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1. Introduction 

         The study of the relationship between religion and new immigrants is not among the favorite subjects in the contemporary social science. While we know much about the new immigrants in terms of their countries of origin, socioeconomic backgrounds, labor force participation, educational achievements, family patterns, reasons for migration and the role of social networks in their patterns of settlement, we know relatively little about their religious patterns. For a big variety of reasons religion is not found in the centre of interest of social researchers who specialise in immigration
. On the other side, the researchers who study religion –maybe because of secularisation- showed a small interest in the role religion plays in the life of immigrants
. 

         Nevertheless an increasing number of case studies show the interest, which has been developed over the last years, in the role of religion in the life of new immigrants. This role appears to be multi-functional and multi-level because research brought to light the contribution of religion both to the conservation of national and cultural identity of immigrants as well as the strenthening of their relationship with the country of origin and their accession and adjustment to the country of reception.                 

         The purpose of this lecture is the examination of the relationship between religion and the daily life of Indian immigrants in Greece. To be more specific how religion as an institution but also as a personal attitude and faith affects the conditions of daily life of Indian immigrants. What the contribution of religion is to the daily sustenance and adjustment of immigrants to the Greek society.         

         The relationship between religion and daily life constitutes an intersting field in the Sociology of Religion. The very essence of all religions is the sacralisation of life and death via daily rituals that aim to protect the human beings from anxiety and agony and at the same time give meaning to their being. Every day man is confronted with his own being when he faces difficult situations such as death, old age, disease, solitude, violence, pain, doubt. Religion helps people not to feel alone, to come to terms with the experience of pain and death, to overcome their weakness through their relation with a supernatural being
.          

         If one considers religion an important factor for giving meaning to the life of ordinary people, one can also assume that religion is equally important for the daily life of immigrants. It helps them to deal with the necessities and difficulties of daily life, to conserve their personal and collective identity in a foreign, and many times hostile towards them country, to access and adapt to the new conditions of their personal and family life. It may provide the standards for the survival and adjustment of immigrants.              

         For the verification of the above assumption a field study was carried out in the village Arma at the prefecture of Thiba, which is the resid​ence of a big number of Indian immigrants. The research basically had a pilot character, as it is a first attempt to approach this topic in Greece. The method that was followed comprised the use of qualitative techniques, such as interviews and field study. The method was also enriched through discussions with the leaders of the immigrant and religious communities as well as local residents.
2. The Indian immigrants in Greece  

         Greece is located in the widest geographical and socio-economic area of Southern Europe that gradually transforms from an area that was exporting immigrants into an area of accepting ones. This tendency originated in the decade of 1970 and took massive dimensions in the decade of 1990. Therefore it is characterized as “new” immigration to distinguish it from the “old” immigration, which was oriented towards the countries of Central and Northern Europe.

         The characteristics of the southern-European model of immigration are the big extent of its unofficial and illegal character, the national and social heterogeneity of immigrants, the special role of economy and illegal labor market, and the general absence of immigration policies in the countries of reception
. Generally speaking, the immigration to Northern Europe was organized and legal, aiming to cover the demand for labor hands in the industrial centers of the West. On the contrary, the immigration to Southern Europe is spontaneous and many times illegal. The new immigrants consist of heterogeneous groups, which are differentiated among them on the basis of a plethora of characteristics such as the country and area of origin, the reasons for immigration, the ways of entrance, the social status, the educational level and the gender
.

         The reasons for the immigration to Southern Europe are multiple and various: The amelioration of the living and social standards of the local population left many vacancies in the temporary low social status and low pay employment positions. It should be mentioned here that the economy of Southern Europe is based on seasonal sectors such as tourism, agriculture and small family businesses that demand a flexible working force. This model of immigration is directly connected with the agricultural economy, because the 50% of the rural population and the 2/3 of the agricultural cultivations are found in Southern Europe. In addition the Southern Europe has a long coastline that facilitates the access of ships and is characterized by lax control mechanisms of immigration
.

         According to the records of the Institute of Immigration Politics that are based on the Census of 2001, the immigrants who live in Greece (legal and illegal) are over one million, i.e. 10% of the local population and 20% of the economically active population of the country
. These people through their personal adventure have contributed to the development of many economic activities and many rural regions. Most of them come from the Balkans and the ex-eastern European countries. Nevertheless, an increasing number of immigrants come from Asia. The first to arrive in Greece were from Pakistan and the Philippines to be followed by those from India, China, Bangladesh and Afghanistan
. 

