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From the moment I joined the Multi-National Women's Liberation Group (MNWLG) I was thrust into a refreshingly vibrant community, which eventually brought me into the heart of the dynamic changes that were going on in Greece at the time. In writing this account, my intention is to firmly place our activities in the context of what was happening in Greece at the time and to illustrate how our activities helped us to integrate into life in Greece, to the degree that we were able.

I attended my first meeting early in 1977, when the Centre was in Pangrati, near the centre of Athens. Rather timidly at first, (the women there all seemed terribly outspoken and confident), I began getting involved in the activities, writing the odd report of a meeting or helping with the newsletter. Feminist activism was something I'd not come across until then, having left my home country, New Zealand, in the early 60s to live in southern Germany and then Scotland. No doubt pockets of feminism were developing around me, but I, unaware, had not sought them out. As a research scientist (turned wife and mother), I had learnt the hard way that women had to prove themselves more able than their male colleagues to gain any kind of respect. 
In 1977, at the time of my introduction to the MNWLG, and much to the mortification of my children, I was braving Greek society with hairy legs. Why should I shave them, I argued? Men don't have to (that was then). No one seemed to bother in Freiburg nor, it seemed, in NE Scotland: in fact a student had written an outraged article in the Aberdeen University student rag about being refused holiday waitressing jobs in the US unless she shaved the fine blond hairs on her legs. I expected Greece to be no different and was therefore intrigued to find a granny we knew, with her leg up on a chair, in her yard, shaving away. Mine was a rather futile protest. A few days in Singapore in 1984, returning to Athens from NZ, put an end to my stance: it was so unbearably humid that my legs seemed clothed in wool. 

In another burst of bravado, after joining the MNWLG and beginning to read articles about feminism, I handed over my bras to the organiser of a MNWLG bazaar. It was Jan Friar, I think, who bought them, and then thanked me, leaving me wondering what I thought I was doing. I soon realised that gestures were not enough and began learning what I really wanted to take from the feminist movement, and where I wanted to put my energy.

It was refreshing to be among women who cared about ideas and about our place in the world and weren't interested in social mores, grooming and clean houses. Looking back it's impossible to sort through the memories and give a good account of what went on in the group, or to separate MNWLG activities from other activities being initiated by our newly discovered selves. The meetings run by the fearless lesbians of the Revolutionary Feminist group at the MNWLG were perhaps the most challenging gatherings I attended. The topics they chose to discuss brought me face to face with my blindly accepted assumptions and forced me to question these. 

However, it is Christina Erickson's Women's Health Collective which stands out for me as a key learning experience; it was also a lot of fun. We did self-examinations, became better informed on methods of contraception and began following the activities of Greek feminists as they demanded abortion rights.  In those days, I'd been told, because abortion was illegal, you had to pay a gynaecologist to do an 'appendectomy'. I began sharing leaflets around my neighbourhood on contraception, which had been issued by one of the Greek campaigning groups. A local shopkeeper who'd had 18 abortions begged me to tell her how to avoid another pregnancy. The gynaecologist of a family friend who'd had two babies in two years, refused to give her contraceptive advice; she, pregnant with her third, turned to me for information. 

Our activities spilled out in this way into our lives here in Greece. I, for one, got involved in a women's group in my neighbourhood, which was sponsoring a free women's clinic. The male gynaecologist appointed to this clinic told the women assembled at an introductory meeting about the wonders of IUDs and oral contraceptives and was upset when I mentioned condoms and the diaphragm as less invasive methods of contraception. After the meeting he berated me for suggesting a measure that 'these women' couldn't possibly understand and therefore wouldn't use properly. My own gynaecologist, unable to meet my request to measure me for a diaphragm and, upset that I was referring to articles I'd been reading about the IUD, screamed at me that he was the one to do the reading.

