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Introduction

In 2000 the conference papers from “Versohnung ohne Wahrheit? Deutsche
Kriegsverbrechen in Griechenland im Zweiten Weltkrieg” [translation by the
author: Reconciliation without truth? German War Crimes in Greece during
World War II] (Giebeler et al. 2001a) were published. The conference as well
as the publication drew attention to a widely unknown aspect of Greek-German
history: the Occupation of Greece and its legacy, highlighting the overlooked
nature of this issue, addressed missed opportunities and suggested proposals for
reconciliation. The conference took place after families of the village Distomo
sued Germany for the 1944 massacre committed by German forces.

After the conference, a long period of relative silence ensued. In Germany,
the issue remained largely unknown; however, the economic crisis of 2008/2009
resurrected the shadows of the past with new vigor. Memories of World War
II (WWII), the occupation of Greece and questions concerning reparations and
compensation rose again. Interestingly, 14 years after this conference, Germany
began a policy of reconciliation towards Greece. This chapter of European his-
tory remains unknown to the greater European public and estranges German
audiences. The well-tended image Greece has created to promote tourism seem-
ingly consists only of ancient gods and magnificent beaches, idyllic islands and
classical ruins. The sinister chapters of massacres, deportations, and massive
destruction have been given little attention, and the shift in German foreign policy
towards reconciliation is new and offers room for analysis. Yet it is important to
note that this shift did not occur until Greece’s economic collapse and the blows
the country’s image received, followed by a deep divide in Greek-German affairs.
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2 1 Introduction

In the following sections, I explain my personal and professional engage-
ment with Greek-German relations, the issue of WWII and German occupation
of Greece. I then provide an overview of this topic, examining the new approach
in German foreign policy and the economic crisis’ role. Before introducing my
main hypotheses and questions, I will review the less-known Greek martyr cities
and martyr villages and the role of German policies towards them.

1.1 Identity and Professional Experience

Since 2015 I have worked in Berlin as an independent political consultant focus-
ing on Greek-German relations. In the summer of 2015 I met with the cultural
association of the village Lechovo (in Greek transliteration: Enotikos Syllogos
Lechoviton “Profitis Ilias”’) and discussed a variety of possibilities for the village.
Notably, the Lechovites had been Gastarbeiter and worked en masse in Germany
during the past decades and many people had a close relationship with Germany.
Some had been born in Germany, many had worked in the country, and many
spoke German in the village. According to the residents’ claims, approximately
80% of the village’s estimated 1,000 inhabitants had some type of connection
with Germany, a number that I did not corroborate but which seemed reasonable
according to my observations. The village had already closely cooperated with
the German General Consulate of Thessaloniki and ran two projects with funding
from the German-Greek Fund for the Future, the Deutsch-Griechischer Zukun-
ftsfonds, GGFF, and participated in two youth exchanges between Lechovo and
Berlin, and Hamburg. It is important to note that the GGFF is located within
the German Foreign Ministry (Auswirtiges Amt) and is not a bilateral fund,
but rather a unilateral German initiative. Furthermore, in 2014 the local commu-
nity of Lechovo declared the former German Consulate General of Thessaloniki,
Wolfgang Holscher-Obermaier an honorary citizen of Lechovo.

The cultural association of Lechovo decided to organize a large conference to
focus on a widely unknown chapter of Greek-German relations: The Occupation
of Greece and the subsequent pain, manifested in the destruction of Greek cities
and villages, where crimes, deportations, and massacres against civilians took
place. In Greek these are called martyr cities and martyr villages (in transliteration
martyriki poli, martyriko chorio). In 2021 the total number of such martyr sites
(in English often also referred to as martyred) was 124. Lechovo is one such
martyr village, burned to the ground in 1943 and its inhabitants displaced.

