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Abstract 

This thesis aims to explore the different aspects of the phenomenon of migration in Greece, as 

a case study. The choice of country is motivated by its geographical position at Europe’s 

external borders. In order to gain an insight into the reality that migrants are faced with when 

searching for a better life in Europe, a field study was conducted in Athens, Greece during a 

period of six weeks in the spring of 2010. The field work included interviews with various 

actors and individuals that are directly involved in migration issues, informal discussions with 

migrants and personal observations. Additionally, secondary sources such as previous studies 

were used. The framework used to approach the material included elements from neo-

institutionalism, hermeneutics as well as critical theory.  

 The most important conclusions reached incorporate that the rights of migrants are not 

respected in any aspect of the societal sphere, or in other words the three institutional pillars, 

the regulative, normative and cultural-cognitive. As a result, there are double standards 

applied to Europeans respective migrants. As a possible cause of the problematic situation 

described, underlying perceptions of national identity versus “otherness” are identified. These 

perceptions derive from a deeply rooted acceptance of social constructions such as national 

borders, as undisputable facts.  
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1. Introduction  
 

“All persons living within the Greek territory shall enjoy full protection of 

their lives, honour, liberty, irrespective of nationality, race and of religious 

or political beliefs” (The Constitution of Greece, Article 5.2). 

Per contra, the reality of migrants in Greece is far from that prescribed in the constitution and 

other national and European Union laws concerning social rights. Numerous Human Rights 

organisations, national as well as international, report that migrants and refugees in Greece are 

facing discrimination, institutional malpractices and violence, bad living conditions, lack of 

political rights and exploitation in the labour market.  

Why does this discrepancy exist and how can it be explained? One simple explanation could 

be a widespread xenophobia in the country. According to the Encyclopaedia of Race, 

Ethnicity and Society, xenophobia “entails the rejection of the different lifestyles or cultural 

or religious value systems of immigrant groups, the fear of society becoming “flooded” by 

immigrants, and the perceived threat to prosperity by heightened economic competition... 

They also involve unexamined prejudices and scapegoating, such as blaming foreigners for a 

variety of societal problems, from moral decay to unemployment and crime” (Adler, 2008).  

However, the latest Eurobarometer survey (2009) showed that only 8% of the Greeks 

included immigration among their concerns. Thus, the problematic situation has to be viewed 

from a broader perspective, taking into account legal, normative and cultural aspects. What is 

more, the individual’s understanding of the world is formed in the context of contemporary 

widely accepted unquestioned narratives. Andersson (2001) calls this the grand narrative 

which is taken for granted and serves as a common point of departure for most. The individual 

self exists in a web of relations; it is a knot in the broader communicative net. Simultaneously, 

society does not merely consist of the grand narrative (in this case, European and Greek 

values), but is a compilation of small individual narratives. Hence, societal relations are a 

perpetual interaction between the grand and the small narratives. (Andersson, 2001) 

Additionally, Greece is only a part of the whole European Union organism and subject to 

European laws and regulations and also a participant of European values. The current 

European migration policies show a conscious attempt to keep migration flows contained at 

the external borders of Europe and in this way strengthen the concept of “Fortress Europe”; a 
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concept that is legitimised by deeply rooted and unquestioned perceptions of the naturalness 

of territorial borders.   

 

1.1 Aim and context of the study  
 

The current context of the phenomenon of discrimination against migrants is a Europe-wide 

economic crisis, which has affected Greece the hardest, increased unemployment, 

nationalistic tendencies in Europe, radical-right wing parties entering European national 

parliaments and increased irregular migration flows into Europe. The aim of our study is to 

gain a deeper understanding of the reality that people face when seeking refuge or simply a 

better future in Europe and the causes of this situation. In view of the fact that Greece is 

located at Europe’s external border and thus receives a large amount of migrants, it serves as a 

case study in order to gain a deeper insight into European migration policy as compared to the 

reality of migrants.  

 

 1.2 Research questions 
 

Why does this discrepancy between laws, values and practises exist? How can it be 

explained? In which way does the Greek example illustrate the concept of “Fortress Europe”? 

 

 1.3 Relevance 
 

There have been numerous reports and studies on violations of human rights against asylum 

seekers and undocumented migrants as well as reports on the practises of the police and the 

coast-guard in Greece. Additionally, there had been calls on the reform of the legal 

framework of the country concerning the asylum system. However, asylum seekers are only a 

small portion of the migrant population. We want to look into all migrant groups, including 

those residing legally and illegally in the country. During our field work, we chose to 

approach the issue of migration in Greece from a grassroots’ point of departure. Our 

informants have been individuals that are directly involved with migration issues in their daily 
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lives, as well as migrants that have shared their experiences with us. Individual narratives are 

more indicative of reality than the grand narrative of values, as represented on the national 

and supranational level. In this way, we attempted to step back and let our material speak for 

itself. This material was juxtaposed with observations and previous studies. Along these lines, 

we attempt to illustrate the discrepancy between theory and reality which is contradictory to 

Europe’s general moral stand and to raise awareness of the fact that European migration 

policies strengthen the idea of “Fortress Europe”, through the example of Greece.   

 

 1.4 Structure 
 

We have structured our thesis in the following parts: in the introduction, we describe the aim 

and context of the study, its relevance and our research questions.  

Chapter 2 includes the different approaches which serve as our analytical framework. Our 

analytical framework will be neo-institutionalism, with the three pillars of institutions: the 

regulative (legal framework), the normative (societal norms and values) and the cultural 

cognitive one (mentalities and attitudes). Furthermore, we will use elements from critical 

theory and hermeneutics. Within this broad framework, we intend to analyse the situation of 

migrants residing in Greece. 

In chapter 3, the methods that we have used will be laid down as well as the criteria of 

validity and reliability and we will touch upon limitations during the field work.  

In chapter 4 and 5, we discuss important aspects regarding migration issues in Europe as well 

as in Greece such as migration rules and regulations, attitudes towards migrants and norms 

and values of Europe respective Greece.  

In chapter 6, we come to the results of our interviews. We do this by keeping in mind the 

importance of our three dimensional approaches.  

In the last part, chapter 7, we present our conclusions that we perceive as important in relation 

to local, national and supranational perspectives. 
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2. Analytical Framework 
 

Each research process should hold a theory, besides the formulation of a research question, 

the availability of primary/secondary sources and the ability of the researcher(s) to interpret 

and analyse them (Mikkelsen, 2005: 148). Therefore, in order to be able to interpret and 

analyse our empirical data, we decided to use three approaches as the analytical framework of 

our thesis, the neo- institutional theory, hermeneutics and critical theory. The neo-institutional 

theory will help us to understand the role of institutions. Hermeneutics deals with the pre-

understanding and understanding of a particular issue- in our case attitudes towards 

immigrants in Greece - and serves us as a useful framework to relate the ´whole` -Europe- to 

the `part´- Greece. Critical theory will be used to analyse our informants´ contributions.  All 

three concepts incorporate a multi-dimensional analytical approach. Accordingly, we have 

elaborated a three dimensional approach for the thesis, considering the European, the national 

and the individual level in our analysis.  

 

2.1 Neoinstitutional theory 
 

The neo-institutional theory criticised the `old` institutionalism for not taking into account 

norms, values and the meaning of culture but instead focusing on one single aspect of 

institutions, their legal framework. We decided to take the ´new´ or neo-institutionalism as 

our framework since it includes historical, rational choice and sociological aspects and 

considers besides a regulative element, normative and cultural-cognitive ones in its analysis.  

(Scott, 2008: 50) 

 

2.1.1 Institutions 
 

Scott defines institutions as “multifaceted, durable social structures made up of symbolic 

elements, social activities and material resources” (Scott, 2008: 48). Institutions are made up 

by three different elements, namely a normative, a regulative and a cultural-cognitive one. 

The three dimensional approach –normative, regulative and cultural-cognitive- is used in 

order to gain a better understanding of the phenomenon we are studying from all three 
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aspects. Additionally to their three elements, institutions “provide stability and meaning to 

social life” (ibid: 48) and add in social actions and material resources, otherwise they would 

be `dead` (Berger and Luckmann in Scott, 2008) since they change and evolve in pace with 

the society in which they exist.  

Hall & Taylor (in Scott, 2008) highlight the symbolic aspect of institutions and their impact 

on individuals; “Institutions provide moral or cognitive templates for interpretation and 

action. The individual is seen as an entity deeply embedded in a world of institutions, 

composed of symbols, scripts and routines, which provide the filters for interpretation, of both 

the situation and oneself, out of which a course of action is constructed. Not only do 

institutions provide strategically useful information, they also affect the very identities, self 

images and preferences of the actors.” (Hall & Taylor in Scott, 2008: 17)  

March & Olsen (in Scott, 2008) expressed the view that institutions are highly vital for the 

political life of a community. They state:  

“There are situations where citizens are more likely to become aware of the values, concepts, 

beliefs, and institutions by which they live. Typically in such situations the political 

institutions and the ways in which they organise the relations between citizens, elected 

representatives, bureaucrats and experts, and organised interests are re-examined and 

possibly modified, transformed or replaced.” (March & Olsen in Scott, 2008: 17) 

In the following, we will look at the three pillars of institutions and their affects on the 

individuals, see Figure 1. 
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Figure 1: The three pillars of institutions and their effects on individuals 

 

 

Source: Based on Scott, 2008: 51 

 

2.1.2 The regulative pillar 
 

The regulative element is the first pillar of institutions. Included in the regulative element of 

institutions are “rule-setting, monitoring, and sanctioning activities” (Scott, 2008: 52). The 

regulative pillar has been emphasised by Weber as playing an important role in supporting 

institutions by serving as a “legal order” (Weber in Scott 2008, 74). North sees them as “the 

rules of the game in a society” (North in Hira & Hira, 2000: 269).  

The regulative pillar consists mainly of all the written rules and regulations that contribute to 

an institution’s legal framework and therewith influence the behaviour, attitudes and thinking 

of persons. The role of the state as a law maker and enforcer has to be taken into account 

while looking at the regulative framework of institutions. The effect on the individual is either 

a feeling of guilt or innocence- depending on the particular appliance and interpretation of the 

concerned rule on the individual. (Scott, 2008) 
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2.1.3 The normative pillar  
 

The second dimension of institutions is made up by norms and values. While norms are 

characterised by the way of which something should be achieved, values are seen as the idea 

of what should be achieved. There is no absolute method of how to follow ´the norm ´ or what 

is constituted as appropriate and correct. For the regulative element, it seems to be easier to 

find out what is right and what is wrong since everything can be referred to written rules and 

regulations. However, the interpretation of these rules and regulations may constitute a 

difficulty. The effect on the individual in case the norm is (not) followed, is shame respective 

honour - in contrast to either being guilty or innocent in regard to the first pillar (see Figure 

1).  

 

2.1.4 The culturalcognitive pillar  
 

The cultural-cognitive element holds the last pillar of institutions. The cognitive factor can be 

defined as the way of which individuals interpret and judge different values and thus which 

norms are socially and culturally accepted in a society and which are not. This belief and 

common understanding of what is accepted differs from one country to another, due to its 

cultural aspect. North defined culture “...as the passing, from one generation to the next, of 

knowledge, values and other factors that affect human behaviour”  (North in Hira & Hira, 

2000: 271) and Hofstede (1991) describes culture as `the software of the mind` (Hofstede in 

Scott, 2008: 57). The effect on the individual is the feeling of certainty respective confusion, 

depending on what is culturally and socially accepted in the particular country and depending 

whether this norm has been followed `correctly` or not by the individual (see Figure 1). 

 

2.2 Hermeneutics 
 

Hermeneutics is the second dimension of our framework which deals with the interpretations 

of texts (´exegesis´), whereas texts must be understood as all written and unwritten actions 

and non-actions. There exist two particular approaches in hermeneutics that we consider as 

worth mentioning; the objectivist and the alethic approach (see Figure 2 below). The 
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objectivist approach concerns the relation between the whole and the part. It points out that 

the part can only be understood in connection with the whole and vice versa since “the whole 

consists of parts, hence it can only be understood on the basis of these” (Alvesson & 

Skölberg, 2000: 53). Alethic hermeneutics is concerned with the relation between a pre-

understanding and the following understanding(s) of texts. 

 

Figures 2: An objectivist and an alethic hermeneutic circle 

 

 

Source: Alvesson & Skölberg, 2001: 53/57 

 

The two approaches must be understood complementary and not contradictory to each other. 

Since we consider the complementary circle as more comprehensive, we will base our 

research on aspects that are presented in both approaches, the alethic as well as the objectivist 

one, see Figure 3 below.  
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Figure 3: The Hermeneutic spiral 

 

Source: Based on Alvesson & Skölberg, 2000: 66 and Conroy, 2003 

The Hermeneutic circle can be rather seen as a spiral. The reader of a particular text will 

deepen his/her understanding through asking questions to the text, or going into a ´dialogue´ 

with the text as Alvesson & Skölberg (2000) put it. The questions should be addressed to the 

´part´ as well as to the ´whole´, in order to be able to clarify and deepen one’s own 

understanding. Therewith, the circle becomes a spiral since the pre-understanding of the 

reader in the beginning of his/her interpretation is not the same as in the end; it will deepen 

and narrow-down and the reader will (hopefully) be able to establish a relation between the 

whole and the part – depending on his/her ability to ask questions to the text, questions that 

should be related to the topic (Radnitzky in Alvesson & Skölberg, 2000: 53). 

Hermeneutics offer a tool by which one can in a fruitful way understand phenomena that can 

be difficult to handle in our perception of daily life. The concept of interpretation comprises 

the basis for analysing a phenomenon. It is often the case that the same underlying principles 

are detected in different places even though it is not always visible from the beginning. 