         According to the statistical data the Indians are in the eight position in the list of immigrant nationalities and second in the list of Asiatic immigrants
. According to formal sources, they cover approximately 2% of the immigrant population and reach the number of around 9000 people. According to informal sources, their number is around 20.000 people, as the majority of them enter the country illegally. Most of them are employed without insurance, on a low pay and in occupations that do not need specialization. 90% of them are men, aged 20-40, who live in Greece alone without the possibility to have their family with them
. They are mainly occupied with agricultural works, such as the raring of animals and the collection of crops. The live together in big communities in rural regions like Attica, Boetia, Argolida and Crete. Among the biggest problems that they face are learning Greek, which makes their communication with civil services and adaptation to the Greek society difficult, and the demanding bureaucracy that delays their working permit and other necessary documents and therefore their accession to the host country.

         The Indian immigrants together with their ability to work carry their national and cultural identity including religion. The majority of the Indians in Greece originate from the region of Punjab and are Sikhs religionwise. A small minority comes from other regions of India and are Hinduists or Muslims
. According to the Greek Constitution that protects religious freedom, they are free to exercise their religious duties. In reality, there is a difficulty from the Greek government and the Orthodox Church, which represents the predominant belief among the Greeks, to provide them with places suitable for worship. The immigrants practice their religion in unsuitable places, like storage areas or apartments that are converted into temporary temples. It is a fact that Greece, before the recent influx of immigrants, was a religiously uniform country therefore the existence of multicultural and multireligious communities is a new problem. The Sikhs have already created some places of worship in regions of Greece where they live in. These places are in Tavros (Athens), Marathon, Oinophuta, Megara but one could not easily characterize them as temples. The only place that could be characterized as Gurdwara is a temple that was recently erected in Poros. The religious leaders, the gurus, usually come from Europe or India. The believers usually gather in these places on Sundays for their worship, which comprises, except the hymns recital (Kirtan) around the open holy book, the participation in a dinner after the worship
.

3. Religion and daily life of the “Indians of Thiba”

         The pilot research regarding the role of religion in the daily life of Indian immigrants in the Greek society was realized in the village Arma, in the region of Boetia, near Thiba, c.a. 150 kilometers from Athens. In the village which has a local population of around 1000 people and whose economy is based on agriculture, live around 200 Indians. They all come from cities and villages of the Punjab County and are Sikh like most Indians who live in Greece.

         The influx of immigrants into the villages of Thiba (Boeotia) as well as the rest of rural Greece is connected with the problems of continental Greece over the last years. Problems such as the shortage of land laborers due to the demographic crisis, the reluctance of young Greeks for agricultural work, the constantly increasing needs for other kinds of labor work, and in general the crisis of Greek agriculture, were sorted out thanks to the immigrants. The presence of many low-cost working hands made possible not only the survival but also the modernization of the agricultural production. In addition, the young immigrants contributed to the conservation of social life in villages with ageing rural population
.

         The Indians who work in Arma are exclusively men between 20-40 years of age. Most of them live permanently in the village and work as land laborers in the cultivation and especially in the collection of agricultural products of the village like potatoes, onions, carrots, grapes and olives. They are paid a wage of about 25 euros either on a daily basis or upon completion of work. The way of payment is agreed between them and their employers. Regardless of the nature and bulk of work they have a break at noon. There is no formal agreement but it is a common habit for the employer to provide them with two meals, lunch and dinner. 

         The ones who were the first to arrive have already lived in the village for 10-12 years. Every 8-10 people live together in small houses - former storerooms in the village that are provided to them at the cost of about 25 euros per person, by their employers. Their families (wife and children) are in India, only 2-3 of them have managed to bring their family to Greece. Given the fact that the distance between India and Greece is big and the trip costs both a lot of money and time, the visits to their country and family are almost prohibitive. As most of them told us, during their stay in Greece, i.e., a period of at least 6 to 12 years, they visited India only two or three times. They frequently communicate though with their family by phone, two or three times a week.

         The organization of their daily life is directly connected with the organization of agricultural work. During the collection period the work is demanding therefore they work intensively. During their free time they form groups of 4-5 people, usually compatriots, as well as immigrants of other nationalities, usually Albanians, who also work in the village, and go for walks. They have their own ‘joints’, i.e. 2-3 shops whose owners are also Indian immigrants who sell Greek products as well as import and sell Indian ones.

         The relationships with the local people are good and are based on a model of mutual familiarity. The local population recognizes that thanks to the Indian immigrants they conserve their cultivations and income, whereas the immigrants live in a village and in a way that is not dramatically different from the villages of their country. Moreover the villagers consider the Indians “good people” who do not create problems and frequently invite them to family or religious festivals. Many times they help them with their exchanges with the civil and other services, so as to avoid losing them. They believe that “their own workers” are happy because they help them and provide them with accommodation and food. On the other side, the Indian immigrants respond in many ways to this model of familiarity. They do not complain about the difficulties of survival and they consider their living conditions to be good ones. They make efforts to participate in the social life of community. On official holidays of the Greek state (i.e. on Sundays) they behave just like the villagers in the local cafeterias. Furthermore they invite the villagers to their big festival.