Together we began working intensively on the Forum Memory and Educa-
tion: Places of terror and remembrance in Greece. We set out to organize a large
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and significant forum in which Greeks and Germans addressing bilateral relations
would come together. We invited local and national politicians, mayors and civil
society representatives of martyr communities, professors, and researchers from
both countries, and drafted a program designed to: a) highlight Greece’s martyr
communities comprehensively with a particular emphasis on the martyr com-
munities of Western Macedonia and the Jewish community of Thessaloniki; b)
discuss ways of remembrance in both Greece and Germany; c) evaluate the legal
and political challenges in the relationships between the two countries, includ-
ing the question of reparations; and d) provide a basis for cooperation between
the two countries on the academic and civil society levels by bringing together
accomplished participants.

The forum was scheduled to meet at the end of May 2016, and we began
advertising in the fall of 2015. I served as project manager and was the only
full-time professional for the forum, working as a contractor for the association
of Lechovo. All Lechovo association members and its managing board worked
pro bono during this period. For the event, we secured the support of the mayor
of Kalavryta, then also president of the Network of Martyr Cities and Villages.
Moreover, representatives of over eight Greek martyr communities, including
local politicians and civil society representatives and the involvement of experts
from both countries were to participate. To finance the project, we secured fund-
ing from the GGFF, material support from the Municipality of Amintaio' and pro
bono services from the association’s members and board.

Use of GGFF funding proved to be a controversial issue, especially for
Greek martyr communities, victims and their representatives. GGFF funding was
believed by Greek communities to be linked to Greek reparation claims, and per-
ceived as a way of evading the issue of reparations by funding projects. Thus, one
of the first and central questions raised by Greek and German NGOs, citizens and
politicians was the GGFF’s connection to Greek claims for reparations and resti-
tution from Germany resulting from the occupation of Greece during WWII. The
German Foreign Ministry, the German Ambassador in Athens and the General
Consulate of Thessaloniki repeatedly reassured various key actors that this fund
was not connected to the reparation claims, and that such actions were necessary
for establishing trust. From my perspective, it made sense that such a fund would
not be connected to the issue of reparations, just as a martyr village association
could not represent all Greek victims or the Greek state or government and would
not be authorized or responsible to address such questions. Communities such as
Kalavryta, one of the most known places of terror in Greece, had already used the

! The village of Lechovo belongs to the municipality of Amintaio (or Amyntaio).
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Fund. The issue was also discussed in the media, including an article in which
Greek national hero Manolis Glezos claimed to have been assured that the GGFF
was not connected to Greek reparation claims.

While organizing the forum, the Lechovites and I sought to communicate
Greek trauma and discuss it with people from Germany in order to preserve
history and memory. This was to provide publicity, awareness, and knowledge for
the Greek public, but particularly for the German public about the little known
tragedy caused to Greeks by German soldiers during the occupation.

I was born in Thessaloniki in 1987 to Greek parents, and we moved to Ger-
many in 1995 because my mother was a teacher for Greeks living abroad. We
returned to Thessaloniki in 2001, and I studied at the German School of Thes-
saloniki. Naturally, we used German history textbooks. To the surprise of most
Greek students in the German School of Thessaloniki, the occupation of Greece,
its victims, the deportation and murder of the Greek Jews, the destruction of
villages and towns, and the famine caused by the triple Axis occupation were
absent from our books. What is more, our teachers—sent from Germany—had
no knowledge of Greece’s more recent history. They were somewhat confused by
the national holiday of October 28™  which commemorates what is termed “No-
Day” and marks the beginning of the Greco-Italian war in 1940. This war resulted
in Greece’s victory over Mussolini’s troops, after which Wehrmacht troops rolled
into Greece to aid Germany’s Italian allies. Our teachers’ ignorance was difficult
to grasp, especially after so many years of German Aufarbeitung, of working and
dealing with the past. It was clear to me and to the Lechovites who had been
in Germany that the broader German public had and still has little to no knowl-
edge about what took place in Greece during WWII. Therefore, raising awareness
seemed imperative.