(Nyström, 2007) 

The new interpretations that we adopt are usually in line with what we have previously 

accepted as the truth. However, the interpretations we choose to accept are mere human 

constructions and they have mostly emerged within our own tradition. An important 

observation is that it is the meaning of the data and not the theories that are the basis of a 

study’s results. (ibid) 
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2.3 Critical theory 
 

Critical theory is critical in the sense that it does not have the same view on society as the 

traditional theories such as for example regarding the link between positivism and science 

(May, 2001). Critical theory has been developed by the Frankfurt School of Social Research 

and its followers Adorno, Habermas, Marcuse, Horkheimer, Lowenthal, Fromm and others. It 

is aimed “to liberate human beings from the circumstances that enslave them” and to uncover 

and address social injustice (Horkheimer in Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy). The 

characteristic of critical theory is that it has an interpretative approach and is therefore 

sometimes referred to as critical hermeneutics (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2001: 111). According 

to Deetz & Kersten, a critical approach includes three dimensions: “a hermeneutic 

understanding of language and meaning, a social theory of society as a totality, and a theory 

of the unconscious” (Deetz & Kersten in Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2001: 135).   

Critical theorists have claimed that tendencies of contempt towards those groups in society 

perceived as having a low position in social hierarchy entail authoritarian social relations such 

as religious dogmas or traditional values, which nurture taken-for granted and thus 

unquestioned perceptions. Critical theory aims to uncover what is socially constructed and to 

distinguish it from what is natural and universal, since the unquestionable adoption of taken 

for granted standpoints can lead to the constraint of human emancipation (ibid: 112-130).  

We will use elements of the critical theory in our study since it allows for a freer approach to 

the material at hand and also gives the opportunity to the researchers to make use of their own 

background and experiences. Additionally, we aim to, with the help of critical theory, 

highlight concealed elements in the social context of our research.   

 

3. Methodology  
 

We have consciously chosen to not distance ourselves from our material since we consider 

ourselves to be a part of the phenomenon we wish to study. For that reason, we chose 

elements of critical theory in the presentation of our material, since according to the critical 

theory approach, “statements about society cannot be impartial” (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 

2001: 112).  
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Furthermore, we have approached our material through a qualitative, descriptive method of 

analysis in order to gain a broad understanding of the phenomenon. For this purpose, we used 

semi-structured interviews, informal conversations and personal observations, in addition to 

secondary sources. A total of 41 individuals were interviewed. During the interviews and 

discussions, some questions were formed spontaneously as new topics emerged. We have also 

used several secondary sources, books, NGO reports and former studies as well as newspaper 

articles.  Our informants´ views and opinions form the central part of this thesis in which 

recurrent topics are identified.  The material collected from the informants and the 

observations from the field work were measured against previous studies and literature on the 

phenomenon of migration in order to confirm its validity. The various themes discussed with 

our respondents consisted of a description of the situation in Greece, institutional malpractices 

and violence, social integration, housing integration and relations with the community. Based 

on these themes, we then used various supplementary questions to attain deeper information 

from the respondents regarding each topic.  

 

3.1 Respondents 
 

During our fieldwork, we conducted a number of interviews with migrants and with people 

who work with migration, or are in some way involved in migration issues and thus have a 

more informed opinion on the matter. Our list of respondents (41 in total) can be found in 

Appendix 2.  

The choice of respondents was based on what Mikkelsen (2005) describes as a so-called 

snowball sampling method. The snowball sampling describes the practice of the respondents 

indicating new persons that could provide further information and in this manner, extent the 

network of respondents. (Mikkelsen, 2005) 

 

3.2 Validity and Reliability 
 

The validity of this work can be measured against our analytical approach. We have tried to 

follow hermeneutics validity criteria in our study; that is we tried to maintain a high level of 

coherence throughout the text and to be truthful as to our position towards our material. We 
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have also weighed our interpretations against previous studies, information from interviews, 

as well as observations during the field work, in order to affirm a logical connection.  

Regarding reliability, we believe that it may be measured against the background of the 

authors. The two of us can be seen as homogeneous in the sense that we are university 

students in our twenties. However, we have different living and study backgrounds that shape 

our pre-understanding. Because of or thanks to our different backgrounds, we were able to 

analyze our material from different perspectives.  

 

3.3 Limitations during the field work  
 

Due to time pressure, the field work was conducted only in the city of Athens and not in the 

whole country. Furthermore, not all of the actors we contacted responded. Considering the 

multidimensional character of the phenomenon of migration, we did not go in depth in each 

different aspect of it but instead provided a multifaceted picture of the reality of migrants in 

Greece based on interviews and observations measured against secondary sources.  

 

4. The European level 
 

As laid down in chapter 3, we will use the neo-institutional theory in connection with 

hermeneutics and critical theory as our framework. As the regulative element of institutions 

we include the European immigration and migration policy, as the normative element the 

European values, and as the cultural-cognitive element we analyse and categorise attitudes 

towards immigrants throughout Europe by using existing studies. 

 

4.1 European immigration and migration policy 
 

In July 2009, the heads of the European Member States came together at an informal meeting 

in Stockholm, Sweden and discussed amongst others issues related to their ´justice and home 

affairs´ (JHA) and Europe’s future migration and asylum policy. Several months later, in 
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December 2009, the European Commission adopted the results of that meeting in a five year’s 

legal framework, called the Stockholm Programme. Therein, the Member States agreed that 

immigration and asylum policy and in particular the fight against illegal migration have to 

take up an important position and called it a “hot potato” (Swedish Presidency of the 

European Union, 2009). For the near future, the heads of the Member States and governments 

highlighted the need for a standardized cross-national asylum system for Europe.  

In the following section of the present chapter, we will first provide the reader with a short 

summary of two important regulations concerning migration and asylum, namely the 

Schengen `acquis` (Schengen Agreement and Convention) and the Dublin Regulation and 

then touch upon the recent political debate concerning the latter.  

 

4.1.1 The Schengen `acquis` and the Dublin Regulation 
 

The Schengen `acquis` is laid down in protocol B of the Amsterdam Treaty (1997). With its 

implementation into the Amsterdam Treaty, it entered into EU law and had therefore been 

obligatory for the Member States to convert it into national law. All Member States, except 

for the Republic of Ireland and the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, 

have signed the Schengen ´acquis´. It offers citizens of the European Member States free 

movement within the EU borders and deals with the abolishment of internal border controls 

and passport checks. Since the last EU enlargements in 2004 and 2007 in which 12 countries 

(Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Cyprus, Poland, Slovenia, Slovakia, the Czech 

Republic, Romania and Bulgaria) joined, illegal immigration has increased. Therefore, 

difficulties in following the regulations of the Schengen `acquis` arose since the fight against 

illegal migration on one hand and the maintenance of the freedom of movement on the other 

constitute a clear dilemma for European Member States. In order to find a solution for this, 

the Member States intensified their cooperation in the field of immigration and asylum. 

A result of the increased cooperation on immigration and asylum policy was the Dublin 

Regulation which entered into force in March, 2003. The Dublin Regulation had replaced the 

Dublin Convention (1990) and includes provisions about residence permits and visas, legal 

and illegal entry into the European Member States as well as the further improvement of 

EURODAC - a common European database that collects and saves fingerprints of all persons 
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that entered into the EU territory illegally. Additional objectives of the Dublin Regulation are 

to prevent abuses of asylum procedures by asylum seekers such as to end the practices by 

many asylum seekers to apply for asylum in more than one Member States. This is often 

referred to as ´asylum shopping´ and presumes that the asylum applicants are consciously 

applying in more than one Member States in order to improve their chances for an acceptance. 

(Papadimitriou & Papageorgiou, 2005: 303) Often, the Member States with a good public 

welfare system such as Sweden and Germany were sought after more than other states. 

Therefore, these states were afraid to become asylum magnets (Facchini et al., 2006; Briscoe, 

2001: 34) and were the driving force behind the Dublin Regulation. This can be illustrated 

when looking at Articles 19 and 20 of the Dublin Regulation which obliges that Member 

States in which the refuges first entered into EU territory have to deal with their asylum 

applications and legitimises that refugees are send back to the state in which they first entered 

into the EU. 

Another characteristic of the Dublin Regulation is that it is built on the assumption that all 

European Member States have the same standards of protection for the asylum applicants. 

However, the reality of asylum practices differs throughout Europe; due to humanitarian 

concerns, the European Commission has even proposed amendments of the Dublin 

Regulation in 2008 which has not taken place until now. Since several reports of human rights 

violations have been published, Member States try to circumvent the above mentioned article 

according to which an asylum seeker has to be sent back to the country of first entry. In doing 

so, they make use of the sovereignty clause of Article 3.2 Dublin Regulation. According to 

the sovereignty clause, humanitarian concerns allow Member States to examine an asylum 

application themselves even if they should have sent the asylum seeker back to the country of 

first entry.  

Since November 2008, Amnesty International and other human rights organisations such as 

Human Rights Watch and ProAsyl are consistently calling on Member States to not send back 

any asylum applicants to Greece, in particular unaccompanied minors, since the country 

cannot guarantee an efficient protection. The European Council on Refugees and Exiles 

(ECRE) appeals all Member States “to suspend transfers to states that cannot guarantee fair 

examination of asylum claims; to better ensure the reunification of family members; to 

improve solidarity between states; and to introduce a special procedure for cases involving 

children and other vulnerable groups.” (ECRE in Goldirova, 2008). 
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Several human rights organizations are demanding a change of the Regulation since an equal 

distribution of asylum claims among the Member States does not take place. Member States 

that are located at Europe’s external borders such as Greece or Poland receive a higher 

number of asylum applicants than countries like Austria, Germany or the Netherlands which 

are located in the middle of Europe. Table 1 shows that the asylum applications in those 

countries that are surrounded by “buffer states” have indeed decreased since the Dublin 

Regulation entered into force in 2003 whereas asylum applications in Member States located 

at the borders have increased since then.  

Table 1: Inflows of asylum seekers into selected European countries1 
       

 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 

A   8 156   9 451 13 065 12 366   5 863   4 295   3 201   3 204   3 515   3 980 

GR   2 953   1 528   3 083   5 499   5 664   8 178   4 469   9 050 12 267 25 113 

G 98 644 95 113 78 564 88 287 71 127 50 563 35 607 28 914 21 029 19 164 

NL 45 217 42 733 43 895 32 579 18 667 13 402   9 782 12 347 14 465   7 102 

PL   3 373   2 955   4 589   4 529   5 170   6 909   8 079 6 860   4 430   7 205 

Source: OECD International Migration Data (2009) 

As an example therefore, we will look at the annual asylum claims in Germany, the 

Netherlands and Greece between 1998 and 2007. From 1998 to 2002, the annual claims for 

asylum in Germany have decreased from 98 644 in 1998 to 71 127 in 2002. After the Dublin 

Regulation had entered into force, the number of asylum applications decreased enormously: 

From 71 127 claims for asylum in 2002 to 50 563 in 2003. Similar developments can be seen 

while looking at the data from the Netherlands and Austria. In 2002, the annual number of 

asylum applications in the Netherlands was 18 667 whereas in 2003 it decreased to 13 402. In 

Austria, 5 863 persons have handed in asylum applications in 2002 whereas in 2003, the 

number decreased to 4 295. 

The trend in Greece and Poland is contrary. In Greece, the annual number of asylum claims 

was 5 664 in 2002. After 2002, the number of annual asylum claims increased severely to 

8 178 in 2003, then decreased again in the following year to 4 469 and has since then 
                                                            
1 Explanatory notes: A= Austria, GR= Greece, G= Germany, NL= Netherlands, PL= Poland 
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continually increased, from 9 050 in 2005 to 12 267 in 2006 and has then almost doubled in 

just one year to 25 113 in 2007. The decrease of annual asylum claims in 2004 can be 

explained with the Greek national elections in March 2004. After the elections, a change in 

the national government took place in which the centre-left party Pan-Hellenic Socialist 

Movement (PASOK) lost its power in favour for the centre-right party New Democracy (ND). 

Therefore, the decrease can be explained due to the widely accepted fact that right-wing 

parties favour rather restrictive policies towards migrants than left-wing parties (cf. Kessler & 

Freeman, 2006). The same development is applicable on Austria while looking at the decrease 

of annual asylum applications in 2000. In this year, the conservative party Österreichische 

Volkspartei (ÖVP) and the right-wing party Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs (FPÖ) gained the 

most votes in the national Austrian elections and formed a coalition government. Due to their 

political ideologies, they followed a restrictive immigration and asylum policy and 

contributed therewith to a decrease of annual asylum applications. 

Could the decreases of annual asylum applications in other Member States also be explained 

by a change in the government respective more restrictive migration policies?  

Nonetheless, when looking at data from 1998-2007 as a whole, those European Member 

States that are surrounded by other Member States have clearly experienced a decrease of 

annual asylum applications whereas asylum applications in Member States that are located at 

the edges of Europe have increased.  

Therefore, we argue that the Dublin Regulation must have had an influence on this 

development, among others, through the readmissions of asylum seekers to the countries in 

which they first entered Europe.  

Due to their geographical location, most refugees enter Europe from the countries located at 

the edges of Europe. According to Milborn (2006), the Dublin Regulation singly favours 

those refugees who can afford a direct flight or those who can afford to compensate 

smugglers; the others- the biggest amount of refugees- are in a disadvantaged position since 

they will be always be sent back to the country in which they first entered EU territory. 
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4.2 European values 
 

Values play a role in Europe’s position towards immigration and asylum. The particular 

values that form Europe’s approach towards immigration and asylum will be analysed further 

down. First, we want to look at several definitions of the term “European values”.  

 

4.2.1 Definition 
 

It is hard to find a clear definition of the terms “European” or “values” and it is even harder to 

find a definition of the term `European values`. Hermerén defines the term `values` as the 

belief of “what constitutes and contributed to a good life” and/or “what is good for people in 

the long run, given what we know about human nature and human needs” (Hermerén 2008: 

375).  

Depending on one’s point of view, another definition of the concept of `European values` can 

be taken from states that were former European colonies; They associate discrimination and 

racism, exploitation and oppression with `European values` (Milborn, 2006: 205).  

A last definition can then be taken from the European Member States themselves: For them, 

`European values` form their common political basis and include the “(…) respect for human 

dignity, freedom, democracy, equality, the rule of law and respect for human rights, including 

the rights of persons belonging to minorities. These values are common to the Member States 

in a society in which pluralism, non-discrimination, tolerance, justice, solidarity and equality 

between women and men prevail.” (Treaty of Lisbon, Article 1a).  

Additionally, following values are often mentioned in European conventions and could 

therefore been considered as `European`: Integrity, autonomy, health, safety and security (see 

Article 5 ECHR), prosperity, equity and equality, protection towards those in need, 

democracy, including possibilities for political participation and state transparency. 

