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The Symbolic Meaning of Greek Dancing in
Diaspora
By Maria-Irini Avgoulas & Rebecca Fanany†
Maintenance of cultural practices in diaspora communities is a significant element of
heritage. Such practices may also contribute to health and well-being, especially if they
offer an opportunity for physical activity and social interaction health and wellbeing. For
the Greek community of Melbourne, Australia, the maintenance of their cultural heritage
continues to be central to the experience of the community and is manifested in a number
of ways, including in the form of Greek dancing which has become a popular leisure
activity. This study investigates the role Greek dancing plays in cultural maintenance and
heritage identity among people of Greek background in Melbourne as well as its potential
contribution to health and wellbeing. The symbolic meaning of dances well as its potential
to motivate participation in physical activity are discussed. These findings of this study
suggest that there is an important cultural dimension of dancing as a health promoting
activity. For the participants in this study, the heritage aspect of this activity was of the
greatest importance, while the physical benefits remained secondary although desirable.
Dancing was associated with the idea of being Greek and the happiness a Greek
environment provided. This highlights the emotional benefits of an activity that is
culturally consonant and that contributes to the physical and emotional aspects of
wellbeing.
Keywords: Culture, cultural identity, Greek dancing and music, Greek diaspora, health,
wellbeing

Introduction and Background
Melbourne, Australia is the home to a large and well established Greek
diaspora that dates to 1827. The community expanded rapidly from 1945-1982 as
new migrants arrived and began to settle in Melbourne (for a detailed discussion
see Damanakis et al. 2014, Danousi 2015 among others). The current economic
problems in Greece have resulted in another wave of migration that is made up of
young people with the same hopes and aspirations as the earlier migrants that
Australia would indeed be the ‘lucky country’ and ‘a second homeland’ for people
of Greek origin (for a detailed discussion see Avgoulas, 2013). From the
beginning, cultural maintenance and a Greek lifestyle, adapted to the Australian
context has been important, and the community continues to support a number of
Greek-oriented institutions, including churches, schools, cultural and sporting
groups, and community organizations. These institutions and the activities they
sponsor reflect the importance placed on cultural maintenance by the original
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immigrant generation and the continued significance of heritage and cultural
identity to younger members of the community who were born in Australia.
Heritage, in this context, refers to a specific historical and cultural experience
shared by members of the community. The presence of new migrants reinforces
the community’s link to Greece, but these newcomers are not numerous enough to
alter the patterns of the established diaspora community or to cause a change in the
perception of shared heritage.
One element of the cultural activities of the diaspora community is traditional
Greek dancing that is an increasingly popular pastime for some members of the
community. A number of groups are in existence and give members a chance to
perform at various occasions associated with Australia’s multicultural context.
Many of these groups are associated with a dance school or provide some form of
lessons or training to those interested. In this way, Greek dancing in Melbourne
parallels similar activities in other cultural communities, and dance is seen as one
element of culture that is compatible with the mainstream, English culture of the
nation (see Bennett and Carter, 2001, for discussion of this). The value of folk
dancing for various population subgroups in Australian society has been
established (see, for example, Connor 2000, Gardner et al. 2008), but little
consideration has been given to the link between dance, heritage and cultural
maintenance and well-being. Instead, the focus on existing work has largely been
the contribution of dance to fitness and social interaction.

Literature Review
Culture and Wellbeing
The existence of a relationship between culture and well-being has been noted
by a number of authors (see, for example Diener and Diener 1995, Diener et al.
1995, Ariiendell et al. 1997). In the case of diaspora communities such as the
Greeks in Melbourne, acculturation to the local cultural context is an important
aspect of well-being that relates to an individual’s feeling of belonging to a
cultural group (Phinney 1990). For this reason, a number of scholars view
acculturation as having two dimensions, the maintenance of heritage culture and
adaptation to the local context (see Berry 1997, Liebkind 2001). The Greek
community of Melbourne has largely established what Phinney et al. (2001) refer
to as a bicultural identity where individuals of Greek background identify strongly
with their heritage culture but are also integrated into the cultural mainstream.
