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Abstract:

The border berween Greece and Albania hasa chcqucrcd history, Its establishmentin 1913 ceded to Al-
bania a territory conqucrcd by Greece during the Balkan wars and left outside Albania a largc part of
the territories claimed by Albanian nationalists since the Lcaguc of Prizren in 1878. This is the case of a
small rcgion of Greece, that is prcscntcd in this text, called Thcsprotia in Greece and Chameria in Al-
bania, where the historical curmoil has not been without effect on its population, massively affected
by the powcrful polarization movements rcsulting from the application of national discourses on the
field. Throughout this pcriod and until now, the hctcrogcnous groups that formed the border socicty
had to position themselves according to political turbulences, sometimes dcspitc other long—tcrm real-
ities,and their discourses of belonging were gradually reshaped by these changes. What is more, these
transformations have had important consequences for the presence of several communities whose fate
has been turned on end by the new realities of chis contested border, like the Chams, a largc Albani-
an—spcaking community, which disappcarcd from the Western section of the Greek-Albanian border
in the aftermath of the Second World War in circumstances that are still debated. In the last decades,
the reactivation of cross-border relations following the fall of the Albanian communist rcgimc, and the
intense migration of Albanian workers to Greece, has qucstioncd their memory within local society, in
sometimes surprising ways.
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Izvlecek:

Meja med Greijo in Albanijo ima pestro zgodovino. Z njeno vzpostavitvijo leta 1913 je bilo Albaniji do-
dcljcno ozcmljc, ki gaje Grcija osvojila med balkanskimi vojnami, zunaj Albanijc paje ostal velik del
ozcmclj, kiso jih albanski nacionalisti zahtevali od Prizrenske ligc leta 1878. Tak primcrjc tudivtem be-
sedilu prcdstavljcna majhna gréka rcgija, kisev Grciji imcnujc Thcsprotia, v Albaniji pa Camcrija, kjcr
zgodovinski pretresi niso ostali brez Vpliva na prcbivalstvo. Izjcmno so ga prizadcla mocna polarizacij—
ska gibanja kot poslcdica uporabc nacionalnih diskurzov. Vse do danes so sc hctcrogcnc skupinc, ki so
tvorile obmcjno druzbo, morale pozicionirati vskladus politiénimi turbulencami, véasih kljub drugim
dolgorocnim realnostim, njihovi diskurzi pripadnosti pasose zaraditch sprcmcmb postopoma prcobli—
kovali. Se vee, te sprcmcmbc soimele pomcmbnc poslcdicc zaprisotnostvec skupnosti, katerih usodase
jc zaradi novih razmer na sporni mcji obrnila na g]avo, npr. Camov, velike albansko govorcéc skupnosti,
ki jc po drugi svetovni vojni izginila z zahodncga dela gréko-albanske mejc v okolis¢inah, o katerih se se

vedno razpravlja. Ponovna ozivitev cczmcjnih odnosov po padcu albanskcga komunisticncga rezimain
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intenzivno priscljcvanjc albanskih delaveevv Gréijo stav zadnjih dcsctlctjih navcasih prcscnctljivc naci-

ne postavila pod vprasaj njihov spominv lokalni druzbi.

K/jucvne besede: Albanija, Grcija, meja, pokrajina, spomini

This text is dedicated to the memory of Michalis
Pasiakos (1959-2023), a wonderful person, a free
thinker, an open mind and a researcher of the
nooks and crannies of the history of his region,
Thesprotia, which he knew better than any-

one, the most generous person who never hesitat-
ed to share with me his knowledge with as much
warmth and kindness as he offered hospitali-

ty at bis home in Sagiada, food from his garden
and a meal at bis table. The contents of this text
owe much to his erudition, like a precious gift he
would have entrusted to a visiting outsider.

May his name never be forgotten.
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Introduction

he border between Greece and Albania

has a chequered history. Two hundred

and eighty-two kilometres long, it was
fixed by the European “Great Powers” with the
signing of the Treaty of Florence in 1913, a cod-
icil to the Treaty of London. However, between
the two states, the delineation of this border
seems to raise several questions. The treaty ceded
to Albania a territory claimed and conquered by
Greece during the Balkan wars, Northern Epi-
rus, but some Christian Epirotes rejected this
international decision and formed an autono-
mous government calling for it to be attached
to the Greek state. At the same time, voices were
raised in Albania to claim certain regions that
had remained in Greece, inspiring the irreden-
tist and nationalist idea of a “Greater Albania”.
In fact, the establishment of the borders of the
new Albanian state left outside them a large part
of the Albanian-populated territories that had
been claimed by Albanian nationalists since the
League of Prizren in 1878: within Greek terri-
tory, these were the Chameria region, from the

border to the town of Preveza, and part of Mace-
donia around the towns of Kastoria and Florina
(De Rapper 1998, 621-624). This latent dispute
between these two states has been present for a
long time in people’s imaginaries today, as can
be seen from the streets dedicated to “Northern
Epirus” in many Greek towns, or to “Chameria”
in Albanian towns.

This issue became one the main sources of
tension between the two countries in the first
decade of the post-Cold War era. In the spring
of 1993, the expulsion by Albanian authorities
of Archimandrite Chrysostomos, accused of
preaching enosis (unification) between Southern
Albania (“Northern Epirus” in Greek national-
ist vocabulary) and the Greek “motherland”, led
to violent incidents against Greek-speaking mi-
nority groups and, in response, to the mass ex-
pulsion of Albanian migrants who lived and
worked in Greece. The following year, violent ac-
tions were even carried out by a group that took
the same name as the Greek-speaking resistance
in Albania during World War II: MAVI for
Mérwmo AmedevSépwans Bopeiov Hrelpov (Front
for the Liberation of Northern Epirus). In addi-
tion to the car bomb attack that killed the Alba-
nian ambassador in Athens in 1984, this group
claimed responsibility for an attack on an Alba-
nian border post, which resulted in the deaths
of two Albanian soldiers near the village of Pe-
shképi in 1994, in the Gjirokastér region. While
Greek domestic security quickly put an end to
the activities of this group, some ecclesiastical
authorities expressed support for it, demonstrat-
ing the sympathy that this type of stance could
garner among some segments of Greek pub-
lic opinion (Michas 2000). After this period of
high tension, the period that began in 1995 ap-
pears to be one of normalization, likely a con-
sequence of the isolation that these diplomatic
positions had led Greece into regarding the Yu-
goslav wars. Furthermore, starting with the sign-



ing of the Dayton Accords, conditions were cre-
ated for the establishment of bilateral relations
between Greece and Balkan countries, provided
that any sensitive issues were resolved. In 1995,
the visit to Albania by the Minister of Foreign
Affairs, Karolos Papoulias, as well as the release
of the leaders of the Greek Party of Albania sus-
pected of covering the activities of MAVT in the
country, showed signs of easing tensions between
the two neighbours. During the tenure of Kon-
stantinos Simitis (1996-2004), Greece even de-
fined a new political doctrine in the region, pre-
senting itself as the advocate of regional stability
through the use of the capabilities provided by
its status as an EU member. Diplomatically, this
led the Greek government to adopt a more con-
sensus-based approach during the Kosovo crisis,
providing logistical support during the military
operations in 1999, and especially participating
in KFOR and post-war reconstruction programs
in Serbia thereafter.