(Hermerén, 2008)  
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4.2.2 European values vs. values in Europe 
 

Hermerén (2008) points at the different concepts of `European values´ on one hand and 

`values in Europe` on the other hand. He states that the values mentioned in European 

conventions cannot be seen as purely `European` since they are also laid down in a number of 

international agreements. Therefore, he defines the concept of `European values` as a 

particular approach of interpreting and/or ranking those values. On the top of the `European 

value ranking` would be “... human dignity, solidarity, transparency, equity and equality, as 

well as social justice” (Hermerén, 2008: 382). Regarding the concept `values in Europe`, 

Hermerén states that values and their particular ranking order may greatly differ throughout 

Europe - depending on the Member States and their residents - since Europe is not one single 

country with a homogenous population of white Christians. In many European cities, 

Europeans are minorities among other groups from Asia, Africa and other places. (Hermerén, 

2008: 374; Milborn, 2006: 204-205) All the different groups bring along their own values, 

which co-exist with those considered until recently as European. This reality has been 

experienced by one of the authors during her own childhood in Berlin.  

Without going deeper into the different attempts to define `European values`, the particular 

values concerning migration will be laid down in the following.  

 

4.2.3 Important principles regarding migration 
 

Of overall importance in this context is the principle of ´non-refoulement´. The principle, laid 

down in Article 33 of the Geneva Convention (1951), prohibits states to send back refugees to 

their country of origin if their “life or freedom” is endangered (Art. 33.1 Geneva Convention). 

Another principle which is also laid down in the Geneva Convention is that of non-expulsion 

(Art. 32). A refugee should not be expelled from a country if it is not required by the public 

order or national security. In such cases, the refugee should have the possibility to appeal to 

the decision and be allowed to express himself in front of a “competent authority or a person 

or persons specially designated by the competent authority” (Geneva Convention, Article 

32.2 sentence 2). 
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The right to family reunification is another international principle that has also found its 

correspondence in the European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and 

Fundamental Freedoms in Article 8.1 (protection of the family). Member States are obliged to 

provide a legal framework that protects the specific rights of matrimony and family since 

family is seen as “the natural and fundamental group unit of society” (Geneva Convention, III 

B: 12).  

A question that arises in this context is if European Member States provide all residents living 

within their borders with the same rights, the rights that derive from their so-called `European 

values`, or only their own citizens?  

In case that `European values` are valid for all residents living within Europe, we wondered 

how basic civil rights such as the freedom of movement are then allowed to be limited for 

refugees, in particular for asylum seekers. It appears that there is no satisfactory answer. 

In case they are not valid for all residents living within Europe, we wondered what the legal 

basis for that could be and if there exist any `non-negotiable values´ that are valid for all 

humans, as Hermerén (2008: 378) puts it?  

Regarding the latter, human dignity can definitively be seen as a non-negotiable value since it 

is laid down as a universal human right in the UN Charter, in particular in the Articles 55, 56.  

Harvey (1992) appeals to the moral duty of states with a colonial history towards citizens 

from their former colonies. States such as France should therefore treat those people coming 

from their former colonies in other less restricted ways (Stalker, 2002: 158). 

Walzer (1983) takes another position. According to Walzer (1983), states have singly duties 

towards their citizens not towards ´necessitous strangers` (Walzer in Black 1996: 68). 

Therefore, means of exclusion are crucial for the surviving of states if they want to maintain 

their national identity and culture.  

In our point of view, the concept of exclusion described by Walzer in the 1980s seems not to 

be applicable on Europe due to different factors. One factor is that there is no such concept of 

a common European identity or culture, as the political scientist Bassam Tibi (1998) suggests 

in his book “Europa ohne Identität? Die Krise der multikulturellen Gesellschaft” (Europe 

without identity? The crisis of the multicultural society) (Tibi, 1998). 
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We see a danger if European states do not apply their values on all people living within their 

borders. In this case, Europe will not achieve equality and equity but will produce second and 

third class citizens. Bearing in mind the innumerable street battles and burning cars in France 

in 2005/2006, it seems that France already does not comply with its values of ´ liberté, égalité, 

fraternité´ (equality, freedom and solidarity). Official statements such as by Nicolas Sarcozy 

who promised to liberate the French cities with a kärcher from the “rabble” (Wilsher, 2005) - 

“On va nettoyer au Kärcher ces cités” (Nicolas Sarcozy in Milborn, 2006: 141) - demonstrate 

that the gap between two positions - immigrants on one side and the government on the other 

side- have already intensified to a great extend. (Milborn, 2006: 139-153) 

On the other hand, while looking at the recent 72th Eurobarometer survey (2009), it becomes 

clear that immigration does not constitute the highest concern in Europe, despite the image 

that the media and officials often want to submit (cl. Bade, 2004: 347; Garlick, 2006: 615). 

Unemployment is of much higher national concern - namely in 19 Member States- as well as 

the economic situation of the country which constituted the main concern in six Member 

States.  

However, although not being of the highest national concern for Europeans, immigration does 

constitute a concern. 

 

4.3 Attitudes towards immigrants in Europe 
 

By analysing different attitudes towards immigrants in Europe, we will categorise them on 

three levels; an intra-national, a national and an individual level. In this part we will have a 

deeper look at the first level, the intra-national one. By doing this, we will use former studies.  

 

4.3.1 Ethnic exclusionism 
 

The authors Coenders et al. (2003) and Kessler & Freeman (2005) followed a similar three-

dimensional approach in their studies about European population’s attitudes towards 

immigrants. Coenders et al. (2003) for instance looked at negative attitudes towards 
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immigrants and asylum seekers as they referred to this as ´ethnic exclusionism´. They 

elaborated five characteristics of ethnic exclusionism, namely:  

1. ethnic prejudices,  

2. resistance to immigrants and asylum seekers and resistance to a multicultural society, 

3. social distance or ethnic distance,  

4. opposition to civil rights for legal resident migrants and  

5. insistence on conformity of migrants to law. (Coenders et al., 2003) 

 

The first characteristic, ethnic prejudices, refers to the phenomenon that a person has negative 

attitudes towards one or more ethnic minority groups. Therewith, they emphasise their own 

ethnic belonging or their `in-group´, as Coenders et al. (2003: 1) put it. This pattern can be 

seen in connection with the third characteristic – social or ethnic distance- and is most 

commonly referred to as `ethnocentrism`.   

Resistance to immigrants and asylum seekers and resistance to a multicultural society 

describe the phenomenon of which many European countries follow a debate about the impact 

of immigrants on their national identity/culture. An example for this is the debate in Germany 

in context with a change of the German immigration law in 2000. During the public debate, 

terms like `deutsche/christliche/westliche Leitkultur` (German/Christian/Western defining 

culture/mainstream culture or leading culture) were mentioned. Politicians demanded newly 

arrived immigrants to assimilate to the cultural identity of the country and its core values in 

order to successfully integrate. Others argued that integration should not mean assimilation. 

However, we will not go deeper into this debate or similar ones about the meaning of 

integration.  

The two last characteristics of ethnic exclusionism, opposition to civil rights for legal 

immigrants and insistence on conformity of migrants to law, deal with a number of legal 

aspects concerning immigrants. The first item- opposition to civil rights for legal immigrants- 

is often used in the formulation of restrictive migration approaches, in particular in connection 

with regulations about residence permits etc. The other characteristic of ethnic exclusionism- 

conformity of migrants to law- deals with the demand towards migrants to integrate. 

Countries that insist on conformity to law favour for instance that migrants give up their own 

cultural and/or religious practices in order to adapt to the national identity and culture of the 

host country. 
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Coenders et al. (2003) categorized the attitudes towards immigrants in several European 

Member States with the help of their geographical location whereas van Oorschot (2008) 

differentiated attitudes towards immigrants by looking at social welfare characteristics 

throughout Europe.  

The authors Coenders et al. (2003) distributed Europe into six parts, into north, south, west, 

east, central and Baltic Europe and concluded that ethnic exclusionism differs throughout 

Europe. In North European countries, for instance, insistence on conformity to law is high 

whereas other characteristics such as resistance to multicultural society and repatriation 

policies for legal migrants are low. In South European countries, resistance to immigrants and 

asylum seekers is high as well as ethnic distance and repatriation policies for legal migrants 

and insistence on conformity to law and resistance to multicultural society is low. West 

European countries had a high resistance to multicultural society, a high level of opposition to 

civil rights for legal migrants as well as a high insistence on conformity to law in regard to 

migrants residing in their country. East European countries had a low level of opposition to 

civil rights for legal migrants, as well as low insistence on conformity to law and repatriation 

policies for legal migrants, see Table below. 

The authors concluded that ethnic exclusionism is widely shared in countries where the 

amount of immigrants is high, in both absolute and relative terms. Furthermore, ethnic 

exclusionism is more present in countries in which the number of asylum applications is high 

as well as the rate of unemployment. (Coenders et al., 2003) 

 

Table 2: Attitudes on ethnic exclusionism from an intra-national perspective 

 Resistance 
to 
immigrants 
and asylum 
seekers 

Resistance to 
multicultural 
society and 
limits to 
multicultural 
societies 

Ethnic 
distance

Opposition 
to civil 
rights for 
legal 
migrants 

Repatriation 
policies for 
legal 
migrants 

Insistence 
on 
conformity 
to law 

North 
Europe 

low low - - low high 

South 
Europe 

high low high low high low 

West - high - high - high 
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Europe 

East 
Europe 

high - high low low low 

Source: Based on Coenders et al., 2003: IX 

 

4.3.2 Gatekeeper attitudes throughout Europe  
 

Another existing category to look at is a country’s particular gatekeeper attitude. Green 

(2007) analysed different gatekeeper attitudes throughout Europe. With gatekeeper attitudes, 

she refers to the level of acceptance of immigrants into the “national in-group space and the 

moral community” (Green, 2007: 366) or, to “the level of endorsement of different admission 

standards set for immigrants entering European countries, as well as of expulsion criteria for 

immigrants transgressing norms and laws.” (ibid: 365). More specifically, Green mentions 

three categories of criteria regarding entry and expulsion of immigrants. The first involves 

“individual competence and attitudes”, the second, legal criteria for expulsion and the third 

involves entry criteria based on “intrinsic characteristics that are hard to change” (ibid: 371).  

Green concluded that North European countries augment most characteristics of lenient 

gatekeepers whereas West European countries are individualist gatekeepers and Southern and 

Eastern European countries are strict gatekeepers.  

Lenient gatekeepers are said to have a higher educational level, the citizens felt not as 

vulnerable in financial terms than strict gatekeepers. They opposed all criteria, the individual 

expulsion criteria as well as the categorical entry criteria.  

Strict gatekeepers had a lower educational level and the interviewed persons said that they do 

not have much contact with immigrants. They felt vulnerable in financial terms, had a 

negative attitude towards immigrants and were concerned about their impact on the country.  

Individual gatekeepers were in favour of all individual expulsion criteria but not in favour of 

categorical entry criteria and strict gatekeepers favoured all criteria. Since the study is also 

concerned with the individual level, we will not go into it here but in the chapter that is 

concerned with attitudes towards immigrants on the individual level. 
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Figure 4: Gatekeeper attitudes throughout Europe 

 

Source: Green, 2007: 374  

 

4.3.3 The level of informal solidarity throughout Europe 
 

Van Oorschot (2008) looked at the level of informal solidarity towards immigrants throughout 

Europe. She concluded that the level of informal solidarity differs from country to country 

and depends on a number of factors, such as the country’s cultural diversity, the opinion 

climate, the level of interpersonal and institutional trust of its citizens, political engagement, 

the country’s left wing influence and the country’s level of wealth (measured in GDP per 

capita).  

With the term `informal solidarity`, she refers to the concerns of persons towards the living 

conditions of immigrants, elderly, unemployed, sick or disabled persons. Van Oorschot 

(2008) puts forward two hypotheses, among others:  

1. The level of informal solidarity towards immigrants differs throughout Europe. In higher 

developed welfare states the level of informal solidarity will be low since cultural diversity is 

seen as a threat to the national identity which is according to Freeman (1986 in van Oorschot, 

2008: 4) considered as an essential factor of a welfare state.  
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2. Immigrants receive the lowest level of informal solidarity among all groups in need as 

Geddes and Bommes (2000) called them to be the new `undeserving poor` (Geddes & 

Bommes in van Oorschot, 2008: 3).  

Van Oorschot found out that her first hypothesis was corroborated in terms of all European 

member states that she included in her research differed in their level of informal solidarity 

towards immigrants in comparison to others (elderly, sick and disabled, unemployed persons). 

Elderly and sick or disabled persons received the highest informal solidarity whereas 

immigrants and unemployed persons were among the groups that received the lowest level of 

informal solidarity- whilst immigrants constituted the group that received the lowest level of 

informal solidarity among all. Therewith, her second hypothesis was corroborated as well.  

 

Figure 4: Rank order of informal solidarity throughout Europe (national average)  

 

Source: Van Oorschot, 2008: 9  

Explanatory notes: Countries are abbreviated as follow: dk: Denmark, sw: Sweden, fi: Finland, nl: Netherlands, 

be: Belgium, fr: France, ge: Germany, au: Austria, uk: United Kingdom of Great Britain, ie: Ireland, it: Italy, sp: 

Spain, pt: Portugal, gr: Greece, po: Poland, cz: Czech Republic, sk: Slovakia, hu: Hungary. 

 

Van Oorschot (2008) elaborated different factors that contribute to a country’s level of 

informal solidarity. Cultural diversity, the general opinion climate, interpersonal and 

institutional trust, the left-wing influence in the parliament, the structure of the country in 

terms of GDP per capita, the unemployment rate and other factors. The author pointed at the 

relation of a country’s level of informal solidarity towards immigrants and the different types 
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of welfare systems, in particular the social-democratic, corporatist, non-comprehensive 

residual and liberal welfare states. We will not go deeper into the different characteristics and 

types of welfare states in Europe.  