The literature suggests that this type of successful acculturation is most
conducive to well-being (Berry 1997, Howard 1998, Phinney et al. 2001). At the
same time, the maintenance of strong links to the heritage culture has been shown
to enhance well-being and represents the most adaptive strategy in accommodating
to a new culture (LaFramboise et al. 1993). For adolescents in particular, it has
been suggested that an awareness of ethnic heritage is integral to the formation of
a personal identity (Wakefield and Hudley 2007). These concepts of personal,
collective and cultural identity have been suggested to be central to well-being
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(Usborne and Taylor 2010) with cultural identity being one of the most important
factors in collective identity (Schwartz et al. 2008). For many younger members of
the Melbourne Greek diaspora, participation in Greek dancing is a way of
expressing their cultural identity and associating themselves with the larger
community of people of Greek background in Australia, Greece and elsewhere in
the world.
Well-Being, Dance and Health
Dance has long been viewed as being closely related to health (Ritter and
Lowe 1996, Hanna 2006, Murcia et al. 2010), and the potential value of in
addressing health and illness has received some attention (Hackney et al. 2007,
Belardinelli et al. 2008). It has also been found that dance can support increased
well-being (Murcia et al. 2010), although this relates to more to direct participation
than to spectator attendance. In general, participation in the arts in general, and
dance specifically, has been observed to be becoming less active, with fewer
people participating directly than in the past (Bailey and Davidson 2005).
Despite this, the role physical activity can play in both health and well-being
is increasingly accepted by scholars and researchers as well as by the general
public. There is a large literature on the beneficial role of exercise in the
management of chronic disease and also as a factor in quality of life (see
Warburton et al. 2006, Haskell et al. 2007). Music is also strongly linked to
emotional well-being (see Laucka 2006) and dance combines music with physical
activity in the form of patterned motions and meaningful gestures. Music in a
range of contexts has been shown to improve mood and encourage movement
(Large 2000), while dance itself may facilitate social interaction occurring through
participation in a group activity that requires coordinated activity and cooperation
(McNeil 1995).
At present, work on individual motivation for participation in dance of any
kind, including folk dance, remains limited. In a study conducted in Finland,
Nieminen (1998) found that developing a social network, physical fitness, and a
desire to perform were the main motivations for individuals to take part in dance
classes and groups. Kreutz (2008), whose work concerns ballroom dancing, noted
that was widely seen as a form of exercise, as providing an opportunity to
socialize, and offering an emotional benefit. Murcia et al. (2010) also found that
the physical benefits of dance to be the most significant aspect of the activity to
many participants, alongside emotional well-being and personal satisfaction. They
also found that their participants had multidimensional perceptions of the benefit
of dance and that more female participants in their study reported more positive
benefits than did the male participants. The present study contributes to this area of
study and extends it to include the question of cultural identity and heritage in the
context of well-being, specifically as understood by members of the Greek
diaspora in Melbourne.
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Methodology
In depth semi – structured interviews were carried out with 19 individuals
who were currently enrolled at a local Greek dance school in metropolitan
Melbourne, Australia. Of the 19 participants, four were male and 15 were female.
Their ages ranged from 18 to 58, with the majority (13 individuals) born in
Australia. In addition, all participants had completed some form of formal
education, some at the high school level, with the majority having completed or
currently enrolled in a University degree. Interviews were held at the dance school
with the consent of the management and conformed to the requirements of the
Australian National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research. Interviews
were recorded digitally and later transcribed for analysis.
The interview texts were subsequently analysed thematically and a number of
themes identified. These themes related to several experiential domains, including
the participants motivation for participating in Greek dancing; the meaning of
Greek dancing to them in terms of their cultural heritage; the connection between
dancing and the participants’ conceptualization of identity; and the participants
interest in pursuing health and fitness through participation in Greek dancing.