Efforts at raising awareness included publicity in both Greece and Germany
through various media outlets in Berlin as well as in Thessaloniki and Western
Macedonia, where we introduced our event and ideas, held press conferences,
and gave radio and television interviews. The closer the date of the forum, the
more we increased public relations and communication efforts. But as we did so,
voices objecting to our forum became louder; although my Greek and German
mobile phone numbers and my email address were available on all online and
print outlets we used, these parties chose not to reach out to us directly. The lan-
guage they used to attack the forum made use of harsh vocabulary, including the
words collaborators and traitors (in Greek transliteration: synergatis and dosilo-
gos). These terms directly refer to the period of Greece’s occupation and imply
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working with the enemy and reflect the worst characteristics of recent Greek his-
tory: Collaboration with the Nazi occupation forces as betrayers, informers or
accomplices.

Still, very few participants canceled and only one speaker was absent from
our event. Over eight martyr places, more than fifteen researchers, and over six
local political representatives from martyr cities and villages, including the pres-
ident of the Network of Martyr Cities and Villages took part in the forum. In its
concluding assembly, the forum provided suggestions for future action, including
stepping up contact and cooperation, commemorating the events in Germany, and
upholding and pursuing the Greek claims for reparations (see Appendix 1). The
association of Lechovo and I were and remain certain that we did the right thing:
Keeping the memory alive, presenting and discussing history from different per-
spectives, offering a small contribution of peace building and democratic thought
within Greece, Germany and Europe. We did this without silencing any of the
issues, including horrific crimes and the matter of reparations. An example is the
open letter sent by Argyris Sfountouris, who survived the massacre at Distomo
and who criticized our action (Appendix 2). We also addressed lack of knowledge
and feeling of neglect while formulating a perspective for future joint initiatives
of cooperation and dialogue for reconciliation. Many of the ideas developed in
this forum have been pursued or implemented since; and what is more, many per-
sonal contacts formed during this forum persist, adding to the unique character
of open dialogue and friendship.

The experience of the forum led me to a deeper consideration. I realized
I had a limited understanding of the friction points and could not fully grasp
their multi-faceted nature. The deep division brought on by the economic crisis
and the worsening of Greek-German relations in 2010-2016 demonstrated how
heavily the shadow of the Occupation burdened bilateral affairs. Distrust towards
Germany spread in Greece and divided martyr places to those cooperating with
German initiatives and those who refused to. After having worked closely on over
20 different projects in three years with Greeks and Germans, including with
scientists, civil society organizations, educators, politicians, dignitaries, diplo-
mats, and youth workers, I wondered about the divisions and why terms such
as collaborators are employed. My professional experience led me to explore the
discrepancies between the policies and the political levels at which they were
applied, and examine the often contradicting voices within Greek and German
civil society and local politicians in support of and against participating in recon-
ciliation projects. The role of memory was central to various local and national
actors, while suspicions among survivors of Greek places of terror towards Ger-
many increased. The Greek parliament continued to discuss German reparations
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for damages and crimes committed during the Occupation while Germany firmly
silenced the subject. The German public seemed oblivious at best—if not hos-
tile—to the Greek case. And so while German politicians spoke of reconciliation,
Greek martyr villages stressed the role of justice and compensation.

This unresolved issue drew my interest, as did Germany’s sudden change of
gear towards reconciliation. As a political scientist, I wanted to contribute to
a European discussion of the trauma of WWII in Greece and shed light on this
topic from the perspective of my discipline. Thus, I decided to undertake my own
research and focus on what I perceived as some of Europe’s least-known places
of terror and memory, namely the Greek martyr communities. Places of terror of
Greece have been mainly researched by historians but not by political scientists,
leaving a gap that needs to be addressed. My background as a consultant allowed
me to draw upon different contacts, personal experiences and firsthand knowl-
edge, and it provided me with the will to undertake and complete my research.
It was clear I had to confront the matter of writing in Greek or German, which
would necessarily exclude non-Greek or non-German readers. Therefore, I chose
the language of this thesis to be English in order to overcome the language barrier
and make the research available to a broader range of readers, and as a common
language for Greeks and Germans when addressing memory and history. I seek
to offer a profound understanding of the darkest chapters of Greek-German rela-
tions and the legacy of this period, and boldly hope to shed some light onto the
long shadow of the Occupation, especially the experience of Greek martyr towns
and villages.