Another possible category while looking at attitudes towards immigrants throughout Europe 

could be to analyse the connection between negative attitudes towards immigrants and the 

country’s economic situation. The researchers Kessler & Freeman (2005) found out that 

“countries with higher unemployment have a higher share of population holding anti-

immigrant attitudes and that the effect becomes stronger as the share of foreign population 

rises” (Kessler & Freeman, 2005: 834). Of opposite opinion is van Oorschot (2008) as well as 

Bruecker et al. (2002). According to them, a country’s unemployment rate as well as the level 

of poverty does not play a role in attitudes towards immigrants whereas the level of wealth is 

important.  The last example illustrates that there is no wide consensus on the factors that 

affect attitudes towards immigrants. This shows also that there is a need for further studies.  

Summing up this chapter, it is possible to conclude that Greece has the characteristics of a 

strict gatekeeper and also informal solidarity towards immigrants is low compared to other 

social groups. Considering the factors that affect a country’s level of informal solidarity 

according to van Oorschot (2008), there is a low level of institutional trust among the Greek 

population, at present the influence of right-wing radicals in the parliament is high, the 

economy is going through a severe crisis and unemployment is increasing. Additionally, 

Greece is among the strictest gatekeepers in Europe (See Figure 3), with characteristics such 

as high level of attachment to traditional values and the perception that economic and cultural 

deterioration as well as increased criminality rates are closely linked to migrants (cl. Green, 

2007: 367-369).  

 

5. National level 
 

5.1 Greek immigration regulations 
 

The legal avenues for entry and residence in Greece for third country nationals are the 

following:  
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I. For studies in a Greek educational institution (Law 3274/2004) 

The Ministry of Education announces the number of available positions that can be 

offered to third country nationals. Additionally, the applicant should have been accepted 

in secondary educational institution and provide proof of having the means to finance 

the studies and stay in the country.   

II. For employment after having received a job offer (Laws 3013/2002, 3202/2003)  

The third country national must have a job offer before applying for a residence permit 

and also must have acquired a valid visa from the Greek consulate in his/her country of 

origin. Prior to issuing a work permit, the Greek Manpower Employment Organization 

(O.A.E.D.) has to be consulted on the particular situation of the Greek labour force. The 

work permit has to be renewed annually under the condition that the applicant is still in 

an employment status. 

III. For independent economic activity (Laws 2910/2001, 3274/2004) 

The applicant has to provide proof of having sufficient means to finance the specific 

activity, has ensured accommodation and is the holder of a valid health certificate.  

IV. For family reunion (Law 3274/2004) 

A third country national legally residing in the country has the right to apply for entry in 

Greece of family members, under the conditions that these family members are going to 

live under the same roof, the applicant has a steady personal income that can not be less 

than the wage of an unskilled worker (with an additional 20% for the invited family 

member) and thus sufficient means for the needs of the family (Maroukis in 

Triantafyllidou, 2010: 101). Additionally, proper accommodation and health insurance 

that can cover of the applicants family members. (Katroughalos et al. 2004: 49-71) 

Since Greece has joined the European Union in 1981, it is furthermore subject to European 

anti-discrimination directives. In line with the constitutional article against discrimination, 

Law 3304/2005 prohibits discrimination in all areas of social life on grounds of ethnicity, 

religion, political beliefs, sexual orientation or disability. (McDougall 2009: 4-5) 
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Asylum System  

 

The institutional bodies authorised to receive asylum applications are the Asylum 

Departments of the Police Directorates for Aliens in Attica and Thessaloniki, the Security 

Departments at the airports and the Security Departments of the various Police Directorates in 

the country. The staff handling asylum applications is police officers with no special training. 

Asylum seekers are obligated to provide a residence address in Greece. Nonetheless, those 

individuals who have registered an asylum application are not provided with any kind of 

financial aid or accommodation.  

According to the Presidential Decree 90/2008, detention of those asylum seekers who have 

entered the country irregularly is not compulsory; however administrative detention is the 

most common practise. A new Presidential Decree (81/2009) from July 2009 introduced 

amendments to the previous framework regarding the asylum system, according to which 

those apprehended on the grounds of illegal entry or stay in the country can be detained for a 

period of six months or in some cases up to one year. Furthermore, decisions regarding 

asylum claims at first instance are to take place in the various Police Directorates across the 

country and the “committee” handling these applications is made up of two policemen and 

one representative of the prefectural authority. Asylum seekers are provided with a legal 

document only after they have been through an interview and until then the only document 

they receive is a letter stating a date for an appointment for an interview, which has no legal 

basis. The P.D. 81/2009 has also annulled the chance to appeal to a first instance decision 

regarding an asylum claim, by replacing the independent Appeal Board with an opportunity 

for a judicial review at the Council of State, which only has advisory function, while the 

decision making authority lies at the Ministry of Citizen Protection. (UNHCR, 2009) 

As regards persons that have been returned to Greece under the Dublin Regulation, they are 

not differentiated from other asylum seekers by police officers implementing arrests. In the 

case that a decision on the asylum claim has been taken while that person was absent from 

Greece, or the deadlines for appeal have expired, then the person is served with a deportation 

order and is subsequently detained. (ibid)  

As of present the management regime of the existing detention centres for irregular migrants 

is unclear. These centres are guarded by the police, but they are not officially administrated by 

any authority. They are funded, through the different prefectures, by the Ministry of Interior 
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through two different "lines" of funding (a) technical, manufacturing, and (b) logistics, 

including feeding, clothing, medicines and personnel salaries. The involvement of prefectures 

in terms of responsibility for the operation and funding of the detention centres is based on 

two strategic plans which were planned to meet emergency needs and not permanent. Law 

3386/2005 provides for the designation of such centres as Special Areas of Stay of Aliens and 

that these centres will be established by joint decree of four ministers, however, for none of 

the currently operating centres has there been issued any relevant ministerial decision. 

According to a recently established expert committee assigned to suggest reforms of the 

asylum system, the lack of an institutional framework for the operation of these centres is the 

cause of the current malfunctioning of these centres. (Experts committee, 2010) 

Undocumented migrants have no legal rights whatsoever. According to an estimation 

provided by Maroukis (in Triantafyllidou, 2010: 98), the number of irregular migrants in 

Greece in 2007 was 280 446 which is the equivalent of 2.5% of the country’s population2.  

 

5.2 Greek norms and values 
 

Until recently Greece was mostly an ethnically homogenous country. There is a strong sense 

of national identity among the Greek population based on common ethnicity, religion, culture 

and language. This commonly shared identity derives from a long history of national 

struggles, initiated with the war of independence in 1821 which led to the creation of the 

modern Greek nation state. According to Sutton (2001), “The country is seen as the 

restoration of an independent Greek civilization, and many symbols establish a strong link 

between past and present, between larger Greek history and the modern nation-state” (Sutton 

2001: 889). The Greek identity is strongly linked to the landscape and also to the Christian 

Orthodox Religion, which for centuries helped distinguish Greeks from Ottomans and is today 

the religion of the vast majority of the Greek population. The church still holds an influential 

position in Greek society and has the power to exercise political pressure. It is significant that 

priests’ salaries are paid by the state. An illustration of the influential position of the Greek 

Church is the fact that there are no official Mosques anywhere in the country, except for the 

territory of a small Muslim minority residing in Northern Thrace.  

                                                            
2 The total population of Greece in mid 2007 was estimated to approximately 11 193 366 (Europa World Plus, 
2010). 
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Core values of the Greek society are family and kinship, national pride (perceived as a long 

continuation of ancient Greek ideals interweaved with Christian values) and honour. A central 

concept that societal relations are based on is that of philotimo. This concept is defined as 

“one's sense of social responsibility, esteem within the community, and attention to proper 

behavior and public decorum” (ibid: 893). Thus the concept of philotimo also functions as a 

social control mechanism by evoking a “strong sense of proper behaviour” (ibid: 894).  

Family ties are very important and family members usually live together under the same roof 

or in very close distance. Adult children most often continue to live with their parents until 

they are married. This practise is beneficial from a financial point of view since all household 

members have a shared economy. Often, even the pensions of the elderly contribute to the 

household economy.  

Personal relations are crucial in all aspects of public life from the labour market to health care. 

One could describe the Greek political economy as an economy of affection, based on the 

model developed by Göran Hydén. Even though Hydén’s model is based on African societies, 

its fundamental principles can be applied on the Greek case. According to Hydén (2006) the 

main characteristics of this kind of economy are “(a) whom you know is more important than 

what you know, (b) sharing personal wealth is more rewarding than investing in economic 

growth, and (c) a helping hand today generates returns tomorrow” (Hydén, 2006: 72). In our 

opinion, these practises are behind the much extended informal economy and lack of 

transparency and a fair amount of corruption within Greek institutions. Additionally, in a 

society organised in such manner, trust in authority and state institutions is low and so is the 

rule of law. People prefer to rely on interpersonal relations than the authorities and there are 

always ways to circumvent the rules when necessary. Therefore, Greeks are very efficient on 

the individual level but not equally successful on a collective level, as one of our respondents 

jokingly noted. This is mirrored in the migration context, where there are high levels of 

solidarity towards migrants from individual initiatives, but much less from official initiatives.  

 

5.3 Attitudes towards immigrants from a national perspective 
 

Previously conducted social and psychological studies show that there are a number of criteria 

that can influence perceptions towards immigrants. Among those are - from a national 
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perspective – a county’s level of economic growth and unemployment, the percentage of 

immigrants living in the country and trends in migration.  

 

5.3.1 The level of economic growth and unemployment 

 

The level of economic growth and unemployment is insofar important as studies show that 

people living in richer countries have less negative attitudes towards immigrants than people 

in poorer countries. This can be explained with the help of the group threat theory, which we 

apply when looking at aspects of the cultural-cognitive institutional pillar. The group threat 

theory states that the ethnic majority group feels threatened by the existence of other ethnic 

groups because they consider them as a threat to the scarce resources. (Aberson & Gaffney, 

2008; Ward & Masgoret, 2006) 

The Integrated Threat Theory (ITT) specifies the threats from the group threat theory and puts 

forward four basic threats: Realistic threats, symbolic threats, negative stereotypes and 

intergroup anxiety. (Ward & Masgoret, 2006: 672)  

Realistic threats include all kinds of economic motivated concerns about the scarce resources, 

in particular in the employment sector. Symbolic threats refer to concerns of the ethnic 

majority group to loose or diminish their own values and norms in favour of other ethnic 

groups. Negative stereotypes are not considered as threats in a narrow sense but they are seen 

as the root of negative attitudes towards other groups and therefore also influence people’s 

opinions. Intergroup anxiety relates to the fear of being exploited or rejected by other ethnic 

groups. (ibid) 

Therefore, Greece’s level of economic growth and the level of unemployment should be 

considered in an analysis of perceptions towards immigrants. 

In Greece, the economic situation has worsened since the adoption of the Euro and in 

particular since the international financial crisis in 2007/2008. In January 2009, the annual 

GDP growth rate reached a negative growth up to -0,7 and two months later, in March 2009, 

even reached -1 (see Figure below). Since then, the annual GDP growth rate remained in the 

negative area; the public debt has increased too.  During the end of last year, public debt had 

increased to 115 percent of GDP. Additionally, the revenues of the public sector decreased 
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whereas meanwhile the public spending increased. The global financial crisis lead to 

recession of the Greek economy and the unemployment rate rose. According to the Hellenic 

Statistical Authority of Greece, the unemployment rate rose from 7.9 % in 2008 to 10.3 % in 

2009 (fourth quarter). These data can be found in other sources, as for instance the IMF states 

that Greece’s national unemployment rate is recently about 10-11 %. Explanations for this 

development are various. Among them is the awareness that Greece has lost about 25 % of its 

competitiveness since the Euro was adopted and that the public sector has become too large 

during the last years. (IMF, 2010) 

In April 2010, the International Monetary Fund and Euro zone governments agreed to support 

the Greek state with around 110 billion Euros for the next three years. The IMF will provide 

30 billion Euros and the Euro zone governments 80 billion Euros. The interest rate according 

to which Greece has to pay the (IMF) loan back is about 3⅓ %. (ibid) 

 

Figure 5: GDP growth in Greece, January 2006- January 2010 

 

 

Source: Tradeeconomics, Global Economics Research 

 

5.3.2 The percentage of immigrants living in Greece 

 

The proportion of immigrants living in a country has to be considered as well since former 

studies show that a higher amount of immigrants living in a particular location leads to an 
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increase of negative attitudes towards migrants. This refers to the threat theory (see above) 

according to which people feel `threatened` by the existence of immigrants in regard to 

economic resources of the country.  

Due to the absence of up-to-date data, the only available figures on percentages of immigrants 

in Greece is used, see below. Since 2001, the number of immigrants that are currently living 

in the country has to be much higher. However, the table shows that more than half of the 

total immigrant percentage living in Greece (57.5 %) was of Albanian origin, a fact has been 

verified by our respondents. 

Table 3: Percentage of foreigners in Greece 

 All % of Total 
Albania 438,036 57.5 % 
Bulgaria 35,104 4.6 % 
Georgia 22,875 3.0 % 
Romania 21,994 2.9 % 
US 18,140 2.4 % 
Russia 17,535 2.3 % 
Cyprus 17,426 2.3 % 
Ukraine 13,646 1.8 % 
UK 13,196 1.7 % 
Poland 12,831 1.7 % 
Germany 11,806 1.5 % 
Pakistan 11,130 1.5 % 
Australia 8,767 1.2 % 
Turkey 7,881 1.0 % 
Armenia 7,742 1.0 % 
Egypt 7,448 1.0 % 
India 7,216 0.9 % 
Iraq 6,936 0.9 % 
Philippines 6,478 0.8 % 
Canada 6,049 0.8 % 
Italy 5,825 0.8 % 
Syria 5,552 0.7 % 
Moldavia 5,176 0.7 % 
Other 53,432 7.0 % 

Total 762,191 100.0 % 

Source: National Statistical Service of Greece, 2001 Census 
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5.3.3. Trends in migration 

 

Trends in migration will be measured with the country’s net migration rate. The net migration 

rate shows the annual differences of persons entering and leaving the country per 1,000 

persons. The data are based on the midyear population. According to the CIA Factbook, the 

net migration rate for Greece is 2.33 migrants per 1,000 persons for 2010 (estimated). That 

means that there are more persons entering the country than leaving whereas in comparison to 

Georgia for instance (- 4.16 migrants per 1,000 population). This is surprising for Greece 

which has in the past rather been an emigration than an immigration country.  (CIA Factbook, 

2010) 

 

5.4 Attitudes towards immigrants  

 

Although we do not intend to focus on theoretical findings of the different criteria that 

influence attitudes towards immigrants, we consider it important to include results from 

previous studies, too. However, we will keep this chapter short and discuss our findings from 

the individual level within the next chapter.  

