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Abstract 

Although migration scholars have long acknowledged the need to move beyond opposing 

binaries, these dualisms continue to dominate both policy and academic research. Typical 

migration binaries include international vs internal, forced vs voluntary, temporary vs 

permanent and legal vs illegal. Binary categories may be useful analytical tools, but have 

limited value in explaining emerging forms and patterns of mobility in todayôs complex 

global migration map. Above all, they need to be critiqued and transcended. In this paper we 

particularly address the established but increasingly untenable distinction between origin and 

destination countries, which ï despite holding some obvious truth ï rests upon assumptions of 
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reversal of developmental pathways, the blurring between various ócategoriesô of migrants, 

and more. This empirical reality led Castles and Miller (2009: 12) to propose the proliferation 

of migration transition as a general tendency in the óage of migrationô ï i.e. the temporal 

coexistence of various stages of óthe migration transitionô in many countries, including 

emigration, immigration, return migration and transit migration.  

In this paper we argue that such tendencies are well exemplified in the case of Greece, 

until recently understood in the frame of a common Southern European migration transition 

from emigration to immigration. We show that developments in the last few years of crisis 

and recession, as well as the unfolding migration humanitarian disaster in the Mediterranean, 

have shaped an increasingly complex mobility landscape that raises questions about Greeceôs 

migration transition. Based on our own past and ongoing research, empirical literature and 

secondary material, we take account of three most evident trends. First, we show how Greece, 

until recently a destination for international migrants, emerges as a major space of passage in 

the context of European responses to the recent surge of ómixedô migration flows. Secondly, 

we explore a new turnaround in net migration suggesting a resurgence of emigration, 

conventionally labelled as óbrain drainô yet, as we argue, comprising a variety of movers. 

Thirdly, we examine a far less pronounced shift in Greeceôs internal migration patterns, 

notably a silent counter-urbanisation wave. In all three cases, we place contemporary trends in 

a historical continuum within which we capture the rupture signalled by the economic crisis. 

Can we describe Greeceôs current migration experience as marking a new stage in its 

migration trajectory? More substantially, can the current diverse and volatile migration 

patterns to, from and within Greece be described and assessed through the lens of the 

migration transition paradigm, and if yes in what ways? In discussing these issues, we 

question clear-cut distinctions between immigration and emigration countries and the linear 

developmental pathways they tend to imply.  Our aim is not simply to discard these 

distinctions, but to reflect upon the theoretical and normative assumptions that underpin them 

in order to identify possible ways through which we can question established theoretical 

schemes in the study of migration at a period of hypermobility (among the economically 

privileged) and of blocked mobility or even forced immobility (for the underprivileged).  

Restricting our focus on the idea that there are may be ódefinite, patterned regularities in the 

volume, direction, composition and qualitative dimensions of population flows through space 

and timeô (Zelinsky 1971), we take Greeceôs case as a starting point to tentatively explore the 

óirregularitiesô of the current eraôs migration óregularitiesô. 

Questioning linear transitions and binary migration categories 

The distinction between emigration and immigration countries essentially rests upon the 

assumption of a linear relationship between migration and the process of modernisation 

(Zelinsky 1971), treating developing countries as sources of emigration and the developed 

states as immigrant destinations. It implies disparities in óstatesô or óstagesô of development 

and the ways they intersect with migration. Migration and development are clearly 

interrelated, yet their interlinkages have not been conclusively assessed (Skeldon 2010; de 

Haas 2012) and there is no consensus on whether migration is a cause or an outcome of 

development and vice-versa (Raghuram 2009). Academic and policy assumptions have been 

shifting, reflecting shifts in the prevailing views on either ómigrationô or ódevelopmentô or 

indeed óunderdevelopmentô (Ragluram 2009; de Haas 2012).  

