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In September 1 996, I was invited to teach a 
series of conflict resolution classes to a group of 
Muslim women in Athens, Greece. This group 
was part of an educational program funded by 
the European Union and aimed at providing 
training and skills to people who are excluded 
from the "job market. " There are four different 
groups of people in these programs: ethnic 
minont1es , immigrants, people recently 
released from jail, and people recently released 
from psychiatric hospitals . It costs the govern
ment more to support these groups of people 
through welfare than to train them to join the 
work force, so the European Union now 
provides training programs for these groups. 

I accepted the offer to teach feeling both 
excited and scared-excited to be able to work 
with a minority that desperately needs support, 
and scared of the barriers created by years of 
prejudice and marginalization between us. 
After all, I am a member of the white Ortho
dox Christian majority that caused many prob
lems for the Muslim minority in Greece. Over 
time, the Greek government has gradually 
recognized the religious and political rights of 
the Muslim minority, which was officially 
recognized in the Lucerne Treaty of 1 923 . The 
ethnic group called the Muslim minority is 
made up of Muslims of Turkish origin, 
Gypsies, Pomaki (Muslims living in mountain 
areas, of Slavic origin) and Turkish Gypsies. 

The terms Turkish, Gypsy or Pomaki are not 
intended to negate Greek citizenship; rather, 
they are used to define cultural and ethnic 
identity. This group consists of approximately 
1 30,000 people, most of whom live in Thraki , 
the northeastern part of Greece. 1 

It is beyond the reach of this article to 
describe the history of Muslim minorities in 
Greece. This would take volumes, since the 
Balkans are a mix of ethnic groups that often 
live in countries where the dominant group is 
different from their own, and national bound
aries have been changing continuously 
depending on the result of wars and treaties 
between the Balkan countries. Turkey lost 
most of Western Thraki during the Balkan 
wars and in 1 9 1 5  gave away what was left to 
Bulgaria as an exchange for entering the war 
with the Central Forces. 

After Germany's defeat in World War I, the 
Allies took over Macedonia, forcing the 
Bulgarians to withdraw to their old boundaries. 
Western Thraki was occupied by the French 
army and temporarily ruled by the Allied 
Forces. Bulgaria, Turkey and Greece all claimed 
the region. In 1 920 Greece achieved an agree
ment and was allowed to rule in the area, 
having persuaded the Allied Forces they would 
guarantee the rights of minority groups .2 

These ethnic groups have been heavily 
discriminated against in the last decades . 
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Although they legally share the same rights and 
privileges as all Greek citizens, their daily real
ity is far different from that of the Greek major
ity. They face difficulties dealing with the 
government; since they are often seen as 
"Turks, "  they face the anger that Greeks have 
towards Turkish politics in the region, which 
ebbs and flows depending on the state of the 
volatile relationship between the two countries. 

Tension between the majority Orthodox 
Christian and minority Muslim communities 
surfaces around different religious practices, 
languages, and dress codes. Most Muslims also 
live in communities with their own rules of 
social behavior. Muslim children enrolling in 
school have troubles assimilating with the 
Orthodox children. They have learning diffi
culties, since their Greek is poor and they have 
to deal with the prejudice of others . They are 
often accused of being dirty and bringing lice 
into the schools, although one can find Ortho
dox Christian children with lice even in the 
,most expensive schools of Athens . A few years 
ago, when a teacher in a small village school in 
the Pelloponese encouraged Gypsy children to 
enroll, the parents of the Orthodox children 
threatened to withdraw their children from 
school. Recently these prejudices have less
ened somewhat, although at a very slow pace. 

When people in Greece think of where the 
Muslim minority lives, most think of Thraki . 
Few are aware that there is a Muslim minority 
of about 1 0,000 people in Athens, half of 
whom live in an area called Gazi . In 1 983-
1 984, the socialist government offered the 
Muslims in Thraki initiatives to move to 
Athens. The government was interested in less
ening the number of Muslims in Thraki, since 
the region itself had been contested, and the 
rights of Muslims there had long been a source 
of conflict in Greek and Turkish relations. 
Promises of jobs in the public sector and the 
poverty they had to deal with in Thraki made 
many choose to leave their villages and come 
to the capital .3 Once in Athens, they quickly 
realized that life was equally hard in the city. 
They remained uneducated, unemployed, 
unskilled, and poor. They not only lived in 
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poverty, but language and cultural barriers 
stopped them from taking advantage of the 
government benefits more easily accessible to 
the Greek-speaking poor. They lacked basic 
knowledge of the welfare system, how to enroll 
children in school, and how to get medical 
care. The high rate of illiteracy made these 
problems even worse. 