Studies (Herreros & Criado, 2009; Becchetti et al, 2010; Kessler & Freeman, 2005) show that 

various criteria can influence people’s opinion towards immigrants on the individual level. 

Among those, we made a selection and chose some of the criteria that we considered as the 

most worth knowing, namely age and sex, education and income, employment status and 

satisfaction with the economic situation of the country, the presence of immigrants in the 

individual’s neighbourhood and friendship with a member of a minority ethnic group, and 

finally we will include the impact of ideology on attitudes towards immigrants. 

 

5.4.1. Age and sex 

 

As previous studies show, the variables age and sex are said to have an impact on someone’s 

attitudes towards immigrants. Older and younger people displayed higher levels of negative 

attitudes than middle aged ones. This can be explained due to their vulnerability on the labour 
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market and the therewith connected threat of getting unemployed. Sex seemed to be important 

since many studies conclude that in terms of group threat, women felt less threatened than 

men, as their labour market position was less exposed to competition. (Hjerm, 2009) 

 

5.4.2. Education and income  

 

Education is commonly known as influencing perceptions of immigrants. Higher levels of 

education (measured in the number of completed years in school/university) have a positive 

influence on the attitudes towards immigrants whereas persons with lower educational 

backgrounds showed more negative attitudes towards immigrants.  

One possible explanation for this can be the fact that people with higher level of education do 

not have to be afraid or do not feel threatened in the sense that immigrants compete with them 

on the labour market, housing market etc. Furthermore, higher levels of education are 

associated with increased levels of tolerance towards strangers in general, through the 

individual’s increased knowledge and information (Bobo & Hutchings, 1996: 954). The 

variable `income` showed similar results as education, since these two criteria are often linked 

with each other. People with higher income feel less threatened than people with lower levels 

of income and have therefore more positive attitudes towards immigrants. 

 

5.4.3. Employment status and satisfaction with the economic situation  

 

We know from existing studies (Becchetti et al, 2010; Kessler & Freeman, 2005), that 

unemployed people tend to have more negative attitudes towards immigrants than employed 

ones. Bacher (2001) for instance explained this with the help of the following chain of cause 

and effect: Since public welfare revenues have experienced a decrease in the last years, the 

economic importance of employment has increased. Therefore, the normative expectations 

towards unemployed persons increased due to the worsened economic situation in many 

countries and the therewith connected rise in the unemployment rate. Strong feelings of 

delimitation between unemployed and employed people have taken place which led to higher 
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relative deprivation rates among unemployed. Additionally, high deprivation feelings lead to 

political dissatisfaction which can lead to right-wing political attitudes. (Bacher, 2001) 

The variable satisfaction with the economic situation has a positive impact on attitudes 

towards immigrants. Both variables refer once more to the threat theory according to which 

people feel threatened by migrants and other groups in regard to competition on the labour 

market, the housing market and others. According to the argument that immigrants compete 

with natives on the employment sector and `take away` the jobs of the natives, there are two 

opposite theories on this, the substitution and segregation theory (Cholezas & Tsakloglou, 

2008; Saunders, 2007). The substitution theory expresses that foreign workers were preferred 

on the labour market since they are cheaper which leads to increased unemployment among 

the native workers. The segregation theory states that foreign workers do not substitute the 

natives ones but they are complementary. Often, immigrants are employed in jobs which the 

natives would not do. Among these jobs are manual jobs in manufacturing or construction 

sector as well as in agricultural sector. Lianos et al. (1996) and Hatziprokopiou (2005) argue 

that this is the case in Greece. Immigrants are often employed in agriculture and construction. 

Cholezas & Tsakloglou (2008) pointed out that female Greeks were preferred on the labour 

market to immigrants: “The fact that the majority of Greek firms are small and medium sized 

and mainly family owned coupled with the low participation rates of females resulted in 

women being hired instead of immigrants on account of their alleged willingness to work 

part-time, full-time or periodically, without the legal and administrative problems of hiring, 

firing and paying social security contributions.” (Cholezas & Tsakloglou, 2008: 16). 

 

5.4.4. The presence of immigrants in the individual’s neighbourhood and 
friendship with a member of a minority ethnic group 

 

The two variable-living in an immigrant neighbourhood and having friends with a migrant 

background- refer to the contact theory. According to the contact theory, ethnic group’s 

attitudes towards other ethnic groups change positively when he/she has some kind of 

personal relation to a member of the ethnic group. (Gang & Rivera-Batiz, 1994: 17) 
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5.4.5. Ideology 

 

Ideology is often measured in public opinion surveys with the self-placement between 

considering oneself as extremely left to extremely right. In regards to attitudes towards 

immigrants, studies showed that persons with a left ideology have less negative perceptions of 

migrants and are more tolerant towards strangers than persons who consider themselves to be 

on the politically right spectrum, a fact that was often mentioned by our respondents. (Kessler 

& Freeman, 2005: 828) 

 

6. Results analysis 
 

During the interviews conducted with different respondents, we detected some recurrent 

themes such as xenophobic tendencies among the Greek population, corruption and 

institutional violence, as well as the role of the media in reproducing stereotypes of migrants. 

The presentation and the analysis of the interview material are structured according to the 

different themes, since it renders the underlying meaning of the material more obvious in 

accordance with a hermeneutic approach. We do not include an extensive analysis of the 

respondent’s narrations and descriptions, but we chose to use them as illustrations of the 

chaotic situation that migrants and refugees are faced with in Greece. Notwithstanding, the 

material collected from interviews and personal observations was measured against secondary 

sources, such as previous studies and books, in order to establish a connection between theory 

and reality.  

 

6.1 Public discourse and the media 
 

The recent survey of the Eurobarometer (2009) shows that eight out of ten respondents in 

Greece, which is equivalent to 78%, think that the increased numbers of immigrants cause 

higher insecurity for the country and 81% of all respondents considered that immigrants 

contribute to an increase in the unemployment rate. The European average is - in comparison 

to the Greek rates - much lower, namely 45% and 49% respectively. Furthermore, 61% of the 
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respondents from Greece disagreed with the view that persons from other cultural 

backgrounds are enriching their country and 53% do not think that specific sectors of the 

Greek economy are in need of immigrant workers. Additionally, 70% of the respondents 

believe that immigrants benefit more from health and welfare services than they are 

contributing to them in regard to paying taxes, which accords with the notion of Greece being 

a strict gatekeeper. (Eurobarometer, 2009) 

Have the attitudes of the Greeks towards immigrants changed during the last years or have 

Greeks always been more hostile towards immigrants than other Europeans? 

Previous surveys show that Greece indeed suffered from higher rates of negative attitudes 

towards immigrants than other European countries (Dodos in Linos, 2001: 16-18). According 

to Eurobarometer 1997, 72% of the Greek respondents agreed that “all illegal immigrants 

should be sent back to their country of origin without exception” (Linos, 2001: 17). In 

Eurobarometer 2000, 38% of all respondents in Greece believed that persons with a different 

ethnic background are bothering them, in comparison to the much lower European average of 

15%. Therefore, it seems that the attitudes of Greeks towards immigrants have not really 

´changed´ but rather deepened during the last years. Looking at these survey results, it is 

apparent that Greece shows all the characteristics of a very strict gatekeeper, as illustrated by 

its positioning in figure 7.  

Since the media is known as having a considerable impact on the society and is often referred 

to as “agents of change”, it could be indicative to look at the recent discourse of the Greek 

media3 on migration. In addition, the media play a crucial part in generating and reproducing 

the grand narrative (the dominant discourse) in society. By using the word discourse, we 

refer to the definition given by Jackson (2005). According to Jackson, “a discourse is a 

particular way of talking about and understanding the world that involves a limited number of 

statements or words, or a `way of speaking which gives meaning to experiences from a 

particular perspective`” (Jackson, 2005: 18). 

One of the most effective means at the disposal of those concerned with power is language. 

Language plays an important role in the creation of consent and of certain ideologies which 

                                                            
3 The Greek media landscape consists of four public and a number of private TV channels, a total of 87 

newspapers and over 1.000 radio stations (Kontochristou & Terzis, 2010)  
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are generally accepted as common sense. Cameron (1999: 154) goes as far as to claim that 

“Whoever controls words controls the world”. Many linguists maintain that our language 

represents the way we interpret reality. Consequently, language can influence our thoughts on 

that reality (cl. Edwards 1997 and Cameron 1999). Thus, language can influence thoughts, 

since it is language that offers speakers a range of concepts in order to express their 

perception of the world. (Dekavalla, 2009: 1) 

Journalists use the official statements given to them by state agencies even in cases in which 

they are said not to be correct (Citizen’s Movement Against Racism in Triandafyllidou, 2002: 

156).  

The researcher George Mavromatis is recently looking at the development of the public 

discourse towards immigrants in the Greek media. He gave us a quick overview of what he 

has detected so far. In the 1990s, migration was presented as a negative phenomenon; in 

particular Albanian immigrants were verbally attacked and criminalized. The word 

“Albanophobia” was used in this context. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, the Greek 

economy was productive. That attracted a huge number of (economic) migrants from the 

former communist countries. Between the years 2000 and 2006, a division of labor took 

place: Greeks were employed in office jobs with representative functions and the immigrants 

were doing manual jobs, mainly in the construction and agricultural sector. During the 

Olympics the immigrants were viewed more positively since there they appeared to be useful 

for the country in economic terms. Through their labor force, the immigrants contributed to an 

increase of the GDP, it was said. Furthermore, Greece’s future demographic development and 

the therewith connected increased labor demand were mentioned in the media. After 2004, the 

general picture of the immigrants changed since they were not only from former communist 

countries anymore but also from Asia and Africa. The “new” immigrants were different from 

the previous ones in both cultural and religious terms. The spread of Islam was seen as having 

a negative impact on the society. Additionally, a considerable number of the “new” 

immigrants were asylum seekers. They did not migrate because of economic reasons but due 

to political persecution in their countries of origin.  

 

 

  39



6.1.1 Characteristics of the public discourse on migration 

 

The dominant discourse on migrants is rather vague, without any distinction among refugees, 

asylum seekers, or economic migrants. It is considered to exist of five features which will be 

explained in the following parts. 

i. Greece is a homogenous country 

The population shares one culture and ethnicity with one common belief, the Christian 

Orthodox. (Triandafyllidou, 2002) 

The portrayal of Greece as a homogenous country has a long history. Before the collapse of 

the Soviet Union, Greece did not experience considerable immigration flows and was 

therefore quite homogenous (see Table 1). Ever since then, the Greek governments followed a 

“systematic policy of nationalisation of ethnicity and culture” (Karakasidou in 

Triandafyllidou, 2002: 150) such as exchanging ethnic Greeks respective Turks and 

Bulgarians between their countries; Greece, Turkey and Bulgaria.  

Still today, the Greek state follows the policy of a homogenous country. Officially, it has only 

recognized one minority in Greece so far: the Turkish minority in Thrace (Triandafyllidou, 

2002: 150).  

According to our interview with a researcher, there are no mosques in the city of Athens 

which reflects the position of the Greek state to keep the ´myth of a homogenous state´ alive. 

Regarding the description of the immigrants, it can be stated that the media is continually 

depolitising them since their political and civil rights are never part of the media’s reporting 

(Triandafyllidou, 2002: 158).  

“The coverage concerns mainly the improvement of their living or working conditions, their 

access to education or work, but not their politicisation as non-Greek cultural or migrants 

and minorities that comprise a part of Greece. The underlying assumption is that `Greece 

belongs to (ethnic) Greeks (of Christian Orthodox faith) `who (...) may tolerate foreigners and 

minorities residing in their country” (ter Wal, 2002: 158).  

ii. Greece’s national and cultural identity is threatened 
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The different minority groups that are living in the country, therefore also the immigrants, 

endanger the concept of Greece as a homogenous economically well-functioning state or, in 

other words, the “cultural and ethnic ´purity´ as well as the welfare of the Greek nation” 

(Triandafyllidou, 2002: 149).  

Since it is assumed that most of the immigrants came to Greece due to economic reasons, they 

are now said to ´take away the jobs´ of the natives and endanger the public welfare. By 

reporting in this one-sided way, any alternative reporting is denied since it would not fit in the 

discourse. Reports from the perspective of the immigrants about the situation in the countries 

of origin as in regards to human rights violations rarely exist.  

Similar positions were expressed during our interviews. We often heard that Greece in its 

current situation as a highly- indebted country does not have the resources to take care of the 

immigrants (Mavromatis). 

iii. The increased flow of immigrants has led to a higher criminality rate 

In our interview with the Hellenic Police, our respondent stated that he has not heard of an 

increase of violent attacks against immigrants but of an increased criminality rate among 

immigrants.  

Immigrants are portrayed as “dangerous criminals or `animals`” (ter Wal, 2002: 163). An 

example for this is the way in which Albanians were portrayed during the 1990s as “deprived 

of intellect, food and money, seeking revenge for the years of communist oppression” 

(Triandafyllidou, 2002: 163-164). Until today, Albanians remain the biggest groups of 

immigrants in Greece and appeared to be the main target of racism. Furthermore, migrants 

had moved into the centre of Athens due to the fact that many apartments were old and could 

not be rented out otherwise. Drug trafficking has always been high in the centre and people 

started to connect immigrants with drug trafficking. 

Similar results can be found in other studies; Pavlou (in Hatziprokopiou, 2004: 127) 

conducted a study on the increased criminalisation of migrants by the public media in 

Thessaloniki. He stated that the media is selective in choosing what to publish and what not, 

publishes rather crimes conducted by immigrants than by Greeks and uses pictures that make 

the public get concerned such as crowded paddle boats filled with foreign-looking people 

arriving at the Greek main land or immigrants gathering in groups within the city centre. One 
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common practice was that the TV reporters added the criminal’s ethnic background in their 

reports. 

iv. The immigrants have brought along a number of diseases to the country and “exploit” 

the public health resources like hospitals. 