Highly skilled migration, for instance, unde
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evocative and indeed even derogatory term óbrain drainô is being replaced by the more neutral 

óskill flowô (Clemens 2009) to describe the international mobility of human capital, 

knowledge workers and the ócreative classô (Ewers 2007). This unveils another binary, this 

time between ódesirableô and óunwantedô migration, whereby the former increasingly 

concerns highly skilled migrants. Around the year 2000, levels of emigration among highly 

skilled people worldwide exceeded the rate of emigration of people with lower educational 

qualifications, while in most destination countries the share of migrants with tertiary 

education was higher than that of the native-born (Dumont et al. 2010). Apart from the self-

selectivity of migration, by which the highly skilled are in many ways among those most 

likely to move and most capable of doing so, a global competition for highly skilled 

professionals has intensified in recent decades, spurred by neoliberal deregulation and further 

encouraged by selective migration management schemes in many destination countries of the 

North (Zaletel 2006; Triandafilopoulos 2013).1  

While the privileging of certain forms of migration over others confirms the part of 

demand coming from the most dynamic sectors of the knowledge economy, the demand for 

low-skilled or unskilled labour is rarely acknowledged (Casey 2009: 23-24), and when it does 

this may translate into a demand for obedient, complying and disciplined workers (Anderson 

and Ruhs 2012: 12). Not only is the latterôs contribution to growth undervalued (Wilson and 

Keil 2008), but these two sides of demand are in some cases sides of the same coin, as 

óupstreamô and ólow-streamô sectors are in
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proliferation of concerns over irregular migration, which seem to grow faster than the 

phenomenon itself (Dauvergne 2004: 599), and their material consequences, blur further the 

distinction between different categories concerning the original causes of movement, the 

implied motives and aspirations of moving populations, the itineraries, forms and conditions 

of their journeys, as well as their resulting pathways to enter their desired destinations. The 

boundaries between óforcedô versus óvoluntaryô migrants, and hence those ódeservingô the 

right to entry, such as refugees and those with ógenuineô asylum claims, and the óundeservingô 

ones, all too often ólabourô or óeconomicô migrants, are not clear-cut in practice, as ómixed 

migrationô features in all stages of the migration process and interweaves with the agendas of 

(western) destination states (Black 2003; van Hear et al. 2009; Yarris and Castañeda 2015).  

The very same agendas produce multiple exclusionary spatialities and new migrant 

categories through the sealing and militarisation of borders and the externalisation of controls. 

To mention but one, the highly politicised concept of ótransit migrationô has serious 
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and international mobility is also being blurred as migrants' journeys become increasingly 

multiple, complex and fragmented (King and Skeldon 2010; King and Conti 2013).  
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continuity in the óSouthern European immigration modelô, whereby irregular migration feeds 

relatively large informal sectors, partly characterised by high seasonality of key economic 

activities, with increased demand for flexible and cheap labour (Hatziprokopiou 2006; King 

and DeBono 2013).  

Table 1. Total population and foreign nationals (selected nationalities) in Greece, 2001-2011 

  2001 2011 2001-2011 

% change Country of citizenship N % N 

http://www.statistics.gr/
http://www.statistics.gr/en/statistics/-/publication/SJO01/-
http://www.statistics.gr/en/statistics/-/publication/SJO01/-


http://www.astonomia.gr/
http://asylo.gov.gr/en/?page_id=110


http://data.unhcr.org/mediterranean/country.php?id=83
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over 47,122 people hosted in official and informal sites, other state-run facilities, NGOsô 

accommodation, or being self-settled: of them 28% are blocked on the islands, whereby 

camps have an overall capacity of places for just the two thirds; another 15,418 stay in private 

flats rented out through the UNHCR accommodation scheme (8.3% in the islands).4 Lastly, 

Figure 2 shows a steep increase in the number of asylum applications since 2015, with more 

and more applications coming through monthly 
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Figure 3. Estimated annual emigration, 2006-15 
Source: Eurostat, emigration statistics: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/en/web/products-datasets/-

/MIGR_EMI1CTZ); * Hellenic Statistical Authority, emigration estimations: 

http://www.statistics.gr/en/statistics/-/publication/SPO15/- 

This was not mainly due to young Greeks óover-educationô, as conventionally 

assumed.6 While the numbers of graduates have increased substantially in past decades, they 

are not among the highest in Europe or in the ódevelopedô world. In fact, this growth was not 

matched by a corresponding increase in demand for high-skilled human capital especially by 

private businesses. 