However, simultancously with the devel-
opment of the economic crisis in Greece from
2008, tensions thave been rekindled between
Greece and its neighbouring countries, demon-
strating how these geopolitical border issues are
also sensitive to the broader context of region-
al stability. In April 2009, Greece and Albania
signed an agreement on the delimitation of their
territorial waters, in-which Albania pledged to
cede 225 square kilometres of continental shelf
to Greece. Thisagreement was annulled in Janu-
ary 2010 by the Albanian Constitutional Court
because it was deemed contrary to the nation’s
interests due to the alleged presence of hydro-
carbon deposits in the area ceded to Greece. De-
spite this, Greece did not oppose Albania’s inte-
gration into NATO in 2008 or the signing of an
ASA with the European Union in April 2009.
Nevertheless, the renegotiation of this agree-
ment could add fuel to the fire between Athens
and Tirana, and Albanian authorities seem to be
pressuring Athens to renegotiate or seek inter-
national arbitration. In 2014, tensions escalated
when Greek authorities opened up maritime ex-
ploration in the Ionian Sea, which, according to

Albanian media, included the area that Albania
had previously ceded to Greece. On March 22,
2016, during a meeting in Athens aimed at open-
ing negotiations to end the state of war still in ef-
fet since 1940 in certain aspects between the two
countries, the foreign ministers of both coun-
tries identified the issue of territorial waters as
one of the obstacles to progress in the dialogue.
On June 6, 2016, during a joint conference in Ti-
rana, these same ministers listed the points of
tension between their countries: (1) the ongoing
state of war, (2) the issue of territorial waters, (3)
Athens’ accusation of discrimination against the
Greek-speaking minority in Southern Albania,
and (4) the fate of Albanian Muslim Albanians
(the Chams) expelled from Greece in 1944-45
on charges of collaborating with the Italian and
German occupation armies.

The latter issue is perhaps one of the most
tangible reasons for the continuation of the state
of war, as there is no longer an agreement be-
tween the two countries regarding the fate of
their properties or the possible compensation for
the refugees. Since 2011, a party (the PDIU of
Shpetim Idrizi, which has had 4 seats in the Al-
banian parliament since 2013) has been advocat-
ing for the recognition of the wrongs commit-
ted by Greece against this group and demanding
reparations. These activists march to the Greek
border every year to demonstrate their support
for a resolution by the Albanian parliament on
this matter. The resurgence of this issue on the
international agenda even led to a statement
by European Enlargement Commissioner Jo-
hannes Hahn, who in September 2016 identified
the fate of Albanian speakers in Greece as one of
the unresolved issues between the two countries,
triggering anger in Athens, which considers the
matter closed, occasionally accusing Albania of
irredentism on these borderlands. In the years
that followed, tensions continued to escalate, to
the point that in May 2023, Greece even threat-
ened Albania with complicating its accession to
the European Union if this issue was not quick-
ly resolved.
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On the Greek side, the massive investment
in the Northern Epirus theme by the neo-Nazi
party Golden Dawn, which has seen numerous
electoral successes since the start of the financial
crisis, has also led to protests in the border re-
gion. In September 2013, a Greek neo-Nazi MP,
Christos Papas, declared during a blockade of
the Kakavia border post between the two coun-
tries: “We have come to this artificial border to
affirm our struggle for the liberation of North-
ern Epirus” (i.e., Southern Albania). In 2013,
members of this same party tried to establish a
branch of their movement in the city of Hima-
ra in Southern Albania, where the presence of a
Greek minority is subject to debate, sparking a
strong reaction from the population and the po-
lice. On all of these points, solutions do not seem
to have been found yet, and public opinion ap-
pears to be increasingly sensitive to them. This
same distrust is reflected on the border from the
start of the migrant crisis in the summer of 2015
since, starting from March 20, 2016, and at the
request of the authorities in Tirana, Italian po-
lice officers came to reinforce their Albanian
counterparts on the country’s southern border
due to the anticipated uncontrolled flow of mi-
grants from the Greek-Macedonian border to It-
aly through Albania. Although these transfers
did not materialize, largely due to the significant
reduction in entries into Greece, this Italian-Al-
banian collaboration is indicative of the tension
with Greece on the border issue.

Research Problem

Obviously, these historical developments have
not been without effect on the populations liv-
ing in the regions around the Greek-Albanian
border. They have been massively affected by the
powerful polarization movements implied local-
ly by the application of national discourses. In
this perspective, the Greco-Albanian borderland
is an illustrative case of what Michel Roux (2001)
calls “identity capture”, i.e. the alignment of lo-
cal particularities through the simplification/
structuring of discourses of belonging around
binary oppositions between nations. Through-

out this period, the heterogeneous groups that
formed frontier society had to position them-
selves according to political turbulences, some-
times despite other long-term realities, and their
sense of belonging was gradually reshaped by
dominant simplifying discourses. What is more,
these transformations have had numerous conse-
quences for the presence of several communities
whose fate has been upturned by the new polit-
ical realities of this contested border. This is the
case, for example, of various Albanian-speaking
groups from Epirus who found themselves in
Greek territory from 1912 onwards, and whose
stories will be discussed in this text. In this way,
this Greco-Albanian example was a good illus-
tration of a “world of sovereign states [...] divided
by boundaries” (Taylor 1993, 164), where states
play a dominant role in the territory homogene-
ity, and borders are a key medium for exercising
territoriality, practicing sovereignty, and main-
taining socio-spatial control (Agnew 2009). Fur-
thermore, the border serves as a powerful toel
for the process of “spatial socialization” (Paa-
si 1996), meaning the imposition of identity dis-
courses as it is a crucial element of state territo-
ry. From this standpoint, the border landscape is
the instrument and expression of the territorial-
ity used to govern state spaces (Paasi 2012), rein-
forcing the national community as a distinct and
enclosed entity.

However, nowadays, the development of
cross-border and transnational processes that
are increasingly significant questions the links
between national spaces and people’s identities
(Gupta and Ferguson 1992). As Massey (199s)
stated, borders are more and more crossed in
the current world characterized by connections.
This perspective suggests that borders are not an-
ymore to be found only in border areas, but they
are located in broader social practices and soci-
eties, and increasingly even in the global space
(Amilhat Szary and Fourny 2006; Hikli and
Kaplan 2002; Newman and Paasi 1998; Pope-
scu 2011; Wastl-Walter 2012; Wilson and Don-
nan 2012). But, on a local level, people who live
in relation to borders are highly determined by



elements related to them. The hypothesis I make
here is that the phase of border opening (deborder-
ing), which is seen as the first consequence of this
new world of connections, is accompanied by a
renegotiation of boundaries between groups, of-
ten relying on the reinterpretation of discourses
on the past. For this reason, the Greco-Albanian
border could be a referential case for the current
issues of identity and memory politics, and the
related appropriations and re-alignments, pre-
sented in contested border areas.

Methodology

The text presented here is the result of a field-
work carried out in Greece on the western side
of this border, in the administrative region of
Thesprotia, north of the town of Igoumenit-
sa, in 2010 and 2011. At that time, relations be-
tween Greece and Albania seemed to have best
improved. Although the end of the state of war
had only been partially signed between the
two countries in 1987, their good relations had
been confirmed a few years earlier by the sign-
ingin 1996 of a “Friendship, Cooperation, Good
Neighbourliness and Security Agreement”. In
this region, the appeasement manifested itself
in 2004 with the opening of a new border cross-
ing point at Mavromati (in Greek) or Qafté Boté
(in Albanian), which facilitated contact between
the two sides of the border. However, this region
remained a special case, the subject of a long-
term geopolitical controversy surrounding the
presence in Greece of a large Albanian-speak-
ing community, which disappeared in the after-
math of the Second World War in circumstanc-
es that are still debated. But, since that date, this
region found itself back in the diplomatic spot-
light, as it became one of the main points of con-
tention between the two countries. This current
situation leads to a renewed polarization of po-
sitions that was not yet noticeable a decade ago,
during my stay. The return to the situation of the
2010s that I propose in this text is a way to pres-
ent when it was most visible the modalities of the
resumption of cross-border relations and the var-
ious challenges that this resumption presented

locally in terms of identification for the different
groups living in the region.