 According to our own observations while watching TV, we could identify that the media is 

portraying the immigrants as the ones that are spreading diseases such as HIV/AIDS to the 

Greeks. In an evening soap, one of the characters realized that he is HIV positive; the simple 

explanation for how he got infected was that he probably slept with individuals from other 

ethnic backgrounds. In a different scene, when referring to a bachelor party where strippers 

were present, the characters used the expression “foreign girls will be invited”.  

v. Alternative reporting on migration is denied 

By denying alternative reporting on migration - such as the positive effects of migration for 

the county - also the work of the NGOs concerned with migration issues is hardly ever 

mentioned in public. We even found out during our interviews that the NGOs working with 

immigrants are often victims of (random) police attacks. Furthermore, those NGOs that try to 

improve the living conditions of immigrants are portrayed as traitors of the Greek state since 

they support minority groups and therewith are co-responsible to endanger the concept of a 

homogenous state (Triandafyllidou, 2002).   

Jackson describes in his book “Writing the war on terrorism” (2005) that language is a 

requirement for a common political and social consensus. Therefore, we consider it as 

important to look at the language used in the Greek media. 

 

6.1.2 The language of the current discourse on migration 

 

The word λαθρομετανάστες (lathrometanastes) is often used in connection with undocumented 

immigrants. It can be translated literally as smuggled migrants, a term which, until recently, 

has been used mostly for commodities rather than people. 

That helps the officials to create a clear identity of Us vs. Them and dehumanises the 

immigrants additionally (cf Jackson, 2005). Typical characteristics for the creation of Us vs. 
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Them are that Greeks are honourable, have pride and self-esteem (Abell, P. et al., 2004) 

whereas immigrants are often the “criminal ´other´” (Pavlou, 2007: 14).  

Other stereotypes that we found out during our interviews were that many immigrants are 

violent and raping (Greek) women. Furthermore, since they do not pay taxes to the Greek 

state, they are a burden for the country’s welfare and are therefore even (co-)responsible for 

the recent economic situation of the country. Ironically, this view was expressed by other 

immigrants who strongly separate themselves from the “other” immigrants, the undocumented 

ones. 

As a final point, it could be interesting to analyse the attitude of state employees towards 

immigrants. We chose to look at the Hellenic Police Force since the police (should) represent 

a country’s society in both horizontal and vertical terms- or the words of Abell et al. (2004) 

the police are considered to be “a mirror of the society” (Abell, P. et al., 2004: 11). Therefore, 

Abell et al (2004) conducted a survey in order to understand the attitude of police men and 

women towards a diverse police force. Out of 306 respondents, two were of another cultural 

background than Greek. The majority of the respondents did not agree that diversity in the 

police force will have any positive effects. They believe that more diversity will result in 

communication problems and higher rates of corruption (Abell et al., 2004: 19).  

Regarding the inclusion of ethnic minority groups, particularly immigrants, the concept of 

“national consciousness” prohibits the acceptance of immigrants in the police force since 

“immigrants have a `minority consciousness´, as a result they would tend to be lenient 

towards their compatriots, than Greek police officers would be towards Greek citizens” 

(Abell et al., 2004: 20). Another important reason for prohibiting immigrants to enter the 

police force is the concept of philotimo (Greek for pride, self-esteem, and sense of honour) 

which only Greek persons have and which helps them being a good police officer. (Abell et 

al., 2004) The concept of philotimo makes the police even declare solidarity towards 

prisoners. The authors state: “most interviewees mentioned that they offered coffee or 

sandwiches to prisoners, in the past, at their own expense” (Abell et al., 2004: 23-24). This 

specific pattern of providing prisoners with food has been verified by one of our respondents 

from the police department. He told us that police officers are buying candies and sandwiches 

for prisoners ´from their own pocket´. On the other hand, we also heard that the police do not 

persecute crimes committed against persons with other ethnic background than Greek and that 

  43



they are even using force against immigrants themselves or groups that work with 

immigrants. 

In this way, the dominant discourse by the media plays an important role in shaping public 

opinion against migrants. According to Dr. Maroukis, starting in 2009, the Greek media have 

put forward a new kind of rationale, the rationale of common sense. Greek society is not 

intolerant, but since it lacks the resources to take care of all these people it is merely common 

sense that they need to be deported. When presented with the argument that the cost of 

deportations is extremely high, the easy respond is that Europe should help fund this. As 

regards the humanitarian crisis in Greece, Dr. Maroukis says it is not considered a valid 

argument in public discourse any longer. According to the current dominant discourse 

migrants are being objectified and viewed upon as carries of diseases and criminality.  An 

interesting phenomenon is that recently xenophobia has a colour, and that persons with darker 

skin colour are targeted indiscriminately, not only by the police but public opinion as well. An 

example illustrating this is that older immigrants, mostly from the former soviet block and the 

Balkans, are quite hostile towards the newcomers, as we have observed through discussions 

with such immigrants. An explanation offered by our respondent was that a new kind of 

trafficking taking place, namely labour trafficking, has lead to the decrease of wages in 

sectors mostly occupying immigrants from Eastern Europe. An additional explanation can be 

that most immigrants live in degraded suburbs and thus experience crime and drug trafficking 

as well as prostitution, which creates a negative image of newcomers who are often also 

homeless. (Maroukis) 

Regarding the role of the media, the Network of Social Support for refugees and migrants said 

that they merely reproduce stereotypes of migrants, portraying them as criminals and a threat 

to society and thus influence public opinion negatively against migrants.  

The movement “Deport Racism” also try to make people aware of the reality that “immigrants 

are not the problem, immigrants have problems” through sending press reports, talking on 

radio stations and organizing talks in various neighborhoods. According to our respondent, 

the Greek media - in particular the TV channels – is not neutral in its reporting and portrays 

immigrants as criminals, even though according to official statistics 90% of the criminal 

activity in the country is carried out by Greek nationals. 

The Group of Lawyers for the rights of migrants and refugees said that the summer of 2009 

has been a turning point for public discourse. A significant event that took place then was that 
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the far-right wing party (LAOS) received a rather high percentage of votes in the European 

Parliament elections. Taking advantage of the increased publicity that followed, they managed 

to dominate public discourse against migrants, as well as to put pressure on the then 

government to assume stricter measures, something that manifested itself in a presidential 

decree issued soon after that made asylum process even harder and increased detention time 

for undocumented migrants for up to one year.  

According to LAOS, migration is the cause of various social maladies that the Greek society 

is currently experiencing. Some examples from their political programme are a clear 

illustration of this standpoint: 

• The uncontrolled entry of illegal migrants has had a negative impact on public order 

and the security of Greek citizens.   

• All Greeks must realize that every time they make choices as to whom they assign 

regular or occasional work, such as painting their homes, or when they choose a 

product to buy they should always consider and simultaneously choose whether this 

money provides a fellow citizen with work, or is given to an economic immigrant in 

Greece or to someone in some other country on earth.  

• The use of immigration as a countermeasure to the demographic problem has resulted 

in the corruption of the Greek population and the cultural identity of the country. This 

strategy is particularly dangerous for Greece; given the small number of the country’s 

inhabitants, using immigration as a remedy to the demographic problem has 

significantly altered the proportion of ethnic Greeks in the population.  

• Greek society needs to be better informed on the extent and consequences of 

population alteration caused by immigration. They even refer to studies conducted by 

the UN and European Union on migration flows, which indicate that in order to 

maintain the current ratio of workers to pensioners for Greece, by 2050 the residents 

of Greek origin will be the minority in the country. However, no kind of reference is 

provided for these studies. They urge fellow Greeks to recall that “Our ancestors 

fought and sacrificed their lives for Greece to become and remain Greek and free”.  

• Illegal economic migrants are a burden for Greek society. Faulty governmental 

policies practically invited a large number of illegal economic migrants, even from 

neighbouring countries, with formal or informal territorial claims against Greece, 
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without any quality controls of the people coming into the country and without any 

reflection on their impact on the employment of Greek citizens with respective 

professions. (Anastasopoulos, 2007) 

According to the representative of Amnesty International, significant to the forming of hostile 

attitudes towards migrants has been the negative propaganda from far-right extremists that 

have succeeded in entering public discourse. The role of the media is also important, where 

migrants are either presented as victims who have no power over their own destinies or as 

criminals. As an illustration of the media practices, the respondent shared with us a recent 

media report she witnessed personally. On 28/03/2010 a 15-year-old Afghani refugee was 

killed by a bomb meant for a governmental building, while searching through the garbage for 

food with his mother and younger sister. One of the first reports on television soon after the 

incident spoke of an alien suicide bomber. 

One of our respondents, an independent film-maker, said, concerning the role of the media 

that the media exist only to serve the interests of the elite and their only references to 

immigrants are mere reproductions of specific stereotypes (e.g. criminals, disease-carriers).  

The Editor of TVXS also felt that the media reproduce specific stereotypes of immigrants, and 

significantly, the very word λαθρομετανάστες (smuggled migrants) has negative connotations. 

She also mentioned that there is a difference between television and the press. Whereas TV 

reports are just reproductions of police statements and their references to immigrants are mere 

stereotypic presentations, newspapers go deeper into the matter. However, there are 

differences among newspapers depending on their political affiliation. Furthermore, the 

immigrant stereotypes presented by the media redound further to the polarization of the public 

against immigrants. However, the phenomenon of the media reproducing specific stereotypes 

of minority groups in society is nothing new, it has been going on for ever, as for example 

with gay people.  

Most of our respondents shared a similar opinion about the media that they present a 

generalised negative image of migrants, an opinion that we came to share after our field work. 

For example, many of the news report that we have seen refer to the ethnicity of the 

perpetrator (non-Greeks only) or the victim, even when it does not seem to be relevant (see 

appendix). In one other newspaper comment from a regular column, the author expresses 

dissatisfaction with the degrading conditions in which the authorities have abandoned the city 

centre: “Athens is a mess; it is dirty, full of stray dogs in the Constitution Square and illegal 
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smuggled immigrant street salesmen in every street corner” (Papahelas in Kathimerini, 

16/05/10). The point that the author is making is clearly that immigrants are an equal threat to 

public health as stray dogs.  

To sum up, it seems that the dominant discourse is widely accepted and plays an important 

role in shaping public opinion against migrants, since, in the words of Dr. Maroukis, it is quite 

apparent that this discourse fosters racism. 

 

6.2 European migration policies and the Dublin Regulation 
 

The Ministry of Citizen Protection stated that Greece needs support from the European 

Community in order to be able to deal with the high number of asylum seekers; and therefore, 

the Dublin Regulation (Dublin II) needs to be changed. Our respondent expressed the view 

that Dublin II is not fair for the south borders of Europe, neither for the asylum seekers and it 

is not compatible with the European ideal either. She also mentioned that according to the 

Stockholm Programme, Dublin II can be suspended but most European countries find it 

convenient since it offers them limited responsibilities. Meanwhile, Greece has very limited 

resources to deal with the constantly increasing numbers of migrants, and there is a great need 

for more European funds. However, in order to be able to request more funding, the Greek 

authorities need to build up the infrastructure of the reception centres, which leads to a vicious 

cycle.  

The same respondent also spoke of hypocrisy on behalf of Europe concerning migration 

policies, since they should pay more attentions to the push factors that cause the increased 

migration flows, rather than trying to deal with the pull factors. She mentioned that the policy 

of repatriations is not a viable solution and that there is a need for policy change, for the idea 

of the European Union to be protected.  

As regards the Dublin II regulation, according to Dr. Maroukis, its biggest weakness is that it 

lacks in the concept of “sharing responsibilities”, i.e. it leaves the bulk of the work of dealing 

with the flows of migrants entering Europe to Greece, a country lacking the resources, 

experience and know how in order to effectively face the situation. There is thus, a fair 

amount of hypocrisy on behalf of the European Union, which accuses Greece of violations of 

human rights, while conveniently avoid their share of the responsibility through Dublin II. 
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Furthermore, the Return Directive adopted by the EU in December 2008, presents member 

states with two wide directions regarding irregular migration: one that favours legalization 

and one that favours deportation, since keeping people in a “limbo” situation is against EU 

principles. Most states have chosen the deportation path, and generally, concluded Dr 

Maroukis, most EU member states violate the Geneva Convention in practice.  

According to the representative of Amnesty International, the weakness of the Dublin II 

regulation lies on the assumption on behalf of Europe that all member states of the Union 

keep the same standards regarding human rights, something that is not the case in the Greek 

context. Another Amnesty member present during the discussion expressed the opinion that 

Dublin II is a conscious mechanism on behalf of western European states to keep the migrants 

restricted in the southern borders of the EU, given the fact that Greece is one of the countries 

that receive the highest numbers of migrants.  

According to B., the independent film-maker, Europe does not have a common ideology; 

rather, each state just follows what the markets dictate in the specific moment, something that 

results in people being trapped in a limbo situation, living in uncertainty from day to day. 

Western European states, through the Dublin II regulation, have Greece do their “dirty work”, 

keeping migrants restricted in the southern borders of Europe. The more developed partners in 

the north take advantage of the problematic nature of Greek society: Greece is approximately 

30 years behind its north European partners both economically and socially. The respondent 

claimed that Greece has never had a real self-aware working class in the sense of Britain for 

example, nor has it ever experience huge social gaps. There is not a sense of marginalization 

of groups in the same way as other European countries have experienced and one reason for 

that is the fact that Greece has not experienced a complete urbanization process.  

The police woman who was responsible for the cooperation between the Greek coast guards, 

the deportation centers on the islands and the European External Borders Agency FRONTEX 

informed us about the number of readmission agreements as for instance between Greece and 

Turkey, Greece and Bulgaria and that she considers them as very important for Greece, since 

Greece does not have enough resources to effectively combat illegal immigration on its own.  

The Group of Lawyers for the rights of migrants and refugees expressed the view that the 

concept of “fortress Europe” is being constantly strengthened, also in an institutional level as 

the continuous presence of FRONTEX at the Greek-Turkish borders since 2008 illustrates. 

Furthermore, the European Union as a whole should adopt a more common migration policy 
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in practice and not just in theory. And as long as the push factors are not taken into account, 

migration flows towards Europe will continue to increase, no matter how strict the determent 

measures are, according to the Editor of TVXS.  