These experiences resulted in a series of cartoons depicting my and my friends' experiences with gynaecologists and with the dilemma over whether or not to have children.  The cartoons - somewhat wordy - were eventually used in a booklet produced by a Greek 'Pregnancy, Birth and Mothering Group' in which I participated during the 80s. We proudly distributed our booklet at a Women's Camp on the Ionian island of Kefalonia, in the summer of 1986, after which I think the group disbanded. While none of the women were MNWLG members, I had met them indirectly through it.

We were living among people who had suffered through a brutal civil war and/or its aftermath and, later, the dictatorship of 1967-74. Greeks, anyway, are highly politicised. Almost as soon as the junta fell in 1974, when people could once again gather in larger groups, Greek feminist groups began forming (as did the MNWLG). Women were also returning from exile abroad where many had been influenced by feminist activities in their adopted countries. Following the oppressive years of the dictatorship, there was new hope and a determination to bring about change. The early Greek feminist groups tended to develop within the various political parties as women tried to increase their numbers and have their voices heard there. Later on in the 70s, feminist groups formed that were not aligned to any political party; these women wanted to be free to develop their own programme of action. Even so, I remember seeing a photo of us marching with a group of women from the Autonomous Women's Movement reproduced on the cover of a Greek Communist Party of the Interior pamphlet. We were pleased that they had marched with us but disturbed at how they'd claimed our action as theirs.
As we began to make our own contacts outside the group, the MNWLG was sometimes visited by Greek women from the Autonomous Women's Movement. They encouraged us to attend their meetings, to subscribe to the excellent Greek feminist magazines that were circulating at the time, and to participate in their demonstrations. There may not have been many MNWLG members out there among the Greek women, and we may not have been consistent in our support, but we knew the importance of marching alongside them for rights which would directly affect our lives here in Greece. 

In the early 80s, Greek feminists were petitioning for a new Family Law, which was passed in 1983 by the socialist government. At the time it felt like an enormous victory: it brought in equality between spouses, divorce by consent, the abolition of the dowry and ended official discrimination against illegitimate children; women would even keep their surname on marriage. Apparently Greece was under pressure, at the time, to bring the Greek Family Law into line with European law but the general consensus is that feminists' demands speeded up the process. Greek feminists also staged protests against domestic violence and rape, and demanded that the law be enforced against the perpetrator. They also fought hard for abortion rights (with prominent women making public statements that they had had abortions, thus having broken the law). Maria Louka has evoked this period beautifully, in a recent article1 written at the time an exhibition of the period was being held at Technopolis, in Gazi.

Although consciousness-raising groups began forming early on at the MNWLG Centre, my one experience ended in hysterical laughter around the kitchen stove after we had been politely pushed out of the living room by the convener's husband when his parents suddenly turned up on the doorstep. That group never convened again. 

There were other opportunities for having our consciousness raised: in 1977 a visiting USer, Kathy Dancingsun, offered training sessions in Re-Evaluation Counselling (RC) at the Centre. A group of us joined up, and by the time Kathy left, there was a small committed group of RCers, made up of a few Greeks (Romioi) from Istanbul and some women from the MNWLG.  We worked on a range of issues: our oppression as women and as men, our heritage, our racism, our sexuality, our attitudes towards children, the aged, the physically challenged, the list goes on and on. Our world was opened up by listening to the people from different backgrounds and cultures who came in and out of our 'community' as they talked about their lives and their struggles. Expressing our feelings around our own hurts and fears in a safe environment helped us gain more understanding of our own prejudices and hang-ups. Although, with men joining the group almost immediately, we couldn't continue meeting at the Centre, it was the MNWLG where all this began. RC continues to thrive, under the leadership of Margie Doyle-Papadopoulou, in Athens and in some provincial towns in Greece, where this training in listening carefully has filtered through into a wide range of other projects. I, and many others who are no longer involved in RC, have benefitted enormously from insights gained by working in this way.