The present contribution reports the re-
sults of a fieldwork that involved a total of two
months spent in the region. During this period,
I conducted 73 interviews, with most of them
being semi-structured due to the sensitive na-
ture of the questions. Out of these, 45 interviews
were conducted impromptu, mostly in the villag-
es of Sagiada, Kastri, Smerto, Asprokklisi, and
more broadly in the region of Filiates and Igou-
menitsa in Greece, as well as in Konispol, Alba-
nia. The interviewees primarily included indi-
viduals involved or interested in the preservation
of memory, local authorities, as well as ordinary
residents who were eager to share their perspec-
tives on the historical transformations in their
region. Notably, a significant portion of the in-
terviewees were survivors of World War II, serv-
ing as witnesses to the events during and after
the war, which significantly influenced their per-
ceptions and reflections. The primary objective
of the fieldwork was to identify the discourse
surrounding memory and the dynamics of iden-
tity transformation and realignment in response
to changes in this border region.

Landscapes and Memories of Violence

in Thesprotia

The region described in this text surrounds the
lower valley of the river Kalama and its delta (see
Figure 1). Today, the population is concentrated
in large villages that make their living from com-
mercial mandarin farming (such as Asprokklys-
si and Sagiada), while the mountains that rise
turther east, separating Thesprotia from the rest
of Epirus, have largely been emptied by emigra-
tion abroad. The settlement dynamics observed
in this region often refer to the period of the Sec-
ond World War and the Greek Civil War, which
largely explain the current population distribu-
tions and the formation of today’s human land-
scapes. During this period, large-scale popu-
lation movements took place, leading to the
abandonment of many villages and the founding
of new ones. In detail, these situations are quite
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Figu re 1: Location map of‘placcs mentioned in text

(source: Sintes (2019))

varied, but they all led to a classic movement in
the Mediterranean context: the conquest and
the intensive exploitation of the plains, and the
abandonment of mountain areas and traditional
farming methods.

A society Shaken by War

Most of these displacements were the direct re-
sult of the violence of the 1940s. In Sagiada, for
example, it was the partial destruction of the vil-
lage by the Germans on 23 August 1943 that led
the population to abandon the village. The in-
habitants then crossed the border en masse to
take refuge in neighbouring Albanian villag-
es, where the strength of the resistance kept the
Germans away. When they returned in the win-
ter of 1943, they were confronted with the last
turmoil of the war and the beginnings of the civ-
il war. In January 1948, a raid by partisans who
wanted to forcibly conscript young men from the
village prompted the inhabitants to take refuge
on the shore. The authorities sent them to the is-
land of Corfu, from where they did not return
until the very early 1950s (between 1952 and 1953)
to set up the new village of Sagiada, between the
plain and the shore (Tsogas 2009). These move-

ments reveal the key factors that determined
both the departures and the relocations of the
populations: the violence that drove the inhab-
itants from their villages of origin, but alsoythe
intervention of the State, which sought to con-
trol those who might willingly or unwillingly re-
inforce the Communist troops during the civ-
il war. This objective of controlling populations
through relocation can be found even more ex-
plicitly in the neighbouring village of Asprokkli-
si, where a large proportion of the inhabitants,
sometimes coming from very distant areas, were
settled during the civil war in order to limit the
movements of groups that were still very mobile
until the 1940s: the Kalatzides (xadazlpdzg) of
Murgana (tinsmiths with itinerant work) or the
Sarakatsani or Aromanian Vlachs, pastoralists
from Pindus. These stories indicate a desire on
the part of the authorities to control the moun-
tain populations and keep them away from are-
as of conflict where they could provide aid to the
communist army.

These relocations took the inhabitants
through different phases, ranging from sponta-
neous settlements in temporary dwellings to the
erection of permanent houses and participation



in the planned conquest of the surrounding ag-
ricultural land. The domestication of this new
territory involved a development project orches-
trated by the public authorities, for which pro-
gress seemed to be the main driving force. If we
take the example of Sagiada, the people return-
ing from Corfu initially settled in huts, mostly
on the beach; with no running water, surround-
ed by livestock. The public authorities then or-
ganized the stabilization of these low-lying ar-
eas with the construction of houses and roads,
the arrival of water and electricity, and final-
ly the building of the Kalama dam in 1962. This
kind of project was a clear statement of the need
to modernize by rationalizing land development
and farming. All this was complemented by the
gradual opening of the region. These coastal are-
as of the lower valley, which had previously been
related mainly to Corfu, from where seasonal
workers came during the agricultural seasons,
were in a way linked to the mainland, but above
all to the rest of the country, by the construction
of the dam, as the Kalama River had previously
been an impassable obstacle.

But the interpretation given locally to
these major transformations almost never re-
fers to the great modernization movement that
seized the plain after the war. Instead, today’s
residents systematically refer to the resolution
of a violent conflict that had plagued the re-
gion’s society since the inter-war period. The re-
distribution of land in the 1960s is presented as
a kind of restitution to the Greeks of the prop-
erty they had lost during the Ottoman peri-
od, and which had then been appropriated by
Muslim groups - here entirely Albanian-speak-
ing - referred to locally as Turks (Zodpxor), but
also more regularly as Chams (Zoduydss), or
Albano-Chams (AABavoroduydes) or Turko-
Chams (ZTodpxorodunde) (Baltisiotis and Em-
birikos 2007). During the war, these Muslims
are said to have sided with the Italians and Ger-
mans to regain the dominant position that the
region’s attachment to Greece in 1913 was caus-
ing them to lose (Margaritis 2005; Manta 2004,).
Such a stance was fatal for them as, like all Mus-

lims in the region (see Table 1), they were driv-
en out by the nationalist forces of Napoleon Ze-
rvas or, at the very least, left after learning of the
violences committed against their co-religionists
in the towns of Filiateés and Paramithia (Mey-
er 2007; Péchoux 2002; Péchoux and Sivignon

1989).

Table 1. Albanian—spcaking groups in Epirus inthe 1940

amd 1951 C;I'Cﬁl( censuses

1940 32,712 65 16,890 25 49,632

1951 22,207 98 487 2 22,736

Source: National Statistical Service of Greece

(1946: 1958)

Numerous sources attest to the inter-com-
munity violence that bloodied the region in the
broadest sense, claiming many victims, especial-
ly between 1942 and 194s. Books published in
Greece by witnesses, activists, improvised his-
torians, and academics relate these events to a
greater or lesser extent. However, they all agree
on the same version of the story. These Chams
Muslims were said to have sided with the oc-
cupying troops, going so far as to wear their
uniforms. They committed atrocities against
Christian populations in preparation for the at-
tachment they wanted for Chameria (Caméria/
Toapovpid), i.e. present-day Thesprotia, to Al-
banian territory. Some authors went so far as to
draw up an exhaustive list of their victims. This
is the case of Giorgos Sarra’s (2001) work, Mni-
mes tis tragikis periodou 19361945, which men-
tions for the eparchy of Igoumenitsa alone, more
than 8o murders perpetrated by Chams during
this period. It provides the most detailed cir-
cumstances of these murders, based on accounts
gathered in the field. Without going into such
a detailed account, due to the fragility of the
sources on this subject, the historian Eleftheria
Manta (2004, 137) describes in a monograph on
this issue, based on Italian and especially Greek
diplomatic archives, the uncertainties that gov-
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erned the lives of the inhabitants at that time.
She also gives a detailed account of the destruc-
tion and atrocities committed during the occu-
pation of Thesprotia.

In the villages affected, the memory of these
violences is vivid and the various generations are
still able to recount them easily and in great de-
tail, often revealing the circumstances of the
murders as well as the identity of the murder-
ers: “During the war, after the Italian offensive
but especially during the German occupation,
the main leaders of the Muslim villages in the re-
gion, former landowners whose advantages had
been threatened by the annexation to Greece
in 1913, carried out atrocities against the Chris-
tian population” (interview 1), explains a local
historian living in Sagiada. Moved by strong-
er passions and resentment, the other testimo-
nies describe horrific crimes that are inexcusable
in the eyes of those who recount them: “My un-
cle was shot dead in front of his house. His body
was dragged by a horse around the village before
being thrown into the Kalama” (interview 2 in
Smerto), or “The Muslims raped a young girl in
the village and killed her” (interview 3 in Ragio)
and again “I lost my father at the time. It was a
“Turk’ called Hassan from the neighbouring vil-
lage who beat him and threw him into the river
with his hands tied. His name is now inscribed
on the monument in front of the church” (inter-
view 4 in Kestrini). These various testimonies
clearly reveal the permanence of this memory
among the inhabitants.