For the future, Dr. Mavromatis thinks that Europe will thump to externalize its borders as 

there already exist a number of readmission agreements, for instance between Greece and 

Turkey, Italy and Libya and Spain and Morocco. Control of external borders will increase but 

Dr. Mavromatis is skeptical if that will stop the immigrants from entering the country. He 

stated “Migration movements have always found a way”. He sees an urgent need for a change 

of the Dublin II Convention since Greece does not have sufficient resources to deal with the 

high number of asylum seekers.  

While looking at the reports of FRONTEX and similar, one gets the impression that “Europe 

is on war”. In this context, FRONTEX intends to use unmanned air vehicles to easily detect 

people trying to enter European territory irregularly. According to an article in the Malta 

Independent Online (independent.com.mt, 21/03/10), “although the camera-carrying planes 

have been designed for war and have been used extensively in conflict zones, FRONTEX is 

now studying how they can be adapted for border surveillance”. Even though the European 

Union cherishes the values of freedom, human dignity and equity, they seem to bypass them, 

when through the Dublin Regulation they keep migrants trapped in the southern borders, 

where it is commonly known that the human rights of migrants and refugees are repeatedly 

violated. Almost all of the migrants that we talked to, wish to leave Greece and move on to 

other European countries where they have friends or relatives and where they believe they 

have a chance of a descent life, but the current legal framework does not allow it.  In our point 

of view, the end result of all this is that human life looses its value and that human suffering is 

diminished into numbers and statistics. 

 

6.3 Institutional malpractices and violence 
 

Dr. Maroukis offered us an analysis of the problematic migration situation on different levels. 

On the first level the problem lies on the lack of resources in the form of adequate facilities, 

staffing and properly trained personnel. It was quite interesting to listen to a researcher use an 

emotionally coloured word such as tragic, when describing the situation that people face when 
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apprehended by the authorities at their entry. He said that the first contact of the migrants with 

the authorities is very traumatic. One example illustrating the lack of resources comes from 

the island of Lesbos, located at the North East of the country, very close to the Turkish border 

and a common entry point for migrants trying to enter the country. There, the Coast Guard, 

after apprehending them, puts them through an identifying or exploratory interview out on the 

jetty due to the lack of other facilities. He further explained the circumstances under which 

the Greek Coast Guard has to operate. The working conditions are extremely harsh and the 

staff are under a large amount of psychological pressure, which can go either way: some of 

the officers try to help and take care of the people on their own means, by providing them 

with food, clothes etc, while others might “loose it” and stop seeing them as human beings 

and turn to blind violence. The job of the Coast Guard is to try and repel boats carrying 

irregular immigrants from entering the Greek territorial waters by trying to push the boats 

backwards towards the Turkish waters with the use of wake form their own vessel. In 

practice, these attempts hardly ever work out well, since when the migrants realize what the 

Coast Guard ships are doing they destroy their own boats (most often plastic ones), so that the 

Coast Guard will be forced to rescue them instead. The results are that many people end up 

drowning, since they cannot swim. Another factor causing the loss of lives is that the 

smugglers force as many as 35 individuals into a boat that can take up to 15 and push them 

out in the sea, usually in the middle of the night and usually in stormy waters, causing panic 

among the travelers.  

At a different entry point, the land border with Turkey, the situation is similar if not worse: 

the people that are apprehended are detained in empty warehouses (due to lack of other 

facilities) without toilets, bathrooms and without the possibility to be outside. He also 

mentioned that there are ongoing secret irregular deportations to Turkey, which take place 

with people being put into boats crossing the river Evros to the Turkish territory. At the same 

border, smuggling is taking place with the knowledge of the police, where big lorries carrying 

people pass the borders without even being stopped or checked. Another revealing fact, is that 

the police leadership has ordered that an officer operating as an escort during a deportation 

has to pay for their travelling expenses on their own, something that has resulted in people 

being deported unaccompanied. He concluded that the asylum process is being constantly 

violated, and that it is highly contradictory that the police are in charge of the asylum process, 

something that in practice turns out to be disastrous. Thus, the second level of the problematic 
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situation is that the police in the authority dealing with all kinds of migrants: asylum seekers, 

irregular and economic ones and even issues residence permits.  

Our respondents from the Group of Lawyers for the rights of migrants and refugees said that 

migrants are considered and treated by the authorities as second class citizens, and are 

subjected to exploitation on many different levels. For example, for someone to renew their 

residence permit the cost is 200 euro. They also said that immigrants are the most vulnerable 

group of the working class; as a result of their precarious position (many of them do not 

posses any legal documents), which prevents them from joining the established labour unions, 

they are the most easily exploitable part of the labour market. They have to work under harsh 

conditions, long hours and extremely low wages, and it often happens that employers refuse 

to pay them at all after the completion of the work agreed something that has happened to one 

of our respondents from Syria. Furthermore, in cases of family reunions, the annual income 

required for a family to be able to stay in the country is approximately 12000 Euro; otherwise 

the unemployed family member will have to return to the country of origin. Given the fact 

that many immigrants are employed in the irregular economy, this makes it almost impossible 

for migrants to be reunited with their families.  

The Group of Lawyers for the rights of migrants and refugees also mentioned that both the 

police and the courts look down on immigrants who most often do not receive enough legal 

protection and are left prey to exploitation from so called lawyers and interpreters who 

promise to help them while robbing them of whatever savings they may have or whoever sees 

a chance to take advantage of their precarious position. Additionally, the frequent changes in 

laws concerning immigrants complicate the situation further, making it more difficult for 

them to know their rights.  

When we asked the ministry of Citizen Protection about incidents of police violence towards 

immigrants, she said that this rarely exists and that these are individual incidents. In cases that 

it does exist, she thinks it is due to the pressure that the police men and women at the 

detention centres on the islands are facing in their daily work. She said that the negative 

image of the police as a whole is not fair to the majority of the police people, who struggle at 

the best of their abilities. She characteristically said that “they are not bad people; it is the 

policies that are faulty”. She admitted however, that there is need for more transparency in 

most state institutions.  
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We asked a police man about racist attitudes among the police since we have heard about 

violent police behavior towards immigrants but he said that in his department there are no 

such attitudes. Still, he admitted that he does not know anything about the situation in other 

departments and in particular about those police men and women that are in direct contact 

with the immigrants. There is no psychological help available for police employees, a fact that 

was very surprising to us.  

According to our respondent from the Sunday School for Immigrants & Movement Deport 

Racism, violent police behavior towards arrested (undocumented) immigrants is widespread. 

According to our respondents from the Network of Social Support for Refugees and Migrants, 

one of the biggest problems that migrants face is police violence. Almost all of the migrants 

attending the meeting point have been victims of police violence at some point. Police 

violence against immigrants is a political problem in the leadership of both the police and the 

Ministry of Citizen Protection, since police officers are selected and trained in a very specific 

way, explained the editor of TVXS. 

Strangely enough, perhaps even as a confirmation of the claims of our respondents, not ten 

days after we visited the Network, they suffered from a serious incident of police violence. On 

5th May 2010, a group of policemen of the Delta Force entered the building of the network by 

force and vandalized the place, beat bystanders and members of the Network that were 

present at the time and also seriously wounded a member of the Network on whom they 

smashed a glass partition (see Appendix 3). The Network has filed a law suit against the 

policemen.  

The above mentioned incident is not the only one that we have experienced during our 

fieldwork in Athens. Many of our informants showed us scars that they had acquired from 

their contact with the Greek Police. Furthermore, while sitting in the waiting room at the 

Ministry of Citizen Protection, we happened to overhear a conversation between our 

respondent and a police officer. Our respondent was complaining about reports of illegal 

deportations to Turkey secretly carried out by the Police, but he refused that the police did 

anything irregular and he characteristically said “do you expect us to advertise it and call a 

press conference every time we deport?” Another incident that confirmed our informants’ 

claims of institutional malpractices was a visit to a police station which also served as a 

detention facility. One of our key informants told us that one of his friends was arrested by the 

police, but when he tried to see him during visiting hours and give him some food and clothes 
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he was sent away by the police. So, one of us accompanied him during his next visit. Then 

things were very different. The police officers were very proper and polite, even though their 

postures and facial expressions gave another impression. There, all the descriptions of the bad 

conditions of detention facilities that we had heard and read were confirmed. Tens of people 

were kept in a small cell with basically no sanitary facilities. Our informant’s friend was 

issued a deportation order, however, since the document was written in Greek, he had no idea 

what the paper he was given was, or what was going to happen to him. After inquiring with 

the police officers present we found out that he was going to be detained in the specific 

facility for approximately one month, before being put into a plane and sent back to his 

country of origin.  

However, one needs hardly visit a detention facility to experience institutional violence 

against migrants. One walk around the city centre is sufficient; seeing the street salesmen 

being chased by the police who were fully armed. To conclude, we have no doubt by now that 

police violence is widespread and out of control. Such practises do not belong in a democratic 

European state.  

 

6.4 Corruption 
 

One aspect of the problem that migrants face in Greece is the widespread corruption on 

different levels and specifically among the police as mentioned earlier and also the various 

ministries that are recipients of EU funds regarding migration. Dr. Maroukis explained that 

there usually is a common pot where all funding is gathered together and then some ministries 

decide how the funding should be distributed among different authorities or even NGOs 

dealing with migrant issues. Through this process large amounts of money mysteriously 

disappear without ever reaching its destination.  

Regarding the migration policies of the Greek state, the independent film-maker B. claims 

that it is a policy of “appearances”, mostly consisting of ad hoc operations and massive arrests 

of migrants without papers, when there is a need for extra funding from the EU. Corruption in 

many different levels is also a big part of the problem. He also mentioned that there exist 

several “ghost” NGOs that receive funding from Greek ministries without having any actual 

function and resulting in large sums of money disappearing along the way. He 
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characteristically mentioned that anyone could start up an NGO and request funding, as long 

as you know people with key a position in some ministry. And of course there is a huge 

network that reaches in many countries, involving corrupt authorities that profit from human 

smuggling and trafficking. Unfortunately, corruption is extremely difficult to detect and even 

more difficult to prove, as it disappears among different hierarchies. As regards the new 

screening centers that are the top migration priority of the new government, he believes that 

once again a lot of money is going to vanish in the pockets of few opportunists. Corruption in 

the local level also exists, where different municipalities or districts receive funding for 

detention centers or refugee camps, where people are kept in appalling conditions, while the 

funding mysteriously disappears. The result is that people who have already suffered are 

further traumatized and there are phenomena of collective depression within camps, where 

people are seeing their choices vanish with nothing left for them back home and only closed 

doors ahead.  

Even the respondents of the Network of Social Support for Refugees and Migrants talked of 

corruption and that a lot of funding “mysteriously disappears” through institutional 

hierarchies. They also said that many so called NGOs are funded by the ministries and are 

everything but transparent and effective. The Movement Deport Racism stressed the 

importance of being independent, as they mentioned that many so-called NGOs that receive 

governmental funding, have to follow government policies as a result.  

Given that corruption is a highly sensitive issue and one that is difficult to touch upon, we can 

not have a fully developed opinion, considering also the lack of data available. However, we 

do not feel that the claims of our respondents are without basis, considering the holistic 

picture of the situation in Greece.  

 

6.5 Asylum system 
 

The Group of Lawyers for the rights of migrants and refugees also talked about the asylum 

process and characterised it as basically non-existing and chaotic. They mentioned that there 

are 55 000 pending asylum applications, something that we also observed from our 

interviews: one of our respondents has a pending asylum application since 2002. The fact that 

it is the police that are in charge of the asylum process was characterised as absurd and highly 
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contradictory, “you can’t have the same authority working with both prosecution and 

legalisation”, said one of the lawyers present. They also spoke of the appalling conditions in 

the detention centres and added that even young children are kept in these places for up to six 

months. 

As regards the asylum process, the Network of Social Support for Refugees and Migrants said 

the situation in Greece is tragic. The percentage of asylum applications that receive a positive 

decision is less than 1%. What is more, the asylum application process at the Alien 

Directorate of the Police is humiliating for refugees, as the applications are accepted only 

once a week, on Saturdays, when hundreds of people queue for hours outside the building and 

the number of applications accepted is approximately 20 per week, which was confirmed by 

the Police Directorate. During the queuing outside the Alien Directorate building, many 

refugees have been victims of police violence and there have also been death reports, 

something which of course the police deny.   

According to our respondent from the Greek Section of Amnesty International, the first 

instance of an interview with an asylum seeker is conducted by unqualified personnel, and the 

deportation procedure is not carried out properly. In addition, the number of asylum 

applications is very high, since it is currently the only avenue for irregular immigrants to 

somewhat legalise their status, a fact that further encumbers the already problematic situation. 

Furthermore, the Reinsertion Agreement that Greece has with Turkey makes no distinction 

between economic migrants and refugees and thus it is often the case that people who face 

serious threats to their security are being sent back to Turkey and then forwarded to their 

countries of origin.  

After completing our field work, including interviews, discussions and observations, it 

became apparent to us that the view that the asylum process is basically non-existing is 

accurate. Given the fact that applying for asylum is the only legal avenue to obtain a 

(temporary) legal status to the large numbers of irregular migrants, a clear picture is drawn of 

the dead-end situation that thousands of people find themselves into.   
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6.6 The new Government’s changes 
 

In October 2009, a national election was held, when the social democrats (Pan-Hellenic 

Socialist Movement) replaced the previous government of the conservatives (New 

Democracy). The new government presented a proposal to the parliament for the 

establishment of so-called “Screening Centres” to be built at several entry points of the 

migration flow on the islands. The centres are thought to consist of legal and social personnel, 

“one social official, one jurist, one psychologist, one doctor, one special scientist for 

children.” (Experts’ Committee proposal, 2010)  

The migrants should not stay more than 5 to 10 days at the centres. Furthermore, six general 

procedures are proposed 

1. First mass information of the newcomers on the status of the Centre, the reasons they are 

there, their rights and their obligations, 

2. First data registration (first arrival data), 

3. First medical examination (general clinical examination) (within the first two days after the 

arrival),  

4. First social assessment, first assessment regarding the needs for international protection 

and completion of the basic questionnaire (within the two first days after the arrival),   

5. Providing additional supportive services (special, social, psychological, legal, medical 

assistance) according to the assessment of personal needs and special services and care for 

the minors and the trafficking victims (during the whole 15 day stay at the Centre), 

6. The establishment of the person’s profile and referral (Screening Committee Decision) 

(within the first 10 days after the arrival). (Experts’ Committee proposal, 2010)   

In the view of Dr. Mavromatis, a shift of attitudes toward immigrants has taken place in the 

Greek society. On the political level, the new government aimed at harder border control and 

a stricter policy regarding immigrants in general. But on the other hand, they are also aiming 

at a better integration of those immigrants that have lived in Greece a long time. Therefore, 

the government wants to change the Greek law under which the children of immigrants that 

were born in Greece did not have any residence permit when they turned 18, unless they could 
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prove that they have a job or are studying at a Greek university. After passing the law, the 

children of immigrants that were born in Greece will gain a residence permit if one of their 

parents has got a legal residence permit.  