A non-government organization called 
"Volunteer Work" started working with the 
Muslim minority in Gazi, initially offering read
ing and writing classes to children. Through 
contact with the families, mostly women, they 
established trusting relationships with a number 
of people. This volunteer group designed a 
training program that offered a group of moth
ers the chance to learn basic skills in reading, 
writing, health, and job skills. Through learning 
crafts such as embroidery, knitting, and sewing, 
the women would be able to produce products 
that they could sell for income. 

My role was to offer a conflict resolution 
training to help the women deal with conflicts 
in their homes, neighborhood, and interactions 
with schools, the health care system, and 
unemployment agencies . I was excited by this 
challenge and eagerly structured four classes 
that included theory, experiential exercises, and 
group processes. 

A few days before the first class, I decided to 
visit the group to get a feel of the atmosphere. 
They were meeting every day from 8 a.m. to 2 
p.m. in a public building that belongs to the 
Athens prefecture, offered free of charge to the 
volunteer group leading the program. When I 
entered, I was struck by how run down it 
looked. I walked over garbage, tripped over 
loose cables and inched my way up seven flights 
of stairs, all the while circumnavigating stacks 
of files and papers. As I entered the offices, I 
was greeted by a group of eight or ten young 
boys, ranging from five or six to twelve years of 
age. They were shouting, chasing each other 
around the hallways, falling, crying, laughing 
and singing. Three adult staff members were 
trying to contain the scene. 

I was greeted by the social worker responsi
ble for the program, who explained that the 



mothers had to bring their children along since 
there was no child care available and most kids 
didn't go to school. The child psychologist 
working for the program offered to update me 
and answer my questions . The briefing 
happened as I was being shown around the 
offices and introduced to mothers, children and 
other staff members.  I learned that the ten 
women attending the program all headed 
single-parent families, and that each woman 
had between two and six children. Many 
became mothers in their teens, so some of the 
women were also grandmothers . Their ages 
ranged from seventeen to fifty-five. All spoke 
Turkish; most understood Greek, but few 
spoke it. Although they were there to partici
pate in the program and get training, most had 
urgent domestic needs as well. The staff was 
trying to run the program while also helping 
the women enroll children in school, fill in 
unemployment forms, get medical insurance, 
and go to the hospital for treatments. Everyone 
looked completely overwhelmed. 

On my way home that afternoon, I stopped 
by a bookstore and bought a Turkish/Greek 
dictionary. Once home, I took out the notes I 
had prepared for the classes. After one look, I 
tore them up. They felt useless . This class was 
going to be unlike anything I had done before. 
My experience in learning and practicing 
conflict resolution so far had been primarily 
within the context of worldwork and conflict 
resolution seminars with the Global Process 
Institute and in my process work training. I had 
been taught and practiced conflict resolution in 
a specific way, which involved presentation of 
the theory and experiential exercises and group 
processes that helped me understand and inte
grate the theory. I had not yet had the chance 
to practice this work outside of seminar settings . 
While this is by no means the only way to teach 
and practice conflict resolution, it was the 
model with which I was most familiar due to 
the fact that I had just completed my training. 

Over the next few days, I read books on the 
history of the Muslim minority in Greece, 
looked at newspaper articles on related topics, 
and talked to political activists and other people 
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around me. I gathered as much information as I 
could in an attempt to understand the larger 
context within which I was asked to work. As I 
read, I realized that while I ,  like many others in 
the country, knew about the Muslim minority 
in Greece, I was largely unaware of the 
complexity of its history. The rights of minor
ity groups in the Balkans have been used for 
centuries as a reason for one country to claim 
rule of a region in a neighboring country. It is 
thus very difficult to separate historical facts 
from propaganda. The more I read, the more 
confused I got. I realized along the way that 
trying to figure out who was right and who 
was wrong in these political debates was not 
going to be useful. It is not a matter of "right 
and wrong" but a matter of people learning 
how to live together, accepting their differences 
and sharing their cultural wealth. 