Findings and Discussion
The participants in this study had a number of motivations for taking part in
Greek dancing classes as well as the opportunities for performance as part of the
dance school. Three specific motivations were relevant to the majority of
participants. These were the connection to Greece and their heritage that dancing
represented; a desire to engage in exercise and improve their fitness, including
weight management; and an outlet for stress and source of relaxation. Some of the
participants expressed these views as follows:
“Greek dancing is about developing your social relations with fellow Greeks,
exposing yourself to your culture to your background, upbringing, holding
traditions. Very fun, very dynamic, very active so you get a good workout out
of it. It’s both culture and very good form of exercise as well.” [18 year old,
Australian born male]
“Dancing is my culture and what defines me as a Greek – it’s also a type of
exercise – see the gym I don’t like. It’s not the same, it’s the friendships as
well, and, for me, friendships as very important and being part of something
and learning, and it’s exercise. Dancing works out so many muscles you feel
it.” [18 year old, Greek born male]
“Fitness and getting healthy and losing weight, and I can see these result, and
the benefits and I feel better – the emotional side, I’m happy. There are the
psychological benefits after a long day coming here I feel better emotionally,
and this is something that I don’t get when I go to the gym.” 42 year old,
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Australian born female]
“Dancing is my sanity, my escape, my de-stress, my time - dancing is my time
as a mum. If I'm upset, I go to dancing and I'm a new person. It’s refreshing,
it’s a support – my time for me.” [40 year old, Australian born female]
“That connection to Greece, and I love to learn. I feel that release.” [29 year
old, Greek born female]
For all of the participants, their identity as a member of the Greek community
was of great importance as was maintaining their heritage in the Australian
context. The majority of the participants was born in Australia and was fully
integrated into the mainstream culture. Nonetheless, they had been exposed to
certain aspects of Greek culture for their whole life through parents or
grandparents who were part of the early immigrant community. In this, the
approval of these older relatives was an important consideration as was ensuring
that the cultural heritage they inherited continued into the next generation through
their own children. A sample of their comments includes:
“Being part of something Greek and learning about it is very important to me.
It’s like I get a tick from my grandparents, a tick from my parents and one for
myself.” [18 year old, Australian born male]
“My Greek culture and heritage brought me here, and I looked it up and
found it, and it’s afterhours so it’s great for the older ones. I really look
forward to dancing classes. It’s my highlight of the week and mentally is good
for me.” [51 year old, Australian born male]
“Being Greek and dancing just makes you feel good, happy and healthy. I
can’t explain it. It’s just very important to me.” [29 year old, Greek born
female]
“I don't want to lose our culture . . . the maintenance of our culture. It’s
important and our responsibility, and for them [children] to keep and
maintain and hand down to their kids.” [40 year old, Australian born female]
Each of the participants in this study felt a strong Greek identity, alongside
their feelings of being Australian. For the participants who recently emigrated to
Australia, their Greekness represented the main component of their individual and
group identity. The Australian born participants, however, were generally fully
integrated in Australian society, were primarily English speakers, and shared many
of the attitudes and activities that represent Australian norms. For them, being
Greek tended to be relevant in a limited range of social context, mostly focusing
on the home and family. Their participation in Greek dancing fit into their selfconception of Greek identity and served to link them to the Greek community in
Australia and elsewhere and also to distinguish them from other Australians. All of
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the participants were concerned about potentially losing this Greek identity and
saw their participation in Greek dancing as a way of reducing that risk. Some of
the participants commented:
“Dancing helps a lot it [Greek identity], reinforces it on a daily basis. You
don’t think, ‘how can I keep my Greekness?’ But coming here, it’s a routine
and it reinforces it, and, as a migrant, the reminder that I’m Greek and doing
something Greek is very important.” [18 year old, Greek born female]
“My γιαγιά comes to grandparents’ day. She feels very proud and [says,]
‘my grandchildren are keeping my Greek culture, ethnicity alive – μπράβο
Παιδί μου” [20 year old, Australian born female]
“It’s a very emotional experience for family. Like my γιαγιά would cry in the
crowd when she would see me perform –as it would remind her of my παππού
and even Greece. It’s of great emotional benefit for her.” [23 year old,
Australian born female]
“I’ve told my friends in Greece that I do Greek dancing here, and they said
it’s great and they were happy that I’m doing something Greek here. See, in