1.2 Overview

Greece and Germany are partners in multiple unions, including the European
Union (EU), the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), and the European
Monetary Union (EMU). Their bilateral history includes peaceful and calm, war-
ridden and dark sides, mutual dependencies and economic asymmetries and in
recent years the darker sides have gained political, academic, and public attention.
Germany and Greece were enemies in both world wars. During World War 11
(WWII), Germany and its Axis-allies Italy and Bulgaria occupied Greece. This is
an important reference point in modern Greek history and this period is generally
referred to as the Occupation, meaning the whole period of occupation.” During

2 Hence, when the term the Occupation is capitalized it refers to the period 1941-1945 and
all the characteristics it includes.
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this period, multiple atrocities were committed by the Wehrmacht and the other
occupying forces, leaving a bloody trail throughout Greece. While the legacy of
1941-1945 is a part of Greek public memory and public dialogue, the economic
crisis served as a catalyst and reintroduced this period to a broader public.

1.2.1 The Economic Crisis as a Catalyst

The European economic crisis of 2008-2016 demonstrated how fragile relations
are amongst EU member states and highlighted the role of the past and its legacy
in inter-state relations. This applies to Greece and Germany in particular, whose
bilateral relations deteriorated and reached an unexpected low during this period.
The recession greatly affected Greece, impacting its economy and society tremen-
dously and causing poverty and unemployment to reach unforeseen heights in
a time of peace. Greece’s image suffered greatly, not just because of the eco-
nomic reality but also because of the European crisis management and media
reporting (Kaitatzi-Whitlock 2014). Large German media outlets led the attack
on Greece’s image and on its citizens’ work ethics, and German politicians sup-
ported this practice to a certain extent. An unprecedented wave of hostility and
mockery of everything Greek swept through Germany; it seemed that “money is
where friendship ends” (Bickes, H. & Butulussi, E. & Otten, T. & Schendel, J. &
Sdroulia, A. & Steinhof, A. 2014; Bickes and Butulussi 2012).

While the condition of Greece’s economy and society worsened, blows to the
country’s image angered and embittered the Greek public, especially vis-a-vis
Germany. Anti-German sentiments were spreading through the media, the public
and political parties. Germany, German newspapers and politicians were being
counter-attacked in a vain cycle of insults, using old clichés of Germans being
“bad hegemons” who “have not changed” and who “humiliate the Greeks by
dictating policy and impoverish them with austerity measures” ... “and that, after
all they have done to us”. 1t is this last phrase that is often heard in conversations
on the topic in Greece. “After all they have done to us” was a dialogue opener and
is relevant to this research.

3 The writer recalls various discussions in Greece with people of different social, educational,
and economic background attacking Germany and especially certain well-known German
politicians as “Nazis”. Particularly the sentence “what they did not achieve with tanks, they
now achieve with banks” was characteristic. Of course, this is one approach and is not
representative of all Greeks.
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During the period 2010-2018 the media played a central role in Greek-German
dialogue and have had an enormous and negative effect on public image and pub-
lic opinion in both countries. Symbols associated as traditionally Greek were
deliberately misappropriated: A trembling Parthenon, the Athenian Acropolis
ruined, and statues such as the Aphrodite of Milos making an obscene gesture are
just a few of the leading images that appeared in German print and web media
with regards to the Greek crisis. These images were often accompanied by terms
such as Betriiger (cheaters) or Pleitegriechen (broke-Greeks), berating Greece’s
image and its citizens by extension in the German public (Bickes et al. 2014;
Katsaounis et al. 2014). Media campaigns drew on clichés of the “ouzo drink-
ing laid back Greeks” (Mylonas 2012) who want “the hard earned money of the
German tax-payer” (Adler-Nissen 2017; Rehrmann 2022, pp. 78-83).