While these various murders are classically
presented as the result of age-old hatred between
antagonistic religious communities present in
the region for centuries, various interviews also
seem to show the extent to which the Second
World War was a key moment in the polariza-
tion of local society, to some extent completing
the structuring of this society into national com-
munities on the basis of faith-based differences.
This period seems to be a kind of culmination of
the transition that began at the time of annexa-
tion by Greece, which led to the gradual trans-
formation of social relations but also to a radi-

cal change in the dominant ethnic structures.
Even if other lines of force ran through this soci-
ety (social differences, political trajectories), they
would all have disappeared in favour of a sin-
gle polarity opposing Christians and Muslims,
Greeks and Albanians. The burning of the old
village of Sagiada mentioned above is a reveal-
ing example of this. In local memories, it is the
Muslim inhabitants of the neighbouring village
of Liopsi who are identified as having played an
active part in this destruction, rather than just
the German troops. From then on, they became
irreconcilable enemies. A resident of Sagiada re-
members his relations with them, whom he still
calls the “Turks”, but also the events surround-
ing the burning of the village (interview s):



This disturbing impression of civil war is
even more present in this account (interview 6):

It seems, however, that these neighbours
were not so unanimously hostile during the pre-
vious period. As an old lady in Sagiada told me,
“Some were good, others were not.” (interview
7) Even so, one resident recalls distant relations
with the children of Liopsi: “We met them some-
times. We were children and we used to meet
their kids when they came to Sagiada to do their
shopping. But we didn’t have any friends there,
we lived separately” (interview 8), while anoth-
er, more used to working in the neighbouring
village, says, “They were Turks of course, but we
like each other” (juaorav ddor ayamyuévor). He
concedes, however, that the war was a powerful
moment of polarization (interview 9):

Another confirms this rapid transforma-
tion (interview 10):

He added:

A border Narrative Embedded in Places and
Landscapes

These stories of violence are echoed today by
the presence of singular monuments (see Fig-
ures 2—s), which highlight the way in which
this history has left its mark on the construc-
tion and symbolic appropriation of the territo-
ry, and how this in turn feeds memories. These
monuments were erected at the very scenes of
the crimes (crossroads, roadsides) or in symbol-
ic places (in front of a building where the victim
worked, such as the former prefecture of Igou-
menitsa, or on the peribolos of a church, as in
Kestrini). These are steles commemorating the
dead by name, but often also by age and some-
times by nickname. These people are not pre-
sented as having been killed by the regular ar-
mies of the occupying Italians or Germans, or
by the belligerents in the civil war, but rath-
er by their hostile neighbours. The aggressors
are clearly identified in explicit terms reported
on the monuments: they are “people of anoth-
er religion” (AMNépyoor), therefore non-Chris-
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Figu re 2: Memorial to the victims of intercommunity
violence of the 1940s, in Igoumenitsa, Greece.

(photo: Pierre Sintes, 2011)

tian, as the headstones often bear a cross, or else
Albano-chams (ABavoroduideg) or Albanians
(AABavol). This terminology clearly identifies
the murderers as the Muslim Chams who inhab-
ited the region until 194s.

Compared with the more official monu-
ments commemorating the victims of the vari-
ous conflicts, erected in public squares or cem-
eteries in Greece, these small steles mentioning
the specific violence perpetrated by Muslims in
the region tell the local story in their own way.
They bear witness to the painful memories of
the families affected by the murders. Certain
elements make them appear to be private mon-
uments: they bear signs of closeness to the de-
ceased, such as the names of the orphans left be-
hind or the nickname used during their lifetime.
Sometimes, the names of those who commis-
sioned the stele appear on its base, confirming
the family origin of the initiative. These features
bring them closer to the private chapels or small

Figure 3: Memorial to the victims of intercommunity
violence of the 1940s, in Kestrini, Greece.
(photo: Pierre Sintes, 2010)

structures that commemorate the death of a per-
son in a road accident in the region today. But by
their very presence and the details they provide
about the murder, these monuments also seem
intended to carry a message beyond the victim’s
family circle. Indeed, while the space is thus in-
vested with a private sentiment, it also becomes
the public medium for remembering what may
appear to be a sacrifice that grieves the whele
community, which may feel that it has been tar-
geted because of its religion or nationality. These
steles can therefore also be presented as the ma-
terial component of the oral testimonies men-
tioned above which, by explicitly identifying the
murderers, also convey a political and national
message, in the broadest sense of the term, about
these past events.

By their very presence, these small com-
memorative monuments also fulfil the expected
role of marking the national territory. They es-
tablish places of remembrance and help to make



Figurc 4:Memorial to the victims ofiintcrcommunity
violence of the 19405, in Mavromati, Greece,
on the borderwith Albania. (photo: Picrre Sintes, 2010)

Figure 5: Memorial to the victims of intercommunicy
g 5

violence of the 1940s, in Kastri, Greece.

(photo: Pierre Sintes, 2011)

the whole of Thesprotia a “region of remem-
brance”. What’s more, by recalling the atrocities
of a group closely associated with neighbouring
Albania (such as Albano-Chams), these monu-
ments designate the Albanians as enemies of the
Orthodox Greeks. In this way, they bear witness
to the long-standing hostility between the two
countries, feeding present-day resentments with
the violence of the past. On a regional scale, they
also help to explain the reasons for the disap-
pearance of the Muslim populations of Thespro-
tia after the Second World War. The murderers
certainly had to fear retaliation, but they would
also have had to answer for their many crimes,
which is why they chose to leave. Furthermore,
the murders of which the Muslim populations
are accused would now justify that they must
no longer claim their rights to these lands, that
they abandon any claim to Thesprotia because
of their many crimes. Such a position echoes
the words of some of the inhabitants of the plac-
es where the murders were recorded: “Now they
[the Chams] are over there in Albania, and they
are crying. They say they want to come back here,
but if they hadn’t stolen and killed so much, they
could come back” (interview 11 in Asprokklisi),
or, “it’s better that the Muslims have left, because
religion always causes problems, as we saw in Cy-
prus” (interview 12 in Filiates). The threat of a
possible Albanian claim to the coastal regions of
Southern Epirus is countered in these discourses
by the recall of the murders committed by these
Muslims in the 1940s. More than the transmis-
sion of a tragic memory, the discourse underlying
these steles is projected into the present (or even
the future) to counter what are seen as hostile in-
tentions on the part of Albanian neighbours.
But these monuments also reflect a univo-
cal treatment of public space. It is striking to
note that some localities in Thesprotia, reput-
ed to have been important centres for Muslim
populations, no longer bear any trace of this for-
mer presence, nor any monuments. The “memo-
ricide” mentioned by Bénédicte Tratnjek (2011)
is evident here in the steles that collectively des-
ignate them as murderers. The same is true of the
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entire Muslim villages that have been abandoned
since the departure of their inhabitants in 194 4-
45, which are present on old maps and whose ru-
ins are still visible in the landscape, but which
are, on the contrary, completely absent in re-
cent signage or cartography (see Figure 4 and s).
For example, while the former Orthodox village
of Sagiada is indicated by a makeshift sign, the
nearby abandoned Muslim village of Liopsi are
not mentioned in the signage; other villages that
are still populated have been renamed, leaving
only Greek-sounding names. If “history is writ-
ten by the victor”, as the bookseller in the small
town of Paramithia placidly told me during the
survey, he also writes the names of the places and
selects the victims to be commemorated. To find
a different version of this story, it is necessary to
cross the border. Just a few kilometres away, in
the central square of the small Albanian town
of Konispol, stands another monument, built in
the 1990s. It bears no name, just the words Me-
moriali i kushtobet martirizimit té shqiptaréve té
cameérisé prej gjenocidit té shovinizmirt grek (“Me-
morial dedicated to the martyrdom of the Al-
banians of Chameria whose genocide was per-
petrated by Greek chauvinism”). Unlike the
stelae described on the Greek side, this monu-
ment serves as a memorial to a group of anony-
mous victims: those of the “Cham genocide” as
officially recognized by the Albanian state since
1994. However, as it stands in the last Albani-
an town before the border, it also acts as a land-
mark, activating the representation of a space
crossed by a front line. The decorations that
flank it also tell stories of victims: the styliza-
tion of a traditional female headdress character-
istic of the Chameria and stuck to the top of the
monument, or the representation of a woman ly-
ing next to her child on a bas-relief, take up the
stories of murders that are found in descriptions
of the massacres of the Muslim populations of
Thesprotia in 1944-45 (Kretsi 2007). This mon-
ument goes hand in hand with the introduction
in Albania in 1997 of a day of commemoration
of the memory of the Chams every 27 June. Its
discourse contrasts with that of Greece’s neigh-

bouring region and is undoubtedly a witness of
the transmission of a still disputed memory.