Greece, they do make fun of you when you dance Greek. It’s because they
don’t have to do it there. Even if they don’t do it, they are Greek and they
won’t lose it. They live in Greece. It’s like any celebration, if they miss a
celebration like Christmas, it will come again, but, here, we can lose it, and I
don’t want to lose it. See I have lost it in a way, as I have left Greece and I’m
trying to keep it here. Hold onto it. It’s like they say, you never know what you
have until you lose it. But here, it’s effort, and we have to do it. So, my friends
from Greece are happy and say ‘bravo’ that I’m keeping the Greek here.” [19
year old, Greek born female]
Separate from the role Greek dancing might play in maintaining physical
fitness and providing exercise, a number of participants made an explicit
connection between the activity and well-being, both for themselves as well as
generally. In particular, several participants noted the contribution their
performances make to the well-being of the older members of the community and
also positive impact on their own mood and mental state. Some of their comments
included:
“When older people see us dance, it is so good for their health as they see us
carrying the traditions. Their psychological health – older people want to see
our performances and even cry, and they don’t even know us.” [23 year old,
Australian born female]
“At many performances, we grab older people and dance with them, and they
like it, and it reminds them of being in Greece” [ 23 year old, Australian born
female]
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“And for my health, it’s great. You feel fit and health, and that you have done
something good for yourself. And there is the socializing. Everyone is Greek
here. You feel you have done a good workout but, at the same time, you learn
something.” [40 year old, Australian born female]
“It’s great for the mind, the connection to my culture, and heritage – and
there is the physical too, and, with other forms of exercise, I only get the
physical. I haven’t experienced the emotional benefits I get here.” [56 year
old, Australian born male]
The participants in this study all placed great importance on their Greek
heritage and were anxious, not just to maintain it, but to demonstrate it. In other
words, they wished to be acknowledged as members of the Greek community and
part of the diaspora in Australia. While Australian multicultural policy encourages
citizens to participate in activities related to their cultural heritage and provides for
the teaching and maintenance of languages other than English that are spoken in
the community, it has not always been the case that members of distinct diaspora
groups felt able to demonstrate this aspect of their identity openly (see, for
example, Tsolidis and Pollard 2009). Over time, however, it has become more
acceptable to display a non-English cultural identity in Australia, and the
participants in this study, like many members of the Greek community in
Melbourne, are proud of their heritage and wish to be seen as “Greek” at least in
the Australian context.
The concept of Greek identity in Australia has a number of components that
derive from the experience and actions of the migrant generation whose members
now constitute the oldest part of the diaspora community. This concept of
Greekness has in the past centered on use of the Greek language, religious
affiliation with the Orthodox Church, and certain customs and activities associated
with Greek heritage culture but adapted to the Australian context. The Greek
dancing classes that are the context of this study are an example of this. While
traditional dancing may not be of great importance to individuals of a similar age
and background to the participants in this study, as noted by one of them above, it
is an integral part of community life in Melbourne, in part because dance and other
traditional art forms are accommodated in various forums under multicultural
policy (see Lee al. 2012) but also because such activities are consonant with the
participants’ sense of self as well as their Australian identity.
One of the most interesting aspects of the participants’ motivation to take part
in Greek dancing was a desire for exercise as an adjunct to physical fitness. The
focus on these issues, including weight management, is very strong in Australia,
and it is perhaps not surprising that many of the participants specifically
mentioned the role Greek dancing plays as a form of exercise and fitness strategy.
It is also likely that a part of the popularity of this activity can be attributed to this
exercise function which is consistent with an important aspect of Australian
mainstream culture as well as the cultural component identified with being Greek.
In fact, it is unclear to what extent Greek dancing might seem attractive to many of
the participants if it were less closely aligned with the concept of socially desirable
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fitness activity that dominates Australian society. In fact, many participants regard
their dancing as a replacement for other kinds of physical activity, such as going to
the gym, and hence see themselves as fulfilling two important demands: the need
to maintain health and be physically fit and the desire to demonstrate their
Greekness by taking part in a “Greek” activity.
