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Identity and Relations within Society: The
Greek Experience in Australia®

Patricia Riak

This paper is both introduction to and review of sociological insights that have con-
tributed to understanding social dynamics that give definition to the social model-
ling of the Greek family in Australia. The paper concentrates on first generation
Greek-born migrants and their children. It will explain the use of network analysis
that has been researched for the Greek community in Australia. Network analysis
will then be compared to systems theory. The comparison favours the relevance of
network analysis in making social sense of migrant family structure in Australia.

In their respective studies of the Greek-Australian family, Bottomley (1975) and
Mackie (1975) have used network analysis to describe either tight- or loose-knit
networks that form from the relationship between the family and its social envi-
ronment. As a conceptual approach for the Greek family in Australia, network
analysis recognises the relationship of conjugal roles and how these roles can be
affected by the social environment.

Bottomley (1975) uses network analysis to evaluate how sex roles determine
gender distinctions within the family. The formation of tight-knit family networks
characterises the maintenance of traditional kinship networks which preserve tra-
ditional beliefs about sex roles. The formation of loose-knit family networks weak-
ens traditional elements of the family concerning sex roles, making conjugal roles
between genders less distinct. Bottomley believes that the formation of a loose-knit
family network is evident when the Greek wife, like the husband, works outside
the family home and receives a working wage. She argues that traditional sex role
attitudes for Greek women have changed in Australia as participation in the work
force has offered Greek women the opportunity to engage in both domestic and
wage labor. The formation of the loose-knit family network creates a shift in the
traditional belief about the domination of the Greek male as the only breadwinner.
Loose-knit family networks have allowed Greek women to attain formal monetary
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power. Bottomley’s observations of Greek women in Sydney suggest that female
working patterns achieve a level of interdependence between gender and work.
The role of the Greek woman in Australia has not remained that of domestic
householder; she has achieved what Bottomley terms “economic leverage” in deci-
sion making because of her working position in individualised wage labor and in
attaining shares in the family business (Bottomley, 1983:193). However, traditional
beliefs have preserved the husband’s “ideal” of male authority but at the same time
have shifted traditional beliefs by strengthening the idea of the wife’s control of
economic resources.

Mackie (1975) also employs network analysis in the area of value changes for
the Greek-Australian family by explaining how cultural change, through Greek
offspring, affects the family. The Greek-Australian family is viewed in terms of a
group of individuals who are able to change their value systems. She believes the
individual creates informal contacts to strengthen the social networks created by
them rather than the family. Individuals are able to adopt new values from the
informal contacts incorporated into their social network. The degree of cultural
change, she believes, will not vary because of the way tight- or loose-knit networks
utilise their value systems but according to how the individual manages to cre-
ate the social network (Mackie, 1975:88) Unlike Bottomley, who concentrates on
the role of adults/parents and the workplace, Mackie concentrates on the role of
children/offspring and the education system.

Mackie and Bottomley both provide a sociological framework for understand-
ing these aspirations toward both change and conservation. They remove the focus
from experience of the individual migrant and locate it in networks. Greek net-
works are typically dominated by kin, and it is in these networks that what Mackie
terms “a dialogue of values” takes place. Children are normally the catalysts in this
dialogue, in which the individual may be free to move towards cultural change.

Rosenthal (1985 and 1989) has conducted attitudinal studies of Greek parents
and adolescents in Melbourne regarding differences in family values, and finds that
the degree of conflict between parents and children is related to family values and
the adaptive behavior of youth:

The special case of immigrant families is a special one. It has been argued that in these
families conflict is heightened, since, typically, these adolescents are subject to the con-
flicting demands of two cultures: the old most forcefully represented by parents and
the new characterized by peers, school and the receiving society (Rosenthal, 1989:26).