Changing Narratives
in Tune With Our Times

The key features of these narratives, and the
marks they leave on the territories, are the prod-
uct of an eventful history. They were forged at key
moments, when antagonisms were asserted, or
when they were revealed. They have been trans-
mitted from generation to generation through
family histories and official narratives. However,
the form of these narratives should not be seen as
inert material, frozen from the moments when
the events took place. It must also be understood
in relation to the dynamics of the present and
the characteristics of the moments when these
memories are expressed. This is why it seems im-
portant to examine them in the light of the gen-
eral context of this survey, and the trajectory of
a region undergoing rapid transformation at the
beginning of the 21st century.

The Border and the Issues of the 2000s

When discussing relations between Greece and
Albaniain the 2000s, it is impossible not to men-
tion the strong migratory flows that have linked
the two countries since the early 1990s. Having
long been a country of departure, Greece has
gradually become a host country for many inter-
national migrants. At the time of the 2001 pop-
ulation census, international migrants account-
ed for more than 760,000 people, or 7% of the
country’s total population, compared with less
than 1.5% in 1991. Such a figure is enough to un-
derstand that this period marked the beginning
of a new phase in the country’s history. It was the
fall of the Eastern European regimes in the carly
1990s that was the main cause of Greece’s trans-
formation into a land of immigration. Large
groups of migrants from Eastern Europe came to
Greece. Albanians are by far the most numerous
foreigners in the country (over 57%), followed by
Bulgarians (s%) and Romanians (2.9%). These
migratory flows affect every region of Greece,
from the smallest village in Crete or Argoli-



da to the suburbs of the major cities of Athens
and Thessaloniki. Their presence has also fuelled
several debates about the possible dangers they
pose to national identity, rekindling fears of Al-
banian irredentism or an existential threat to
uncertain national cohesion. Such concerns are
perceived at all levels, from the feeling of dis-
possession of the localities where Albanian mi-
grants have settled en masse, to the more global
vision of a massive and worrying presence in the
whole country. These debates, and the various
fantasies about their (inevitably) huge numbers,
are fuelled by the irregular nature of migration
in the early years, since the first mass regulariza-
tion campaigns only began in 1997. Subsequent-
ly, part of this flow remained irregular because
of the slowness of the Greek administration,
which was poorly adapted to this type of circu-
latory mobility (Sintés 2010), but also because
of the massive need for irregular workers to sus-
tain Greek growth in the decades that followed.
These illegal migrants often cross the border on
foot, risking their lives (mountain borders are in-
creasingly guarded). This is why, due to its easy
topography, the coastal section of the border in
the Thesprotia region has been particularly af-
fected by illegal crossings by Albanian migrants
since 1990. At that time, the villages of Kalama
were in the front line in receiving migrants who
went to the bus station at Igoumenitsa to con-
tinue their journey to other towns in Greece, or
who stayed in the region for a while to take up
daily agricultural jobs.

Another important factor in understand-
ing the situation of this region is that new geo-
political concerns also arose in the early 2010s.
After several decades in Albania, the descend-
ants of the Chams are now making their voic-
es heard. For several years, the fate of the region’s
Muslims had been perceived in Albania as an in-
justice that had a lasting effect on relations with
Greece. According to some, the violence of the
1940s even tore a piece of “Albanian land” from
the country, and today more and more activists
are demanding that Albania return Chameria to
the national territory. They have even come to-

Figure 6: Kotsikas: ruins of ancient Muslim village
in northern Thesprotia (source: Sintes (2010))

gether in a political party, the PDIU (Party for
Justice, Integration and Unity), founded in 2011,
whose ideas are now also defended by the Ale-
anca Kuq ¢ Zi (Red and Black Alliance), found-
ed in 2012, which is calling (among other things)
for a referendum on the union of Kosovo with
Albania, and campaigning for an ethnic Albania
that would extend “from Pristina to Preveza”.
Every 27 June, the anniversary of the commemo-
ration of the “Cham genocide”, as recognized by
the Albanian government, they take the oppor-
tunity to demonstrate in Tirana and the towns
of southern Albania to reiterate their vision of
this page in Greek-Albanian history. Since 2011,
there has even been a march near the Greek bor-
der and the Mavromati border crossing. In such
a context, it is easy to imagine the fear of seeing
a new Albanian/Albanian-speaking presence
emerge in the border region for the Greek au-
thorities, given the high level of political activity
concerning this issue in Albania. These various
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Figurc 7: Liopsi: ruins of ancient Muslim villagc
in northern Thesprotia (source: Sintes (2010))

movements have regularly influenced relations
between the two states. In 2005, the President
of the Hellenic Republic, Karolos Papoulias, had
to cancel a meeting with his counterpart Alfred
Moisiu in the Albanian town of Sarandé because
of hostile demonstrations by people demand-
ing that the Cham issue be re-examined. Dur-
ing his term in power, Albanian Prime Minister
Sali Berisha even went so far as to declare, dur-
ing festivities to commemorate the centenary of
the birth of Albania in November 2012, that the
area of Albanian settlement extended “as far as
Preveza”, provoking strong reactions from the
Grecek authorities, although his cabinet imme-
diately corrected itself: “The Prime Minister’s
words should be seen in the historical context
of the declaration of independence. Today, Al-
bania has no territorial claims on its neighbours
to the south, east or north.” A few years later, in
November 2016, it was the turn of his successor,
Edi Rama, to give a lengthy interview on Greek
public television, in which he devoted a long and
controversial section to the issue of these Mus-
lim groups from Thesprotia. Edi Rama spoke
about the human situation in which the Chams
find it impossible to cross the border:

But he was also questioned about the ar-
rest in Greece of two drivers from the Albanian
Ministry of Foreign Affairs who had been com-
missioned to distribute Albanian school books
to Albanian children living in Greece, giving
rise to suspicions of irredentist activities on the
part of the Albanian government itself:

The increasing visibility of this issue in rela-
tions between the two states therefore seems to
be linked to the gradual rise of the PDIU in Al-
banian political life (s seats in parliament since
2013, 3 since 2017, a member of Edi Rama’s gov-
erning coalition since 2015). However, other
factors must also be taken into account to ufi-
derstand the resurgence of the Cham issue in
Albania in the first decades of the 21st centu-
ry: These include migration, which has brought
Greeks and Albanians into contact once again;
the economic crisis in Greece since 2009, which
has led to the return of many migrants to Alba-
nia and the dissemination of an image of Greece
that is not always very positive; and, finally, the
role of movements that are notorious for accom-
panying globalization, such as the primordial-
ism evoked by Arjun Appadurai (200s), which
seems to encourage references in social and po=
litical discourse to more radical identities that
may stem from a history that is sometimes
conflictual.