The adaptation of traditional dance to the Australian context, where it fits into
the category of folk dance that is seen as part of the experience of the various
cultural communities that make up the broader Australian community, is notable.
The younger members of the Melbourne Greek community are generally highly
integrated into the Australian context and increasingly espouse Australian values
and social behavior. This integration has been facilitated by language, with the
majority of the community, except for the oldest members, being speakers of
English (Tamis 2010). The movement of people of Greek background into the
English-speaking mainstream in Australia has also been significant in the
adaptation of the Greek way of life to more conform to the Australian norm. In this
sense, the elements of behavior and experience that are seen as constituting Greek
cultural identity have emerged from the Australian context and the norms of the
English-speaking society. This process began decades ago when the institutions of
the Greek diaspora community began to develop and has continued to the present
time. This also accounts for the widely observed phenomenon where members of
diaspora communities experience culture shock upon visiting Greece, much less
attempting to return there to live (see, for example, Christou 2009). It is not
unusual for them to find that the elements that constitute being Greek in the
location where they were living are quite different from those seen as central by
Greeks living in Greece (see, for example, Holeva 2004). This can be seen as the
result of language shift, the influence of the mainstream culture, and the fact that
the structure of the diaspora institutions has come largely from the first generation
of migrants, whose views and perceptions reflect the Greece of their youth rather
than the modern context of today.
Interestingly, it has been observed that diaspora communities such as the one
in Melbourne are increasingly connected both to Greece and to other Greek
communities elsewhere in the world through individual-level activity on the
internet and in social media. The advent of rapid, inexpensive digital
communication technologies has allowed for a level of interaction between people
who are widely separated by distance and also for an unprecedented flow of
information. The significance of this in Greek diaspora communities has been
noted and has been observed to be an important means by which younger
individuals are coming to understand their heritage background (see Panagakos
2010). The importance of a presence on social media in the context of cultural
identity was observed among the participants in this study who hoped that their
performances as part of the dance school would receive attention on YouTube and
generate favorable comments from viewers. In this, social media seems to have
become a new forum for the creation and maintenance of a specific ethnic heritage
which, for the participants in this study, was associated with a sense of personal
pride and also belonging to the larger Greek community in Melbourne, Australia
and worldwide.
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For the participants in this study, their participation in Greek dancing was a
clear link to their heritage, as they understood it, and also strengthened the bond
between the generations of the diaspora. All of the participants understood that it
was members of the immigrant generation who had struggled to establish the
community and recreate certain aspects of Greek life in Melbourne. They
generally respected this effort and genuinely wished to please parents and
grandparents by participating in the institutions of the community. Many of them
were surprised at the extent to which their participation in Greek dance pleased
these older members of the community, and this was an added inducement to
continue. In this, it is important to note that Greek dancing itself, as a cultural
activity, derives from this older generation’s perceptions of their culture of origin
and its characteristic elements (see Thomas 2003, for discussion of this). The
participants in this study tended to seek the approval of family members, and the
Greek community in general, for their dancing, which suggests the social value of
the activity alongside the personal satisfaction they derived from participation.
Overall, the participants made a strong link between their dancing and their
overall well-being that was observed to have a number of separate dimensions.
One important aspect of this was the perception that dancing allowed them to
express the Greek side of their individual identity and maintain a strong
connection to the Greek community. The contribution of a strong cultural identity
to well-being has been established by a number of authors (Phinney et al. 2001,
Ryff et al. 2003, Umana-Taylor 2004, among others) and is apparent in the
participants in this study. A second aspect of the participants’ well-being derives
from their perception that their Greek dancing provides a significant level of
exercise and contributes to their overall health and fitness. This link is wellestablished and is supported by a growing body of literature (see Penedo and Dahn
2005). Participation in a regular form of physical activity also has high social value
in Australia and is widely viewed as the individual taking care of him or herself.