Firstly, Rosenthal claims that youth are often at variance with parental values, as
conflict is evident when adolescents desire their own sense of independence and
identity (Rosenthal, 1985:239). The different beliefs and attitudes of Greek parents
and youth may lead to disagreements about particular activities such as choice of
friends (Rosenthal, 1989:26). It emerged from her results that mothers held to the
criticism that their children were generally uncommunicative, especially where

Riak, Patricia. 2007. Identity and Relations within Society: The Gréé@Experience in Australia. In E. Close, M. Tsianikas and G. Couvalis
(eds.) "Greek Research in Australia: Proceedings of the Sixth Biennial International Conference of Greek Studies, Flinders University
June 2005", Flinders University Department of Languages - Modern Greek: Adelaide, 155-164.

Archived at Flinders University: dspace.flinders.edu.au



IDENTITY AND RELATIONS WITHIN SOCIETY: THE GREEK EXPERIENCE IN AUSTRALIA

discussion concerned school (Rosenthal, 1989:28). However, adolescents disclosed
their concerns to their mothers rather than their fathers (Rosenthal, 1989:38).
Rosenthal believes that this may be the case because Greek parents, especially the
father figure, may lack understanding as values developed from the close-knit tra-
ditional Greek family structure emphasise the centrality of parent—child relation-
ships and parental authority as the dominant factor in this relationship.

Secondly, Rosenthal asserts that the generation gap may lead to higher levels of
inter-generational conflict. Rosenthal believes that Greek-Australian adolescents
show lower levels of self-disclosure to their parents compared to Australian resi-
dent groups because it is their way of dealing with two value systems. Greek-Aus-
tralian adolescents integrate two cultural worlds and reveal less to their parents so
as to minimise any potential conflict arising within the family (Rosenthal, 1989:
57). Greek adolescents who feel that their parents have little confidence in them
will turn to their peers for advice. Like Bottomley, Rosenthal argues that two value
systems to which Greek-Australian adolescents are exposed are “positional” and
“personal” and are related to different types of cultures. A positional family sys-
tem is based on authority, age and status seniority, e.g. the father figure, whereas a
personal family system takes into consideration every individual member, includ-
ing the adolescent. In the personal family system, personal goals are encouraged
rather than the family honour fundamental to Greek culture. Because Greek immi-
grant parents come from a society where the positional family system was well
entrenched, and migrate to a country where emphasis is placed upon the individual
and not their goals, stress may be heightened between parents and offspring. By
being less communicative with parents, Greek-Australian adolescents are seek-
ing personal success and happiness by learning to take responsibility for their
own actions (Rosenthal, Moore and Taylor, 1983:119; Giannopoulos, 1978:37-39;
and Koutsounadis, 1979). Both Bottomley and Mackie have formulated “layered
networks” to depict the situation described by Rosenthal. Layered networks are
ordered along generational lines. Kin networks are ordered along horizontal lines
where relatives interact with their own generation. Layering networks offer flex-
ibility and support when age groups are at variance with one another. However, in
general, role obligations for females seem to be less flexible (Bottomley, 1979:121).

The network analysis employed in the studies of both Bottomley and Mackie
was developed from Bott’s discussion of the family as a social group (Bott:1971).
Bott combines conjugal role and personality as a result of role expectations. Thus,
husband and wife relate to one another according to what is typical of their social
circle. Close-knit networks are characterised by the association of the family with
its informal social networks, which then create a pattern of social relationships.
Bott stresses the importance of the family as a network of relationships:

Each family is treated as a social system of independent roles. Behavior is a function
of a person in a situation. But the form of the immediate social environment and the
norms of conjugal roles depend on the personal needs and preferences of the members
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of the family and partly on a very complex combination of forces in the total social

environment (Bott, 1971:4-5).
Bottomley and Mackie also develop their studies from the theoretical position of
Mitchell (1969), stressing that the family is an important institution responsible
for a variety of social situations as well as conjugal relationships. The association
of people with networks is by comparison more significant (Mitchell, 1969:67).
Mitchell defines morphological criteria describing a process of interaction where
the point of anchorage to a network is usually taken to be some specified indi-
vidual. Through contacts “reachability” is achieved for the transition of informa-
tion that determines pressure and influence for change to occur (Mitchell, 1969:
17). Action or communication sets then determine the kinds of obligations that
develop from contacts (Mitchell, 1969:27).