Reactions in Greece included demonstrators depicting Chancellor Angela
Merkel in Nazi uniform and caricatures depicting the German Minister of Econ-
omy Wolfgang Schéduble as a golem. Linking current politicians with Nazi
symbols and employing past images of crematoria and concentration camps in
the context of austerity measures was used to attack the image of Germany and
its politicians in the Greek public.

Media outlets in both countries utilized these images, meaning the Greek
media portrayed the German images of Greece and vice versa, triggering a cycle
of action and reaction, deepening the impact, bashing and worsening public opin-
ion (Antoniades 2013). Resentment ran deep in both countries. It is interesting to
note that the depiction and symbols employed by the media reveals stereotypic
images of the other in each country. While in Germany the image of Greece was
that Greeks were lazy and corrupt, the image of Germany portrayed in Greece
was that of a Germany that did not change, a Germany that at its core remained
power-hungry and pursuing a strategy of European domination. Citizens in both
countries were alarmed and insulted by these views and depictions (Roose et al.
2017).

Tourism tells a different story. During the crisis, Greece was a leading destina-
tion for German tourists although in the polls, most Germans seemed to oppose
bailing out or supporting Greece during the crisis (Tzogopoulos 2016). This was
not just the case in Germany but also in other countries, yet no other country
unleashed a comparable media attack against Greece. This again was perceived
as lack of solidarity, a complete opposite of Greek perception up to that point.
Traditionally Greece has been a firm supporter of the European Union. Greeks’
trust in European institutions and participation in European elections were con-
sistently high, yet this changed during the crisis along with Germany’s image.
In Greece, polls reflected a decline in trust for European institutions as well
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as a new wave of anti-German sentiment. This new “Anti-Germanism” (tvxs.gr
2012) in Greek media is demonstrated by frequent use of Nazi comparisons, that
is between the Third Reich and contemporary Germany. Favorable responses to
Germany plummeted fast in Greece. Once one of the most popular countries in
Greece, Germany fell out of favor (Kappa Research online 2019). Pew Research
Center (2019) reflected similar findings. Hostility between the two countries was
even picked up by the online edition of the youth and lifestyle magazine Vice,
which asked, “Do Greeks and Germans actually hate each other?” (Maragkidou
and Boeselager 2015).

The hostile atmosphere resulted not only from media coverage but also from
political rhetoric. It became evident that Greeks did not have fond memories
of the Occupation, while most Germans seemed to have never heard that Axis
forces, including the Wehrmacht occupied Greece during WWII (Schultheifl and
Chrysos 2010; Klemm and Schultheifl 2015). And so it was even more confusing
for the German public when voices demanding reparations for the horrors of the
Occupation grew louder. The gap in knowledge about the worst part of German-
Greek history is inconceivable for most Greeks; this is what German Federal
President Joachim Gauck (2014) called zweite Schuld (second guilt), namely the
lack of knowledge of the crimes committed in Germany’s name in Greece.

The German public had and still has little to no knowledge of the horrors
Nazi Germany and its allies inflicted upon occupied Greece during 1941-1945. In
2020, the occupation of Greece was still not included in German history school-
books. It is therefore no coincidence that the Friedrich-Ebert-Foundation office in
Athens picked this issue in 2015 and hosted an event to bring together scholars
and historians from the renowned German Georg-Eckert-Institute to discuss text-
book research with Greek scholars involved in writing and publishing texts and
schoolbooks on Greek history. While the scholars from Germany supported fur-
ther research into the era of Otto the Bavarian King of Greece, they were reluctant
to includee Greek WWII trauma in the German schoolbooks.* The meeting was
not fruitful. The German side missed another opportunity to broaden the their
public’s knowledge, especially their pupils—although Germany had proposed to
create a joint youth organization to bring youths from both countries closer to
each other. This failure to reach common ground demonstrates en miniature Ger-
many’s refusal to recognize Greek trauma in general by excluding a narrative with
a profound impact on bilateral relations. According to one expert interviewed for
this research, it is debatable whether German media and politicians would have
employed such ridiculing and ignorant rhetoric in the context of the economic

4 The writer was present in the event as an observer.