This view was visible in the statements of participants and reflects a generalized
view I Australian society. An additional aspect of well-being deriving from
participation in Greek dancing is the opportunity to socialize and separate oneself
from problems and concerns that derive from other domains of life. This role of
their participation in dance was stressed by several individuals who viewed the
activity as an escape from other problems, a way of relieving stress and an
opportunity to clear their mind. Leisure activities are known to contribute to wellbeing and to be important elements of happiness (Newman et al. 2014).
Taken together, there are at least three different aspects of Greek dancing that
were seen by participants in this study as having a direct contribution to their wellbeing and, by extension, to their general health. This gave them a strong sense of
happiness that came from fulfilling a number of psychological demands relating to
their conceptualization of personal identity as Greek and Australian, to their desire
to please older relatives and maintain their Greek heritage, to participate in a
physical activity that provided exercise and contributed to fitness, and to engage in
a leisure pursuit that served as an opportunity to relieve stress and shift their focus
away from their problems. The ability of Greek dancing to offer these
psychological and social benefits is reflected in its popularity in the Melbourne
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Greek community and its attraction to younger individuals who are highly
integrated into the Australian mainstream.

Conclusion
The results of this study suggest the importance and potential value of leisure
activities that are consonant with the heritage identity of individuals as well as
with the values of the larger social context in which they live. This is especially
relevant in multicultural nations like Australia where there may be a significant
mismatch of values, attitudes and social norms between the English-speaking
mainstream and the practices of various cultural communities. While the potential
for conflict exists and has been noted for some ethnic groups (see, for example,
Renzaho et al. 2011, Milner and Khawaja 2012; among others), the Greek
diaspora has been successful in bridging this gap and acculturating successfully
into the Australian context. Nonetheless, the findings of this study suggest that
heritage and cultural identity remain important, even to individuals who have
shifted considerably from the patterns of behavior and action established by the
immigrant generation.
There can be no doubt that current circumstances also contribute to the social
and psychological benefit attributable to Greek dancing among the participants of
this study. The role of social media and the digital environment should not be
overlooked in seeking to understand the ways in which younger members of the
Greek community in Melbourne and Australia see themselves and choose to
display their “Greekness”. It is likely that this same technology has contributed to
a more desirable view of heritage culture in general and the fact of dual identity
that characterizes the experience of many Australians. By being able to establish
and maintain personal connections with others of similar background as well as
with friends and family in Greece, it is clear that the participants in this study, as
well as others like them in the Melbourne community, have been able to reshape
their self-conception and develop a new Greek identity of which folk dancing is a
part.
The prime importance placed on maintenance of cultural heritage as well as
the community institutions established by the immigrant generation to Melbourne
is recognized by individuals of all ages in the Greek diaspora community. The
contribution of dancing groups to this is significant and suggests that this activity
will continue to be seen as valuable, especially as its other social benefits are
consonant with the perceptions of the Australian community in general. Even as
the nature of being Greek in Australia continues to change over time with the
experience of community members, it appears that dancing, as a manifestation of
heritage culture, is likely to have a play in the culture-specific activities of the
group. In this, it is interesting to note that the presence of new Greek immigrants,
whose number remains small, has not had the potential to change the nature of the
local perception of Greekness. Instead, these newcomers have been observed to be
accommodating to the norms of the local community. This suggests that the
conceptualization of Greekness built on the perceptions and memories of the
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immigrant generation is strong and benefits from its compatibility with the
Australian mainstream in which it developed. The findings of this study indicate
that future studies of other dancing groups of communities in diaspora would be
useful in further understanding issues of the symbolic aspects of cultural identity,
as would similar study in Greece that would provide a comparison of the
participant experiences described here.
Overall, it can be concluded that Greek dancing, as one manifestation of a
Greek identity among members of the Melbourne diaspora community, has
important social and psychological benefits for those who take part in it as well as
for the overall well-being of the community in addition to the individuals
themselves. These benefits may be recognized explicitly or manifested in an
implicit manner but suggest the high social value of the activity within the
diaspora community and are a manifestation of the expression of heritage culture
and a uniquely local understanding of Greekness within the larger Australian
context.
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