For the Greek-Australian family, I shall address two important issues which
arise from network analysis. Firstly, the importance of a family member as an
individual, and secondly, family changes which are linked to changing relations
and roles for the Greek family in Australia. The use of network theory is favored
over the world-systems approach in explaining these issues because systems theory
creates difficulties in accommodating definitions for the individual, for gender and
gender relations, and for social environment and family change.

Firstly, systems theory fails to define the family as a group of individuals. Instead,
according to this theory, family members form together and derive their com-
monality from shared activity within the family. Individuals interrelate with one
another and acquire no sense of an individual role or status. Thus, individuals
represent a set of systematic interrelations, that is, in diads or triads, and acquire no
sense of individual role-playing outside the family group. The family, as a “whole;”
will only recognise the individual from their position of interrelation within the
family. The individual is not recognised as a unit of analysis on his/her own.

Bottomley (1976) compiled case study material that explores ego-centred group
associations (Figures 1 and 2). The involvement of the individual with their respec-
tive groups is expressed through “life-space” diagrams and identifies the relative
importance of individual choices that affiliate the individual to different Greek and
non-Greek group combinations. Bottomley defines individual “role playing” and “sit-
uational selection” as individual-specific elements that acknowledge that individual
behaviour is modified according to “group type” requirements and expectations. For
Bottomley, the “life-space” variations between individuals are primarily related to
how individuals perceive themselves in achieving successful coping mechanisms
for living in two cultural worlds. It follows that individuals will have varied Greek
and Australian aspects to their identities because similar “group types” may not be
shared at all. Values may in turn differ which will affect patterns of interaction.

The construction of life-space diagrams indicates that the sole existence of
ethnic identity will not overwhelmingly affect the individual’s life-space. Ethnic
identity is only able to define primary group relationships such as kin structure.
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Life-Space Diagrams

Figure 1. Anthony’s Life-Space.
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Source: Bottomley, 1976:120

Figure 2. Stella’s Life-Space.
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Source: Bottomley, 1976:121

Key: (a) Relative size of spheres indicates importance to individual
according to time allocation and subjective assessment.

(b) Shaded areas are non-Greek i.e. involving no contact with Greeks
and no Greek cultural residue.

(¢) Lines indicate contact between spheres, either shared
membership or acquaintance.
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Figures draw comparisons between two individual life-spaces. They differentiate
significantly between individual activity and subjectivity.

Identity is a composite of significant self-identifications and identifications by
others, primarily those of childhood but also those of the social groups in which
one participates later on in life. Identity is formed by social processes; crystallised
during the early years of life and maintained and modified by social relations. Its
maintenance depends upon recognition accorded by the various people with
whom one interacts, particularly significant others. An exploration of identity
demands knowledge of a person’s patterns of interaction as well as some under-
standing of what interaction means to him or her (Bottomley, 1976:119).

Stella’s life-space (Figure 2) incorporates higher values associated to non-Greek
group affiliations. Patterns of interaction are concentrated amongst these groups.
Anthony’s life-space (Figure 1) incorporates higher values directed to his affiliation
with Greek groups. Interaction is better concentrated within these groups. Stella’s
association with Greek groups is minimal, as is Anthony’s affiliation to non-Greek
groups. Thus, life-space diagrams show reverse activity. In order to understand
contrasting activities, Bottomley believes that subjective components take prec-
edence.

The life-space diagram for Stella shows that her values towards Greek group
affiliation are less important. Her subjective circumstance displays displeasure and
ambivalence because of expectations and restrictions placed upon her through
close kin and affinal relationships. The anxiety felt due to conflicting notions
encourages Stella to develop looser associations with these groups.

The life-space diagram for Anthony’s subjective components shows that he
places increasing value upon Greek group affiliation. His subjective experience
was one of comparatively higher levels of ease and comfort because kin and affinal
relationships offered him flexibility and freedom, leading him to develop tighter
associations with these groups.

It is thus clear that life-space diagrams indicate how different life patterns can
be between Greek-Australians in a diverse society that enables them to identify
either strongly or more loosely with their Greek heritage in Australia. Life-space
diagrams are then able to evaluate the social dynamics of identity and disclose
personal preferences of the social actors for either Greek or non-Greek aspects of
their lives.