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/en/web/products-datasets/-/MIGR_EMI1CTZ
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/en/web/products-datasets/-/MIGR_EMI1CTZ
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or people from minority groups is often neglected.  True, the crisis has amplified push factors 

that already existed in Greece for the highly skilled, intensifying their emigration patterns. But 

it has also impacted on the mobility aspirations and practices of people of other educational 

levels and socio-economic backgrounds. 
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than 75%. To the extent that these figures reveal actual trends of outmigration,9 this 

development could relate to an outflow of foreign employees following their companies 

shutting down or relocating in the context of the market downturn, or to the re-migration of 

foreign-born people of Greek roots who had recently óreturnedô to Greece (e.g. on the latter 

see King and Christou 2014). After all, the data presented in Figure 1 show that, for the years 

available (2008-14) almost half of the (estimated) outflow comprises of foreign nationals. 
And in terms of absolute numbers, the majority of foreign nationals who returned to their 

countries of origin, or were forced to emigrate to a different country, are the less privileged 

migrants, on whom the crisis has had the most acute impact. For nationals of new EU member 

states in particular, their countriesô recent accession opens up a range of new mobility patterns 

that may provide alternatives as circumstances in Greece deteriorate (e.g. Hatziprokopiou and 

Markova 2014, on Bulgarians in Greece considering to return). Albanians, too, severely 

affected by rising unemployment, may take advantage of proximity and the recent visa-free 

travel regulations to move back to Albania for some time before migrating to a new 

destination, or to engage in circular movements linked to seasonal work in Greece; return 

migration does take place but seems to be a rather ambivalent project and not necessarily a 

definitive one, especially for the second generation (Gemi 2013; Michail 2013; Kapetanaki 

2015).10 At the same time, leaving Greece is also an option, necessity or fateô for migrants 

from more distant lands, since deportations and óvoluntary returnsô of undocumented 

migrants, predominantly from Pakistan and Afghanistan, have intensified in the last few years 

(Dimitriadi 2013: 19, 25; Yousef 2013: 21-22).  

The crisis thus signals a turnaround of Greeceôs migration transition. Emigration flows 

in the post-2009 period appear to be comparable in size with those of the much earlier post-

war decades. There are however significant differences in their characteristics, with the 

current emigration wave taking place simultaneously with ongoing immigration to or through 

the country, and being much more diverse than in the past, in terms of the ethnic background 

of emigrants, their social class, qualifications, demographic features and destinations abroad.  

Enter counter-urbanisation: shifting patterns of internal migration?  

Besides international migration, the crisis also appears to have influenced patterns of internal 

mobility. Although the centralised geography of the Greek population, productive and 

employment structures still holds, affecting continuous internal movements towards Athens 

and other major urban centres, a new trend of counter-urbanisation seems to be gaining pace 

in the context of the crisis. Even though outside of the paperôs main focus, this needs to be 

noted here





17 
 



18 
 

after the Second World War. The latter evokes memories of post-war emigration; yet, while 

this earlier outflow was largely about low-educated young males moving to Northern Europe 

to feed an expanding industrial machine, it now apparently concerns diverse groups of people 

comprising primarily young graduates taking a similar route to seek opportunities and 

prospects in dynamic sectors of the knowledge but also service economy in North European 

cities. 

In this context, the current Greek migration experience points to an emerging 

European map of migration that seems to be moving towards an ever-more complex 

stratification of ócore-peripheryô relations within and beyond the EU (King 2015). To avoid 

misunderstandings pointing to the retreat to yet another binary distinction such as those we 

have rejected earlier in the paper, we need to stress exactly the multiple and complex 

stratification layers of the unequal spatial divisions of labour between and within EU 

co
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