Ghosts of the Past ... and Their Heirs

In the field, being aware of such a context makes
it possible to understand some of the elements
observed in relation to the memory of these
cross-border disputes. For example, if we look
again at the war memorials, those in the villag-
es and cemeteries all seem to have been built
in the immediate postwar period, whereas



those commemorating the victims of violence
perpetrated by Chams are much more recent.
Some even bear dates of construction in the
1990s of 2000s. This characteristic raises fur-
ther questions about the function of such mon-
uments, since the period in which they were
builtis marked by the strength of the migrato-
ry flow described above. Alongside the Albani-
an workers crossing the border in Thesprotia,
there are also reports of the arrival of descend-
ants of the Chams who were curious to find
out about their family’s places of origin. Vis-
its to ghost villages even seem to have become
a recurring motif for the inhabitants of this re-
gion over the last few decades. They have no dif-
ficulty in recounting the visits of Albanians in
search of their ancestors’ homes, and even the
exchanges they have had with them. One of the
new inhabitants of ithe border village of Kot-
sikas explains, “In the village, some old Albani-
ans came and cried when they saw their house. I
took them in and they stayed for 10 days. It was
easy to talk to them because they knew Greek.
They had come from Fier in central Albania to
see their old homes!” He also met an Albanian
from Kotsikas who lives in Italy and comes to
Greece for all his vacations “because he feels at
home here” (interview 13). But not all these re-
turns go so smoothly. An Albanian from Kon-
ispol recounts how one day, while visiting the
village where his father was born in Greece, he
was told: “This is your home, but we’re going to
get you out of here.” (interview 14)

It is true that sometimes these visitors can
cause the Greek inhabitants a deep anxiety, as
Christos, an inhabitant of Sagiada, expressed
to me (interview s). His parents and grandpar-
ents were born there, as were previous gener-
ations. They even owned fields there, whereas
people like him (Orthodox) often worked for
Muslim landowners until the region was an-
nexed to Greece in 1913 and, more importantly,
the Second World War and the eviction of the
latter. However, in the early 1990s, two “Turko-
Chams” from Albania came across him in his

field and told him: “this field is ours.”

He continued:

What better way to affirm the Hellenic
character of the grounds to visitors from Alba-
nia than to remind them of the antagonism be-
tween Greeks and Albanians? One of the steles
pictured above is right on the border, between
the two customs posts (figure 4). It welcomes
migrants as they enter Greece, reminding them
of the sacrifices made by the Greeks to protect
themselves from Albanian irredentism. As for
the other steles in Thesprotia, they all point to-
wards Albania, where the alleged murderers
fled ... but where the migrants now come from,
too.

But there is another hypothesis to consider,
one that can be constructed in the light of the
social and identity dynamics of the 2000s: that
such monuments are also addressed to the local
inhabitants themselves, to remind them of the
contours of their common belonging. It is true
that the history of these regions is at the root
of the very heterogeneous nature of the popu-
lations that have settled there since the Second
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World War. This diversity could also be iden-
tified as one of the elements presiding over the
functioning of these spatial markers. Until the
last few years, the various groups, whether in-
digenous or settled by the authorities after the
war, formed very closed, endogamous social en-
tities where “everyone stayed in their own group”
(0 xaBévag oo obL Tov, as heard in Asprokkli-
si, Interview 11). These inhabitants (Arouma-
nians, Arvanites, Gypsies, Greki), while they
are all now Orthodox since the departure of the
Muslim Chams, are not necessarily speakers of
modern Greek in their domestic practices, even
if they recognize themselves without any hes-
itation in this national identity. Recalling the
crimes of the Muslims by means of these mon-
uments would thus serve to distance them once
and for all from the Albanians, to strengthen the
ties that unite them as inhabitants of the same
place, by linking them with the fate of the Greek
nation. The assignment produced by such mon-
uments would thus be turned towards the view-
er, anchoring in their mind the difference that
separates them from the murderers as well as the
links that unite them to the victim. These steles
would therefore be part of a twofold movement
of assigning identities, national by default, when
the reality is much more labile, especially since
linguistic (and even ethnic) borders have been
called into question once again since the reopen-
ing of the border in 1990 and the reactivation of
old relations.

These narratives have become more com-
plex because of the Albanian migration that has
taken place throughout the region since 1990,
which has led to the reactivation of various lines
of tension that ran through border society before
the war, and which the national narratives had
not completely erased. As noted elsewhere (Sin-
tés 2008), the Aromanian Vlachs of Asprokklisi,
who were moved to the plain by the authorities
in the 1950s, were able to reunite with relatives
or friends who had remained in Albania after
the war. But what is most original here is the way
in which migration or the new “life on the bor-
der” can now be based on memories of the coex-

istence of the inter-war years. For example, the
traditional “good relationships” between the Sa-
giadini and the inhabitants of the neighbouring
Albanian town of Konispol were revived in 1990.
It is even said that in the early days of migration,
when the Greek police were pushing back illegal
immigrants, the people of Sagiada intervened to
ensure that the migrants from Konispol were left
in peace in the name of the friendship that tied
their ancestors together. Even today, in addition
to the many cross-border commuters who trav-
el across the border every day to work in Greece
throughout the year, the winter period of in-
tense work on the mandarin trees sees most of
the working-age inhabitants descend from Kon-
ispol to the Greek villages of the Kalama valley.
On this occasion, they cross the border and work
every day on the plain, in the name of the trust
that has traditionally been placed in them.

But, more generally, older people still re-
member the close relationships or mutual aid
that may have united members of different re-
ligious or linguistic communities now locat-
ed on either side of the border, and which could
potentially be reactivated today. These links
can take many forms: family relations resulting
from inter-community marriages, cultural rela-
tions based on a linguistic community, memo-
ries of old neighbourly relations interrupted in
the 1940s. The cross-border links that can be
mobilized are also based on interpersonal re-
lationships. This is the case, for example, of an
octogenarian woman from Sagiada who, since
1990, has been reunited with her parents’ Alba-
nian-speaking Muslim shepherd, who had been
expelled from the neighbouring village of Liop-
si at the end of the war (interview 7). Their old
friendship continued until his death in 2010.
They visited each other regularly and supported
each other through the trials of life, such as the
death of their spouses.

This kind octogenarian told me how she
had so enjoyed going to Albania since 1990:



When they found each other after 1990, she
said to him: “The two hens I took from you, my
friend, will be replaced a hundredfold.” The first
time, he came on horseback through the moun-
tains. He found his friends again, even though
he had not seen or contacted them since the

1940s.

From then on until he died in 2010, they
met at the border crossing-point twice a year:

at Christmas and Easter. Once a border guard
asked him: “Do you want us to let you pass and
take you to your old village so you can see your
house again?” He replied that he did not: “The
past is the past. I do not want to have a heart
attack. Now only stones remain, nothing else
[métpec va uelvovy]! Let me just see this lady. I
ate bread in her house for several years and we
“Turks’ do not forget when we eat bread in an-
other’s house.”

This account helps us to understand the flu-
id nature of ethnic designations, which is also re-
flected in the many ways in which the groups that
make up the frontier society refer to themselves,
no doubt reflecting the adaptation of pre-nation-
al affiliations to the dominant discourses of the
following period. Leonidas Embirikos and Lam-
bros Baltsiotis have clearly shown how the term
“Cham” can be highly significant in this respect,
as it is used to designate realities that are some-
times quite diverse (Baltisiotis and Embirikos
2007). Similarly, the recent adoption of the term
“Arvanites” (ApBavireg), rather than “Cham”, to
designate the Albanian-speaking Christians still
living in what is now Thesprotia speaks volumes.
Usually used to designate Albanian-speaking
Orthodox groups from old Greece who have
been present in Attica or the Peloponnese for
centuries, this term seems to be used here to neu-
tralize the question of linguistic otherness in
this border region, by turning it from a transna-
tional issue in relation to Albania into an inter-
nal Greek question. The linguistic group of Al-
banian speakers in Thesprotia is therefore split
in two as a result of these distinct names: on the
one hand, the “Arvanites”, i.e. Albanian-speak-
ing Orthodox with a Greek national conscious-
ness, and on the other, the “Turco-chams” or “Al-
bano-chams”, who are understood to be Muslim
Albanians who are historically linked to the Al-
banian nation-building process.

