 

The second case is more specific in its detail 

and describes the professional frustration of 

Natalia (36, born in Cologne, now in 

Thessaloniki with her two children) in her 

quest to find a position as a dental 

assistant, the job s(the )-048005o-2( )-2ot for 
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Greece brings challenges, often 

unanticipated. Even though most 

participants had been brought up within the 

socio-familial environment of a Greek 

„community‟, contact with Germans, in 

school, the workplace and elsewhere, was 

unavoidable, and as a result certain aspects 

of the German „way of life‟ had been 

experienced and internalised. These 

„German aspects‟ may have been, 

consciously or unconsciously, suppressed as 

a result of the dominant Greek identity 

narrative of the family and community, yet 
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much to the diaspora Greeks who return,15 

but to the „new‟ immigrants who, since 

1990, have arrived in large numbers from 

Albania and elsewhere. Although Greeks‟ 

own migratory experience in Germany was 

hardly one of complete integration and 

equality – Castles (1995) described it as a 

case of „differential exclusion‟ – they were 

clearly surprised and shocked at Greece‟s 

racist treatment of immigrants. Fani (24, 

relocated to Thessaloniki in 2002) put it this 

way: 

  

We [Greek-Germans] don‟t have the 

racist element that Greeks here have... 

In Germany because we were foreigners 

amongst foreigners it was natural for us 

to accept them and for them to accept 

us. Here... there is too much racism and 

that annoys me a lot. I mean, I don‟t 

care if foreigners are from Albania, or 

Africa, whatever: I just think it is too 

much. They [Greeks] prefer to avoid 

them rather than discuss with them and 

learn something different... The more 

they isolate these people, the worse it 

is. 

 

Second, there is the issue of gender 

relations in Greek society. Despite the 

veneer of social modernity and an 

increasingly „European‟ way of life, relations 

between the sexes and ideas about 

relationships and marriage were perceived 

as still very traditional compared to 

Germany. Fani again. 

 

There are still differences [in how men 

and women are treated]. It‟s not exactly 

the phallocentric society, but women are 

more traditional [than in Germany], they 

are not independent [...] Here is 

inconceivable for a women to have a 

child without being married. In Germany 

it‟s more natural... people won‟t say to 

you, you cannot do it; it‟s your choice. 

 

Sophia (41), who came to Greece in 1997, 

was „shocked  by  the attitudes  to  whatever 

                                                 
15 Although there are negative reactions, which some 

regard as racism towards ethnic Greeks who return from 

the diaspora (Christou and King 2006; Popov 2010). 

involves the opposite sex‟. She continued: 

  

It made a big impression on me that 

men live with their parents until they 

are quite old. It shouldn‟t be this way – 

they are not independent, even their 

thinking is not independent. It seems 

that they are very dependent. The same 

is true for the women [...]. In the 

beginning it was difficult to understand 

the way couples think here – the way 

they constructed friendships between 

the sexes, relationships, and later even 

families. 

 

The final theme was the environment. As 

we have documented this aspect in some 

detail in other papers (see Christou and 

King 2006, 2010), just one example, from 

Rebecca (41, returned to Greece in 2004, 

interviewed in Athens), who, whilst 

commenting on the way people throw 

rubbish in the street and dump it on waste 

ground, was sceptical about the potential 

for change: 

  

It‟s dirty here, what they do with the 
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in Greece); or is it an identity which is, 

following Stuart Hall‟s formulation (1993, 

1996), one which is developed situationally 

and relationally, as a result of experiences, 

and reactions to those experiences, since 

the „return‟ to Greece? 

 

As we have pointed out elsewhere as 

justification for our research project on 

„second generation return‟ (King and 

Christou 2010), people who move „counter-

diasporically‟ enable us (and others, cf. 

especially Tsolidis 2009) to ask interesting 
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would go to the seaside… all these 

memories stay with you. 

 

But when he was taken back to live there 

long-term, things began to change: 

 

Now I was returning, I was returning to 

things as they had been… and as you 

grow up you believe your cousins still 

love you… [but] people move on in 

relation to you. They move on but they 

never have this dilemma. 

 

The dilemma which Petros refers to is about 

his fundamental identity – „the who I am in 

relation to the where I am‟ (Christou 2006: 

16, author‟s emphasis). For Petros, this is 

defined as a „curse‟ formed by a double 

nostalgia for the „other place‟: 

  

All of this is the title of my life – 

„nostalgia‟. I tell you it is a curse… it is a 

curse to have to face this dilemma…. 

People who grow up with two 
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they were still thinking in the same 

manner… And then I came back from 

Berlin with a thousand experiences 

which I could no longer share with them 

because whatever I would say was 

considered as something… too exotic for 

them, or they were not interested in 

listening to me… 

 

And about the Greek migrants in Stuttgart: 

 

I was ashamed of the kind of people the 

Greeks living in Stuttgart were… They 

had become a stereotype… all of them 

knew each other… they disliked the 

Germans… and I did not want to be like 

them… They were an island… even the 

kids of the second and third 

generation… I had nothing in common 

with them... I felt a kind of boredom… I 

am speaking very harshly but these are 

the impressions I have. 

 

In contrast to Petros‟ inner conflict about 

who he was and where he belonged, 37-

year-old Pelagia had experienced a 

smoother multiple passage between the two 

countries. Her narrative was much less 

angst-ridden. She had been able to build on 

her double educational profile to good 
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are still living in Germany. And I kind of 

miss the order in everyday life, like the 

bus that arrives right at the scheduled 
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Matzouranis 1985; L. Unger 1986), 

elements of which have been woven into our 

cross-generational, longitudinal analysis.  

 

In terms of a typology of „return‟ mobility for 

the second generation, we find four kinds of 

return: 

 

 Greek-
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from studies on other parts of the Greek 

diaspora, although there are also some 

differences. For second-generation 

returnees from North America and Australia, 

childhood links to the homeland were less 

intense and frequent, given the distance, 

and there is little evidence of the sending 

back of children to be cared for by relatives 

in Greece. Especially for the United States, 

the history of Greek migration stretches 

back much further, with the result that 

returns, too, started at an earlier stage, both 

of the first generation (Saloutos 1956) and 

of the second (Christou 2006). Hence, 

second-generation returnees can be much 
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of an ongoing programme of work, the EU 

Network of Excellence on IMISCOE 

(„International Migration, Integration and 

Social Cohesion in Europe‟), specifically its 

research stream on „Gender, Age and 

Generations‟. The research described in this 

paper was funded by the UK‟s Arts and 

Humanities Research Council (AHRC) as part 

of its „Diasporas, Migration and Identities‟ 

programme. 
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