         The Sikhs are deeply religious people and have many festivals, but it is difficult to celebrate them in the village. Their way of life, which is mainly based on work than on family life, does not permit them to conserve their religious customs as in their own country. For example, the family worship is made difficult due to the absence of their family and especially their wife, which is a considerable factor for the conservation of religion according to bibliography. For the common worship many of them go on Sundays to the nearest town, Oinophita, where there is a Sikh “temple”. In the village they celebrate only their big festival, in the month Baisakh (13th April, anniversary of the celebration of the foundation of Khalsa and New Year’s Eve) in a hall-storeroom, which is given to them by a local producer, under the leadership of a guru who comes from abroad. Their worship is mainly individual with daily prayers that are based on the memorization of hymns from Adi Grath, as defined by their religion. They also pay tribute to their spiritual leaders (the ten guru of their religion) whose portraits decorate their houses and shops.

         The Indians in Arma of Thiba constitute an informal community based on friendship and kinship, but also on patriotic and religious bonds. As soon as an immigrant arrives in Greece he is followed by a second and a third one who come from the same village and sometimes from the same family. The bond of kinship and common origin function as a direct network of adaptation of immigrants to the Greek society and solidarity among them in the organization of their new life. Religion functions in this case as an indirect network of adaptation and solidarity in the specific local society. Therefore the common religion constitutes en element in the wider framework of cultural and national identity further supporting the identity of the immigrant. Given that the immigrants are not organized in a religious community, their religion functions basically as a network of organization and “protection” in the new country. Another element that contributes to this direction is the luck of interest on the part of Sikhism (as in many eastern religions) in the practical details of everyday life and in aspects like philanthropy and solidarity. That is the reason why mutual help and solidarity among them do not depend on an organized but on an informal network of relationships.

         As a final point we can conclude that in the case of Indian immigrants in Greece religion belongs to a wider network of patriotic and family relationships that define the daily life of immigrants in their new country. The organization of religious institution (due to the relatively small number and great diaspora of Indian immigrants all over Greece) is rudimentary and thus not developed in order to function effectively and provide solutions to the problems of the immigrants. So, religion functions mainly as an informal network of support and solidarity among Indian immigrants.
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� See, Helen Rose Ebaugh, “Religion and the New Immigrants”, in Michele Dillon (ed), Handbook of the Sociology of Religion, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 2003, p. 226.


� See, Peter A. Kivisto, “Religion and the New Immigrants”, in William H. Swatos (ed.), A Future for Religion? New Paradigms for Social Analysis, CA: Sage, Newbury Park 1992, pp 92-108.


� Jean Remy, Micro ou macrosociologie du religieux, Communication CISR, Lausanne 1981, p. 11. See also Jean Remy – Liliane Voyé, Ville, ordre et violence, Ed. P.U.F., Paris 1981 and B. Gioultsis, Sociology of Religion (in greek), P. Pournaras, Thessaloniki 2002, p. 81.  


� See G. Simon, “Migration in Southern Europe: an overview”, in The Future of Migration, OECD, Paris 1987, pp. 258-291, Martin Baldwin-Edwards, Immigration into Greece, 1990-2003: A Southern European Paradigm?, UNECE, Geneva, Swittzerland, 12-14 January 2004.         


� See, Michalis Cletchos, “The political economy of migration” in Charis Naksakis, Michalis Cletchos (ed), Migrants and Migration. Economic, Political and Social Aspects, (in greek), Patakis, Athens 2001, pp. 21-22.  


� See Maria Delithanasi, “The influx of immigrants save the agriculture” (in greek), Kathimerini, 16 July 2006, p.27.   


� See the sites � HYPERLINK "http://www.imepo" ��www.imepo�.gr and � HYPERLINK "http://www.migrantsingreece.org" ��www.migrantsingreece.org�. (24/1/07) 


� See Miltos Pavlos, “The Greece of immigration in numbers” in Miltos Pavlos, Dimitris Christopoulos (ed), The Greece of immigration. Social participation, rights and citizenchip (in greek), Kritiki, Athens 2004, pp. 367-402  


� O.c. p. 373.





� Georgia Dima, “Waves of immigrants from Asia” (in greek), Eleftherotypia, 16/2/07, p. 48.  


� There is no official data for the religion of Indian immigrants in Greece.  


� For the faith and worship of Sikhs, see A. S. Kariotoglou, The Islam in India. The Religion of Sikhs (in greek), Ellinika Grammata, Athens 1995. 


� See Maria Delithanasi, “The influx of immigrants saved the agriculture” (in greek), Kathimerini, 16 July 2006, p.27.    





PAGE  
1