In the field, this dissociation is operated
and endorsed by the radicality of the memorials.
In Kestrini, it is a person “of another religion”
(AN 63pyoxog), therefore someone who is re-
sponsible for the death of the person honoured.
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The most explicit monument on the identity of
the murderers is the one in the village of Kastri,
which mentions “murdered by Alvano-Cham”
(PodopovySévrwy amd ANBavorodundes). It is per-
haps interesting to note that the two cases men-
tioned here, which are the two most explicit des-
ignations of the ethnic identity of the murderers,
were found in villages where there are many
Orthodox Albanian speakers, confirming that
these monuments are part of a desire to “invisibi-
lize” the linguistic difference or, at the very least,
an exit-strategy to separate and distinguish these
Orthodox Albanian-speaking groups still liv-
ingin Thesprotia from the “Chams”, understood
here as Muslims hostile to Hellenism. Howev-
er, the term “Cham” was sometimes presented to
me in more unexpected ways, going well beyond
the simple designation of the Albanian-speak-
ing Muslims. In private, a Sagiadini tells me
that he is “Cham” to designate his regional be-
longing “to Thesprotia, which is a recent name
for a region that everyone here knows by its oth-
er name ... Chamouria [Toarovpid] of course!”
This terminology, that cannot be used in all cir-
cumstances, has proved to be accepted at times
as an autonym by all the inhabitants of the re-
gion. These inflections around place names and
linguistic, religious, and regional affiliations are
of great interest. They mark the places, engram-
ming them with a paradoxical mechanism that
highlights the distortions between the plural re-
ality of border society and the discourses con-
structed by nation-states on the past and space.
This is how today, and on various occasions,
the inhabitants of Thesprotia sometimes make
their differences heard once again, for example
when it comes to establishing the legitimacy of
each having been allocated land on the plain in
the 19505 and 1960s. On this occasion, the Sa-
giadini can point to their ancient presence and
their complete loyalty to the canons of Hellen-
ism: orthodoxy and Hellenophony, which is why
they are referred to by the other inhabitants as
Gréki. The inhabitants of Smerto or Kestrini,
descendants of the tenant farmers who some-
times came from Agios Vlasios or Kastri near

Igoumenitsa, are reputed in the region to speak
an Albanian-speaking dialect, called arvanitika
or alvanika, depending on the context, as well
as being Orthodox - which means that they are
sometimes referred to as Greeks (EXwveg), while
others refer to them by their skin colour: black
(pavpor) or gypsies (ydérot), giving them an eth-
nonym that speaks volumes about their sup-
posed origins (Egypt, according to some). The
current inhabitants of Asprokklisi, on the for-
mer lands of the village of Liopsi (the ruins of
which can be seen from the road leading to the
Mavromati border post), are divided into three
distinct groups: Gréki, who came from a village
called Asprokklisi in the mountains of Mourga-
na and are thought to have been displaced dur-
ing the civil war; Aromanian Vlachs, who used
to winter on the land they rented from the Agas
of Liopsi; and Sarakatsani, whose transhumance
lands were located quite far from coastal Thes-
protia (Grevena and central Thessaly) but whom
the Greek state had decided to settle in the re-
gion. The issues of land redistribution, the re-
composing and repopulation of villages, there-
fore provide an opportunity to express a kind of
hierarchy between different groups that made
up the society of these border areas. Neverthe-
less, other dividing lines run more discreetly
through it, such as those activated during the
civil war between the nationalists and the com-
munists, even if we noticed during our inter-
views that they were adapted to the already ex-
isting compositions by opposing sedentary and
transhumant, villages in the hills and villages in
the plains, and so on.

Conclusion: Towards a (Re)Fragmentation
of Border Society?

These few examples from the Greek-Alba-
nian border illustrate the extent to which the
population of this small border region continues
to be crisscrossed by lines of tension demarcat-
ing different categories of inhabitants. This real-
ity has recently been put to the test by the mass
migration of Albanian citizens to Greece, which
has undoubtedly helped to update the different



registers of identification that had been incom-
pletely erased by the dominant discourse of na-
tion states since the post-war period. This process
has taken place more generally by confronting
the topicality of cross-border relations with the
permanence of the conflicting memories that are
present. In fact, despite the great diversity of the
accounts gathered, it seemed that the position of
each of the inhabitants in the interplay of local
afhliations led them to look at the new Albanian
migrants differently, depending on their experi-
ences of the border. Some people, for example,
were able to express a great closeness to the de-
scendants of Chams who left after the war while
indicating that one day, with the economic cri-
sis that has been raging in Greece since 2009, it
would not be out of the question for migrants
from the 1990s to help them find work in Alba-
nia. This surprising inversion suggests a certain
relativity, or even reversibility, in the discourse
of belonging, which has been subject to power-
ful logics since the region became part of Greece
in 1912,

Although it cannot be said that migration
is the sole factor in the (re)fragmentation of lo-
cal society, it does seem to have played this role
in terms of certain discourses and practices of
some of the region’s inhabitants. At the same
time, however, the reactivation of cross-border
relations is today affected by the return to the
diplomatic agenda of the inter-state dispute over
the historical legitimacy of this border, making
it difficult to conduct fieldwork on the complex
dynamics of belonging in the region. It is this
context of diplomatic and migratory tensions
that led to the suspension of my investigations
in the region in 2011. The many questions about
cross-border experiences that I asked my inter-
locutors did not always leave the people I met in-
different, and some ended up preferring not to
see me again, or no longer responding to my re-
quests. During my last investigation in July-Au-
gust 2011, it was two young men claiming to be
police officers who, after having stopped my car
on the side of a mountain road, politely suggest-
ed that I spend the end of the summer at the

beach rather than continuing my investigations
in the border villages. Such was my success that
I was photographed by many strangers whenev-
er I went into public places. I decided that I did
not want my presence to disturb the developing
processes any longer, so I decided, for a while, to
leave my investigation on the fragmentation of
border societies in this very special region.
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Table of the interviews quotedin the text

Interview number Date Ol:bil‘tl]

Date Ol:i nterview

Metting place

1 1959 06/08/2010 Sagiada

2 1940 11/07/2010 Smerto

3 1952 14/07/2010 Ragio

4 1924 5/08/2010 Kestini

5 1935 06/08/2010 Sagiada

6 1924 14/07/2010 Sagiada

7 1928 06/08/2010 Sagiada

8 1930 12/07/2011 Sagiada

9 1923 13/07/2011 Sagiada

10 1916 14/07/2011 Sagiada

1 1925 07/08/2010 Asprokklisi

12 1943 08/08/2010 Filiates

13 1937 07/08/2010 Filiates

14 1982 09/08/2010 Konispol
Summary Nowadays, the interpretation given locally to these ma-

The border between Greece and Albania has a chcq—
ucred history. Its establishment in 1913 ceded to Alba-
nia a terricory conquercd by Greece during the Balkan
wars and left outside Albania a large part of the territo-
ries claimed by Albanian nationalists since the League
of Prizren in 1878 This is the case of a small region of
Greece, that is presented in this text, called Thespro—
tia in Greek and Chameria in Albanian, where the his-
torical turmoil has not been without effect on its pop-
ulation, massively affected hy the powerful polarization
movements resulting from the application of national
discourses on the field. Throughout this period and un-
til now, the heterogenous groups that formed the bor-
der society had to position themselves according to po-
litical turbulences, sometimes dcspitc other long-tcrm
realities, and their discourses of belonging were gradu-
ally reshaped by these changes. These transformations
have had important consequences for the presence of
several communities whose fate has been turned on
end by the new realities of this contested border, like cthe
Chams, a large Albanian-speaking community, which
disappeared from the Western section of the Greek-Al-

banian border in circumstances that are still debated.