There were a number of other groups that grew up alongside the MNWLG, with the participation of many of its members. The Cross-Cultural Association (CCA) is one of these. It began in the MNWLG as the Cross-Cultural Children's study group and drew its membership primarily from members and their husbands or partners. The CCA was legalized in late 1979 by Sabina Fitzgerald-Melidis and her husband Vasilis, with the invaluable legal support of lawyer N. Frangakis. It was an organisation for women and men in cross-cultural relationships and continued as a separate entity from then on. Meetings were held to discuss issues such as bringing up children in two cultures and two languages, dealing with Greek bureaucracy, finding work, understanding different cultural expectations in a relationship, etc. It continued to meet until the end of 1990. Anna Amera was an important source of professional advice for a study we did of cross-cultural relationships, later drawn on by Sabina for a research paper submitted towards an MA degree in Education and Psychology.
The Mothers' Support Group began with a core of women I'd met at the MNWLG who had young children or babies. The idea behind it was to create a support system for each other, sharing our difficulties, frustrations and anxieties as we brought up our children in this very different environment. In reality, a lot of the time was spent complaining about our dirty houses when it seemed that our Greek neighbours could have eaten off their floors. There was probably very little women's liberation stuff going on at our meetings but it did free us from a sense of inadequacy. We met monthly for a number of years and now have begun meeting again. Our current concerns, of course, have more to do with issues around ageing and death or, quite simply, making the most of the lives we have left. 
Yet another activity that emerged from relationships formed in MNWLG was a Women's Writing Workshop, which began in 1982 with Greek-, German- and English-speaking women. The workshop provided a safe place to write freely and, in the accepting atmosphere generated, we would often surprise ourselves with what we revealed through our writing.  This group is still meeting at Kiki (Sigrid) Ammer's home and holding the occasional Open Writing Workshop when old familiar faces - now grey-haired and wrinkled - continue to appear.

Towards the end of 1984, Eftyhia Leontidou, a feminist gynaecologist, who was an active member of the Greek Autonomous Women's Movement, gave a talk at the MNWLG. She asked women to share their experiences of childbirth with the group. Last year (2016) she published a book on birth with reference to history, mythology, and spirituality, stressing the connection between childbirth and the birth of an idea or any creative act. Some of the women's birth experiences, shared at that MNWLG meeting, over thirty years ago, are included in this lovely little book2. 
I remember returning to the Centre after the summer break, one year, to find we'd been moved to larger premises. We were delighted - it was more comfortable, we could welcome larger groups, hold exhibitions, and have our library out on display - but we were also concerned about the higher costs. A few years later we were sharing premises with the Greek Autonomous Women's Movement in Neapoli, on the slopes of Lykavittos. We had several excellent meetings there; the one I remember was when Kiki (Sigrid Ammer) spoke to us about early matriarchal communities. This led to the formation of a Matriarchal Study Group, which still meets today, mostly now for rituals.  Kiki, Joanna Milton-Karavias and Eftyhia Leontidou have been - at different times - the women who have coordinated and inspired our meetings.
After our move, some younger women from the Netherlands and Germany began taking responsibility for running the meetings, for the sale of our book, Foreign Women in Greece, and for the newsletter too. Many of us were familiar with Eleni Pambouki's bookshop (which had opened in 1975), where discussions and presentations on feminist issues were held and where a good collection of women's literature was available. Eleni was famous for her feminist diary, which continued to be produced until 2000. Our books were still on display, rather poignantly, in her shop, a few years before it closed in 1993. By then, the MNWLG had ceased to exist. 
1. Where did the Greek Feminists Go? Inside Story. Maria Louka. 22 Feb. 2017.   https://insidestory.gr/article/elliniko-feministiko-kinima?token=WIK32G2V79
2. Η Θεά σε Δράση, - Τοκετός. Ευτυχία Λεοντίδου. Εκδόσεις Κουκκίδα. Αθήνα, 2016