I was to meet with the group for two hours 
every day over the course of a week. The first 
morning, I arrived half an hour early, sat 
outside the room they were working in, and 
played with the kids . From behind the closed 
door I could hear loud voices, speaking all at 
once, mostly in Turkish, with some Greek here 
and there. When it came time to meet the 
group, I entered a small room full of cigarette 
smoke and saw ten women talking, drinking 
coffee, and doing embroidery. Some of them 
stared at me, while others glanced up quickly 
before returning to their conversation. Once 
we were left on our own, I joined the circle 
and introduced myself. We went around and 
said our names. Alexandra, Yesarie, Hanifie, 
Fatme, Neriman, Hatie, Atzer, Hidaet, Nevrie, 
Zeinep and Alide. Many of these names were 
foreign to me, difficult to understand unless 
they were repeated slowly numerous times. I 
discovered they had equal trouble remembering 
my name, which in Greek is a simple name. I 
told them I didn't speak Turkish, but I had a 
dictionary with me and I was eager to learn 
from them. The women who were fluent in 
Greek offered to translate for the rest. 

From that point on, we spent our time 
together in a continuous group process . Noth
ing was linear. All of the women needed to 
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have their stories heard, to tell how hard they 
worked, how they struggled, how they made it 
on the streets, how they dealt with illnesses, 
what their symptoms were, what cures they 
knew. While talking of prejudice that the 
Christians feel towards them, and how they 
experienced it, we got into what prejudices 
existed between them. Atzer spoke of feeling 
isolated, because widows, as divorced women 
are called, are not

. 
welcomed in homes. They 

are considered a threat to other families, since 
as single women they are available to other 
men. Fatme spoke of the class system amongst 
them, with some having an easier life than 
others. Some have electricity in their homes 
while others do not; some have extended 
family in the neighborhood, and some do not. 
Some of the women literally lived off garbage, 
while others had a welfare income that 
provided them with food. All of them lived in 
small homes, sometimes housing three families 
in two rooms, with no bathrooms; one house 
had no running water. 

Hidaet spoke of feeling ashamed of living in 
such poverty, unable to make ends meet. Her 
son was doing his military service, and she 
asked me again and again, "Why do they call 
me Greek when they take my son to the army, 
ready to kill and get killed for Greece, and 
Turkish when I am looking for a home or a 
job?" We spent hours listening to each other's 
stories. Through this sharing, we got a chance 
to know each other more and to offer some 
support and advice. Yesarie told me, "Just 
knowing I am talking to a psychologist makes 
me feel better. " We all laughed and I encour
aged them to see the "psychologists" in them
selves and in others . 

This was one of the first moments that we 
addressed roles in the group, in this case, the 
roles of the psychologist and the one in need. 
Using the example of the widows who were 
not welcome in homes, we spoke of how prej
udice manifests not only in the larger society 
but also within the smaller communities we 
belong to, even when they are being discrimi
nated against. One of the women spoke of her 
embarrassment to invite others over for coffee, 
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since she is the poorest of them all and has ten 
people living in one room. She is barely surviv
ing financially and her house is always messy 
and dirty. She needed help with chores and 
could not afford to spend time drinking coffee 
with neighbors. When Fatme offered to come 
over and help her, the woman replied, "I  am 
afraid you are repulsed by me, that you think 
because I am poor and wear torn clothes that I 
am also dirty. " Fatme told her how she had 
reached out to her but mistook her embarrass
ment for hostility and did not persist. Without 
using terminology or explaining theoretical 
structures, we spent hours exploring roles, 
resolving conflicts, and listening. At this point, 
I realized that group process does not have a 
typical form; rather, it is something a group 
structures according to its needs . 

One day I arrived to find total chaos. Every
one was shouting and the women were obvi
ously angry. A staff member told me that the 
women were upset because they had not been 
given an advance payment for their participa
tion in the program. Because they were illiter
ate, they did not know that the contract they 
had signed clearly stated that payment would be 
received upon completion of the program. 
They viewed the contract they had signed as a 
trap. They also were not aware that the Euro
pean Union had frozen payments to all Greek 
programs because of bad financial management 
in some programs. The government was doing 
its best to get the money from the European 
Union, but none of us knew for sure when the 
funds would arrive. There had been a moment 
of despair when most of the group threatened 
to leave the program. When I finally entered 
the room, the social worker leading the 
program turned to me and said, "Here is a 
chance for some real conflict resolution. Please 
explain the terms of this contract to the 
group. " She then left the room. 