jor social and ethnic transformations always refers to the
resolution of a violent conflict that had plagued the re-
gion’s society since the inter-war period. In the villages
affected, the memory of these atrocities is vivid, and the
various generations are still able to recount them casi-
ly andin great detail, often revealing the circumstances
of the murders as well as the identity of the murderers.
These stories of violence are echoed today by the pres-
ence in the Greek side of the border of singular monu-
ments, which highlight the way in which chis history has
leftits mark on the construction and symbolic appropri-
ation of the territory, and how this in turn feeds mem-
ories. By recalling the atrocities of a group closely as-
sociated wich neighboring Albania, these monuments
designate the Albanians as enemies of the Orthodox
Greeks, and bear witness to the long—standing hostil-
ity between the two countries, feeding present—day re-
sentments with the violence of the past. On the other
side of the border, around the small Albanian town of
Konispol, stands a number of monuments commem-
orating the victims of the “Cham genocide”, ofhcially
recognized by the Albanian state since 1994. These var-
ious monuments on the other side of the border also act
as landmarks, activating the representation of a space
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crossed by a front line and go hand in hand with the in-
troduction in Albania in 1997 of a day of commemo-
ration of the memory of the Chams every 27 June. Its
discourse contrasts with that of Greece’s ncighboring
region and is undoubtcdiy a witness of the transmis-
sion of a still disputc:d memory. Bur, if che key features
of these narratives, and the marks thcy leave on the ter-
ricories, are the product of an eventful history, the form
of these narratives must also be understood in relation
to the dynamics of the present and the characteristics
of the moments when these memories are cxprcsscd.
However, other factors must also be taken into account
to understand the resurgence of the Cham issuc in the
first decades of the 21st century (migration and gcopol—
itic issues). But locally in this new context, the reactiva-
tion of cross-border relations following the fall of the
Albanian communist rcgime, and the intense migra—
tion of Albanian workers to Greece, has qucstioned the
memory in this border region, in sometimes surprising
ways. Itillustrates the extent to which the population of
this small rcgion continues to be crisscrossed by lines of
tension dcmarcaring different carcgories of inhabitant.
This rcaiity has been put to the test by the mass migra—
tion of Albanian citizens to Greece, which has helped to
update the different registers of identification that had
been incomplctciy erased by the dominant discourse
of nation states since the postwar pcriod. This process
has taken placc more gcncra“y by confronting the topi-
cality of cross-border relations with the permanence of
the conﬂicting memories that are present. At the same
time, however, the reactivation of cross-border relations
is today affected by the return to the dipiomatic agen-
da of the inter-state dispute over the historical legitima—
cy of this border, making it sometimes difficult to do
fieldwork on the compiex dynamics ofbelonging in the
region.

Povzetek

Meja med Greijo in Albanijo ima pestro zgodovirio.
Z njeno vzpostavitvijo leta 1913 je bilo Albaniji dode-
ljcno ozcmljc, ki gaje Gréija osvojila med balkanskimi
vojnami, zunaj Albanijc paje ostal velik del ozcmc]j, ki
SO jih albanski nacionalisti zahtevali od Prizrenske ligc
leta1878. Tak primer je tudiv tem besedilu prcdstavljcna
majhna gréka regija, kisev Gréiji imenuje Thcsprotia, v
Albaniji pa Camcrija, kjer zgodovinski pretresi niso os-

tali brez vpiiva na prebivaistvo. Izjcmno SO ga prizadc—
la moc¢na poiarizacijska gibanja kot posledica uporabc
nacionalnih diskurzov. Vse do danes so se hetcrogene
skupinc, ki so tvorile obmejno druzbo, morale pozicio—
nirati v skladu s poiitiénimi turbulencami, veasih kijub
drugim dolgoroénim realnostim, njihovi diskurzi pri-
padnosti paso se zaradi teh sprcmcmb postopoma pre-
oblikovali. Se ved, te sprcmcmbc so imele pomcmbnc
posledice za prisotnost ve¢ skupnosti, katerih usoda se
jc zaradi novih razmer na sporni mcji obrnila na giavo,
npr. Camov, velike albansko govorece skupnosti, kijc po
drugi svetovni vojni izginila z zahodnega dela grsko-al-
banske mgejev okolis¢inah, o katerih se $e vedno razpra-
Vlja. Dandanes se lokalna razlaga teh velikih druzbenih
in etni¢nih prcobrazb vedno nanasa na resitev nasilncga
konflikea, ki je druzbov regiji pestil od obdobja med VOj-
nama. V prizadetih vasch je spomin na ta grozodejstva
ziv in razli¢ne generacije o njih $e vedno zlahka ter zelo
podrobno pripovcdujcjo, pri ¢emer pogosto razkrijejo
okolis¢ine umorov in tudi identiteto morilcev. Zgodbe
o nasilju danes se odslikavajo v edinstvenih spomenikih
na gréki strani mcjc, ki poudarjajo, kako jc ta zgodovi—
nazaznamovala izgradnjo in simbolno priiastitcv ozem-
lja ter kako to posledi¢no napaja spomine. Z opoémi-
njanjem na grozodcjstva skupinc, ki je tesno povezana
s sosednjo Albanijo, ti spomeniki Albance oznacujejo
zasovraznike pravos]avnih Grkovin pricajo o dolgotraj—
ni sovraznosti med drzavama, ki danaénjc zamere napa-
jaz nasiijcm iz prctckiosti. Na drugi strani meje, v okoli-
ci majhncga albanskega mesta Konispoi, Stojijo stevilni
spomeniki \% spomin nazreve >>g€nocida nad Cami«, ki
jih albanska drzava uradno priznava od leta1994. Ti raz-
li¢ni spomcniki na drugi strani meje deiujcjo tudi kot
mejniki, saj aktivirajo reprezentacijo prostora, ki ga pre:
¢&i frontna ¢rea, in grcdo z roko v roki z uvedbo dneva
spomina na Came v Albaniji leta 1997, ki se obclciujc
vsakcga 27.junija. Njihov diskurzjc Vv nasprogju z diskur-
zomyv soscdnji gr§l<i rcgiji in nedvomno priéa 0 prenosu
Se vedno spornega spomina. Ce paso klju¢ne znacilnos-
ti teh pripovcdi in sledi, ki jih puscajo na ozcmljih, pro-
dukt pestre zgodovinc, je treba obliko teh pripovcdi ra-
zumeti tudi v povezavi s scdanjimi dinamikami in paz
znacilnostmi trenutkov. ko so ti spominiizrazeni. Dabi
razumeli ponovno ozivitev éamskega vprasanja v prvih
dcsctlctjih 21. stolctja (migracijska in geopolitiéna vpra-
é:mja), je treba upostevati tudi druge dejavnike. V tem



kontekstu sta na lokalni ravni pomembni ponovna ak-
tivacija éezmejnih odnosov po padcu albanskega ko-
munisticnega rezima in intenzivna migracija albanskih
delavcevv Gréijo, ki veasih na presenctljivc nacine pos-
tavljata pod vpraéaj spomin v tej obmcjni regijii V tem
prepoznamo, v koliksni meri jc prcbivalstvo te majhnc
regije ¢ vedno prepredeno s silnicami napetosti, kilocu-
jejo razli¢ne katcgorijc prcbivalccv. Tarealnost je bilana
prcizkuénji ob mnozi¢ni migraciji albanskih driavljanov
v Gréijo, ki je pripomogla, da so se posodobili razli¢ni
idcntiﬁkacijski registri, ki jih prevladujoéi diskurz naci-
onalnih drzav od povojnega obdobja ni v celoti izbrisal.
Ta proces se je odvil skozi soocenje aktualnosti cezmej-
nih odnosov s trajno prisotnimi konflikenimi spomini.
Obenem pa na ozivitev éczmejnih odnosov danes vpli—
va vracanje meddriavncga spora o zgodovinski Icgiti—
mnosti te mcjc na diplomatski dnevni red, zaradi ¢esar
je veasih tezko izvajati terensko delo v zvezi s komplc—
ksno dinamiko pripadnosti v regiji.
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