Secondly, systems theory fails to acknowledge the role of gender distinctions.
Social and biological organisms are broadly defined as being one entity in systems
theory. The feature attributed to the family is the biological relationship shared by
all family members. The biological emphasis hinders any understanding of social
features. The conjugal roles of husband and wife do not recognise the social value
attributed to man and woman separately. Thus, gender is not an important theo-
retical category. This fails to bring to light issues pertaining to gender inequalities
which can be predominant.
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Bottomley (1977) examines the role of the woman and inequality. Her focus is
immigrant women of southern European background and the difficulties they face
in, for example, understanding their role in Australian society. For Greek immi-
grant mothers,

in a village setting economic, social, educational, religious and domestic activities are
interrelated and mutually reinforcing. There is a centripetal tendency that strengthens
the domestic unit. In Australian cities these activities are dispersed and perhaps con-
tradictory; our social and economic conditions create centripetal forces that fragment
the family (Bottomley, 1977:309).

In a later study, Bottomley (1983) examines the Greek-Australian mother in the
urban context and how she feels responsible for the loosening of family relation-
ships due to what she calls “negative fragmentation”. This arises from a mother’s
feeling of isolation and loneliness due to geographically separated social networks,
for example, going to work in one suburb, to church in another and seeing fam-
ily and kin in yet another suburb. Bottomley also argues that the Greek Orthodox
Church oppresses Greek mothers, especially those who work, because it advocates
that the female form should conform to a traditional religious definition of femi-
ninity (Bottomley, 1983:195).

Bottomley (1983) also discusses the “fortress model” in relation to the role of
Greek daughters and how they are taught to behave as their mothers and grand-
mothers did before them, and find a Greek husband. As for daughters who want to
educate themselves, they are told by their parents that they would “never make the
grade” and even if they did, they would not be able to find a job. Daughters are thus
taught to follow the maternal example of marriage and motherhood (Bottomley,
1983:196). Consequently, daughters resent brothers for the freedom they enjoy and
hate the father for his greater authority (Bottomley, 1989:197). The fortress model
is best exemplified for Greek girls in Melbourne by Tsolidis (1986), who conducted
an education project with girls from Non-English Speaking Backgrounds (NESB)
showing a marked difference between aspirations of girls and parental values. Tso-
lidis, like Cosmopodiotis (1975) and Margiolis (1980), also discusses gender and
schooling and how girls may experience difficulties at school because of their sex.
These issues are crucial for understanding sex roles in the Greek-Australian family.
Thus, world systems theory creates further problems in that the family model is a
standard type of family — this will create difficulties understanding the varied fam-
ily structures, especially those found in this multicultural society. As families who
live in Australia come from different ethnic backgrounds, world systems theory is
unable to explain such varying social constructions within diversified family units
in Australia.

Finally, systems theory fails to explain how social environment changes the
family. The definition of “boundary” is a problematic one in systems theory. World
systems approach is not able to measure any external influences that help to change
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the value systems of a family. For example, Moriatis (1975), Cox (1974) and Buck-
land (1977) give separate accounts of the effect of social and demographic change
for the Greek family and neighbourhood. Both the social and physical environ-
ments are discussed as an important theme in seeking to explain how Greek
family relations change in Australia. They all compare the social and physical envi-
ronment of the Greek village and the Australian city, discussing both the working
patterns of parents and patterns of education for children. Buckland describes
the total village environment as being “a close-knit network” (Buckland, 1977:
99), which in Australia develops into a “tight-knit community” through the proc-
ess of chain migration that created a network of relatives and friends previously
known in the Greek village (Buckland, 1977:103). The Greek-Australian family
is considered to be an open rather than closed cultural system; consequently, the
variable known to systems theory as the environment will affect the family’s value
structure. As an open socio-cultural system, the Greek-Australian family is not in
equilibrium with the environment but is able to adapt to social change. Bottomley
and Mackie recognise this and offer an alternative theoretical approach through
the use of network. This approach is able to recognise the individual and locate
his/her contacts within the social environment. Further, network analysis is able
to recognise points of change and redefine the roles and values within the Greek-
Australian family structure.
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