It was difficult to even begin to explain 
anything amongst the raised voices and threats 
to leave the room. These women had been 
taken advantage of numerous times by land
lords, employers, and politicians . They now 
turned to me and said, "She [the program 



leader] is probably stealing our money. "  They 
were distraught at the idea that even this 
woman had taken advantage of them. The 
social worker had been working for years as a 
volunteer with the community. Up until this 
point, she had been seen as their trusted 
connection to the government, as one of their 
spokespeople, and as a friend. I realized that 
trust was missing and that nothing could be 
resolved without trust. I asked the group if they 
were willing to discuss things with the people 
leading the program. They agreed, so I invited 
the social worker back into the room and facili
tated a group process. The situation escalated 
again, with accusations flying back and forth, 
until I encouraged the program director to 
express her feelings. She spoke of her despera
tion at dealing with bureaucracy, her ongoing 
efforts to make the program successful, and her 
frustration at having to do so much administra
tion while helping everyone with their day-to
day needs. She told them that she and all the 
other staff had gone without pay for all the 
months of preparation and had agreed they 
would be the last to be paid, after the program 
members had received their payments. She told 
them how much she believed in all of them and 
the work both the staff and group members 
were doing. As she talked about how frustrating 
it was as the situation become more difficult, 
her eyes filled with tears . I heard a group 
member say, "That's what I feel like every day 
at home. " Suddenly, something changed in the 
atmosphere. There was no longer an "us and 
them" distinction. The role of the one who is 
not trustworthy was assigned to the "bureau
crats ," who were still not represented. 

I encouraged the program leader to explain 
the contract they had all signed, hoping that 
through that process the usefulness of the 
"bureaucrat" would be represented. We went 
through each paragraph word by word, translat
ing into Turkish where needed. Slowly, every
one realized that this contract protected both 
sides , including those running and funding the 
program and those participating. All the 
women had to do was to complete the program 
in order to be legally entitled to their pay. 
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Through that interaction, it became clear that 
trust was a relationship issue between all of us. 
There was no longer a "bad side" and a "good 
side ." Some of the women spoke of how staff 
members had lent them money and how appre
ciative they were of the support this program 
provided. They spoke of their dreams to create 
a cooperative that would sell their crafts and 
provide them with much-needed income. The 
day ended with optimism in the atmosphere. 

On our last morning together, I asked for 
feedback on our work. They all spoke of how 
important it was to them to have this time each 
day to talk about their problems and share their 
feelings. They noted that this was the first time 
they were listened to, and the first time some
one took the time to explain things to them 
instead of just saying, "You don't understand. "  
I told them that I was touched by the way I was 
included in the group. One of the women told 
me that what made me trustworthy was that I 
had been human with them, that I had asked to 
learn from them, not only to teach. They felt 
appreciated and welcomed. That was mutual . I 
was grateful for the opportunity to learn more 
about a culture within my country, to connect 
with people from the Muslim community, and 
to find new ways to teach and practice conflict 
resolution. I was touched by their stories and 
courage and was taught by their willingness to 
learn together. As I was leaving, one of the 
women turned to me and said, "Don't forget to 
come by our neighborhood for coffee. You 
make good company."  
Afterword 

Many months later, I was sitting in a taverna 
with two friends having dinner. A young 
woman selling flowers came by our table. She 
was one of the many one comes across in a 
night's outing in Athens. My friends and I were 
engaged in conversation, so all three of us made 
a hand motion indicating we weren't going to 
buy any flowers. As she turned to leave, I 
glanced up and recognized one of the Muslim 
women of the group I had worked with. We 
simultaneously recognized each other. I stood 
up, she put her basket down, and we hugged. 
We exchanged news: I asked about her baby, 
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bought some flowers for my friends, and added 
some extra money for a gift for the baby. 
Although I hadn't intended to buy flowers 
earlier, I felt it was important to support her 
and share some of my privileges. 

As I sat down, I saw that quite a few clients 
of the taverna had turned around and were 
looking our way. Then I realized that it was 
highly unusual to see a Greek Christian woman 
eating at a taverna and a Muslim woman selling 
flowers hugging each other. In a way, that scene 
was part of our work in the group. We took the 
learning and understanding from our week 
together and put it into action in the world. 
The two of us came together as people, break
ing the boundaries of our division in the outer 
world. In a small way, our learning together 
became public. 
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