Regarding the changes that the new governments is intending to make on migration policies, 

the Group of Lawyers for the rights of migrants and refugees said that it is far from perfect, 

but it is at least one small step towards the right direction. It is crucial that an independent 

department should deal with asylum applications, and that the whole asylum process is 

reformed. Additionally, better trained personnel is needed for the first contact with migrants, 

so that they can distinguish who have been victims of torture or trafficking and also carry out 

a proper age assessment, since about 6 000 unaccompanied minors enter the country annually. 

Concerning the future, they expressed pessimism, since in a crisis situation things are always 

harder for the most vulnerable groups in a society, and in this case the most vulnerable group 

are migrants.  

As for the promises of the new Greek government to reform the legal framework on migration 

and to improve the poor conditions in the detention centres, our respondents of Amnesty 

International said that it is a small but promising step towards the amelioration of the 

situation, but they feel skeptical on whether the promises will become practice.  

Concerning the promises of the government to take positive steps towards integration, our 

respondent from the Movement Deport Racism said that it is a small step but much more is 

needed. He mentioned that the government had promised that approximately 80 000 will be 

issued with legal documents, however, due to various restrictions and alterations in the law 

they could not hope for more than 15 000. The editor of TVXS felt that it is a first step 

towards the right direction, but much more radical changes are necessary in order for the 

situation to improve substantially.  

Having in mind the deep financial crisis that the government has to deal with, it seems 

dubious that all of the essential changes regarding the reform of the asylum system will be 

carried out. According to the experts-committee’s proposal, the precondition for any of the 

changes proposed is adequate financing. Given the bulk of reforms that need to be achieved, it 

appears that it would be very difficult for the government to finance such a huge project. 

When we posed the question of financing to the Ministry of Citizen Protection, our 

respondent said that if Europe does not support the project with extra funds its completion is 

impossible.   
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6.7 Xenophobic tendencies among the Greek population 
 

Concerning xenophobic tendencies among the Greek population the Group of Lawyers for the 

rights of migrants and refugees said that there is no ideologically driven racism or 

xenophobia, rather the phenomenon is limited on the individual level and is closely linked 

with individual political affiliation. Generally, the Greek public is mostly uninformed on 

migration issues and do not have a clear idea as to who is a refugee, who is an immigrant etc, 

but view all migrants as one group. 

When we asked if the police have noticed any increased xenophobic tendencies in the last 

years, they answered that they have not noticed this specific development. What they have 

noticed is that the criminality rate among immigrants has increased. However, when we asked 

whether there were any statistics available, they became defensive and said that we were not 

authorized to see any statistics. 

ProAsyl told us that there are playing grounds “for Greek children” in specific areas of Athens 

that are under the control of racists, meaning that no immigrant children are allowed to enter 

those ethnic Greek places.  

The Network of Social Support for Refugees and Migrants also told us that racist attacks by 

fascist groups have intensified lately, mostly under the tolerance and even support of the 

police. As regards xenophobic and racist tendencies among the public, our respondent from 

the Movement Deport Racism said that the problem is mostly local in some areas where 

fascist groups have been organizing attacks against migrants and try to spread hate-speech 

among the residents and more alarmingly, they try to recruit members among school pupils. 

Some of them have the appearance of leftists or anarchists but in reality they spread hate 

speech and organize attacks against migrants, a fact that is very rarely reported by the 

mainstream media. 

Regarding the Greek population, Dr. Maroukis expressed the view that there exist “islets of 

solidarity” towards migrants, but the majority of the public are indifferent and have very little 

knowledge of the reality that these people face and usually just adopt the stand-point 

suggested by the media. The institution of the Greek family also plays a significant role in the 

matter, by shaping specific types of personalities: Pampered children that grow up hyper-

protected and isolated from the harsh realities of modern life. Regarding xenophobic 
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tendencies among the population, Dr. Mavromatis said that people nowadays consider the 

immigrants as a burden for the country. A common belief in this context is that the country 

cannot take care of the asylum seekers since it is not even able to take care of their own 

citizens.  

Our respondent from the Greek Section of Amnesty International said that Greek society is 

immature in the sense that it has no experiences or education on how to accept new and 

culturally different people. Significant to the forming of hostile attitudes towards migrants has 

been the negative propaganda from far-right extremists that have succeeded in entering public 

discourse. 

According to B., in Greece, racism is not very visible in the labor market so much, rather it 

exists in the form of the fear of the unknown “other”. For example, increased xenophobic 

tendencies are apparent in degrading areas, where unemployment is high and there is a lot of 

frustration, which, with the “aid” of far-right propaganda, is channeled against the most 

vulnerable group in society: migrants. Likewise, the fact that Greek migration policy is 

basically non-existing, and that channels for people to entry the country in a legal way are 

very few, create fertile ground for criminal networks and opportunists. There are also very 

few families of migrants in Greece, where the majority of the TCNs (Third Countries 

Nationals), especially from Asia, are male, which contributes to a generalized negative image 

of immigrants among the Greek public. There is no ideologically driven xenophobia in 

Greece, except from far-right extremists. However, there have been incidents of racist attacks 

against immigrants, which are increasing currently, with the tolerance of the police, who often 

in cases of violent clashes, are siding with fascist groups instead of protecting immigrants. 

Additionally, the current financial crisis will probably lead to social polarization and an 

increased hostility against immigrants. 

The editor of TVXS told us that there is xenophobia among the Greek public and even racism, 

either conscious or unconscious, and it is closely related, even on the individual level with 

where one stands politically. It is a fact that there is a wide-spread negative image of 

immigrants, especially new-comers, because of the bad conditions that they face economically 

and socially, which is much worse in areas with high criminality and drug trafficking. 

Generally, the perception of migrants among most Greeks is rather superficial, since they 

don’t have much contact with immigrants in their daily lives, and mostly adopt the discourse 

produced by the media. A generalized perception is that migrants are mostly uninvited and 
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unwanted, and the common sense rationale of right-wing parties has started to dominate 

public discourse: Greeks are not racists but since society cannot take care of these people they 

need to go back where they came from. Basic arguments are that of bad economy, 

unemployment even for Greeks as well as increased criminality. The current economic crisis 

will probably have a negative effect on attitudes towards immigrants, since unemployment 

increases and wages decrease, resulting in a lot of frustration among the public which can 

easily be channeled into racism, with immigrants being the most vulnerable social group. 

However, it is still too early to talk of the effects of the economic crisis on xenophobic 

tendencies.  

Once again, our observations during the field work confirmed the claims of our informants. 

Generally speaking, it was apparent that there exist two opposing stands among the Greek 

population; on one hand those that show a high level of solidarity towards migrants, and on 

the other hand those who show a hostile attitude towards them. However, in between the two, 

there is a significant portion of the Greeks that are indifferent and ignorant of the situation as 

they have almost no personal contact with migrants in their daily life, expect perhaps with the 

numerous street salesmen that abound in the city centre. The prevailing stance that we noticed 

is that of the rationale “they need to be sent back because we simply cannot take care of 

them”. Other opinions that were expressed by numerous Greeks are that migrants endanger 

the public safety through criminal activity and even because of their poor personal hygiene. 

One example illustrating the confusion and the two divergent positions among Greeks is the 

following incident we witnessed while riding the buss. A female passenger expressed her 

contempt over the poor state in which the children of a migrant father were in. She said 

“being poor does not mean that they should be dirty, at least they can take care of the poor 

children”. An old man sitting besides her offered her an unexpected response; he explained 

that when he was a young boy he experienced the German occupation in Greece. Then, people 

barely had enough to eat, let alone bother with luxuries such as regular showers since soap 

was also a rare commodity. He said: “we were also like them once”. Another good illustration 

of the confusion that prevails among the Greek public as regards the “alien others” was an 

experience that one of our informants shared with us. R. came from Tehran approximately 6 

years ago. Today he lives and works in Athens and has a Greek fiancée. His Greek skills are 

so advanced that no one can tell him apart from any other Greek man. Once he took a taxi and 

the driver after seeing some street salesmen started a long speech about the foreigners that 

keep coming and take away jobs and women from the Greeks. R. said that he just nodded and 
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smiled. However, all of our informants with immigrant backgrounds said that they have 

numerous Greek friends and that they know that they can have a helping hand whenever they 

need it.  

 

6.8 Everyday life  
 

ProAsyl is highly concerned about the living conditions that immigrants are facing in Greece, 

in particular the minors. Since the government cannot provide enough sleeping places for all 

of them, minors are forced to live on the streets, and even have to prostitute themselves in 

order to survive. Our respondent also mentioned the role of the civil society which he 

considers as very helpful for the immigrants. However, he said that the government has to 

take the necessary steps to improve the current situation of the immigrants and not the civil 

society. 

One member of the Network of Social Support for Refugees and Migrants pointed at the 

strong role of the Greek Orthodox Church in the Greek society. According to her, the Church 

still has a lot of influence on the political level. As an example therefore, she mentioned that 

not one single mosque does exist in the city of Athens though freedom of religion is embodied 

in the constitution. The Church is blocking all kinds of non-Orthodox religious movements.  

She also spoke of the situation of undocumented prostitutes with migrant backgrounds; she 

said that most of the prostitutes are addicted to drugs. They do not know that they can get 

medical treatment in the hospitals and neither do they know that they can make a free 

HIV/AIDS test there.  

Another problem is the irregular economy, which is rather extended in Greece. According to 

Dr. Maroukis, most immigrants are excluded from the formal labour market because they do 

not have “papers” and thus their only choice is to be employed in the irregular economy, 

something which also renders them very vulnerable to exploitation from various employers. 

Thus, the problem goes beyond migration policies and is also closely related to the economic 

policies of the Greek state in general. Indicative of the problematic economic policies is the 

excessively expanded public sector which employs one fourth of the Greek labour force, thus 

putting extra pressure on the private sector that is forced to support this huge public 

machinery, resulting in the raise of prices and the decrease of wages, which of course affects 
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mostly the most vulnerable groups in society, including immigrants. Furthermore, also erratic 

is the existence of a great number of “closed professions” as they are called, e.g. taxi driver. 

In order for someone to exercise these kinds of professions a special permit is required, which 

is complicated to acquire and also includes a fair amount of corruption. Thus, immigrants 

(legal or not) are also excluded from one more large part of the labour market, leaving them 

with very few choices but the irregular economy or even criminal activities. From other 

sources we have found out that many irregular migrants are “employed” as pushers in the 

streets of Athens, further perpetuating the drug problem and often ending up as addicts 

themselves. These practices also occur with the knowledge of the police, who often turn a 

blind eye on the situation. In such manner, because of the closed labour market and the 

widespread corruption on different levels in society, in combination with the way that Greece 

manages (or mismanages) the funding it receives from the European Union, economic 

policies play a significant part in the continuation of the problematic situation of migrants.   

Furthermore, the bad living conditions of many irregular migrants, (many are homeless and 

even need to search for food in the garbage) create a constant need for medical care, which 

most often they cannot get.  

As we found out during our interviews with different immigrants, immigrants usually live in 

basements or in old apartments that could not be rented out otherwise, and most often are 

overcharged. According to Pavlou & Christopoulou (2008), this has two positive effects on 

the housing market of Athens: First, these apartments that could not be rented out are not 

empty and second, segregation did hardly take place. There are no such areas like 

“Rosengård” in Malmö since the neighbourhood consists of both Greeks and immigrants. 

However -although to a small extend- some segregation movement has taken place since the 

immigrants preferred to move to the centre of Athens and the Greeks moved in the 

surrounding (ibid: 4-5).  

Thus there is a total lack of a societal safety net for these people. However, many immigrant 

communities have managed to organize themselves at a minimum level, by for example 

rotating rooms; a practice where in the lack of housing individuals are accommodated in the 

apartments of those lucky ones of the community who happen to have an apartment, spending 

a few days at each place. One very successful survival strategy among migrants is solidarity. 
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6.8.1 General observations 

 

While walking through Athens’ busy streets, we clearly recognized the multiethnic character 

of the city. According to a survey conducted by MMO-UEHR IMEPO in 2004, Athens 

municipality had among other European capitals the highest percentage of third country 

citizens. In 2004, there lived 132.000 immigrants in the municipality which represents 17 

percent of the total population of Athens Municipality (the greater city of Athens exists of a 

number of municipalities and Athens Municipality is the administrative area of the city 

centre). (Pavlou & Christopoulou, 2008: 4) 

Since 2004, six years have passed and the flow of immigrants has even increased. Most of the 

immigrants that came to Greece preferred living in big cities such as Thessaloniki or Athens. 

Therefore, we assume that the actual number of immigrants living in the municipality of 

Athens must be much higher than that of 132.000 in 2004.  

The streets of the city centre are always crowded with salesmen and -women, mostly 

immigrants from African countries or from Asia (Pakistan/Bangladesh). They are selling 

bags, watches, toys and similar goods. The police are often organising raids when they chase 

them away and often confiscate their merchandise. However, they reassume their positions 

surprisingly quickly. The whole situation gives a feeling of a never-ending game of hide-and- 

seeks between the police and the salespeople.  

Regarding the police, it seemed as if they act in a ´jungle of vague provisions´, for example 

the bill for our car that we had apparently parked wrong was only given to us and not to the 

other cars around us which had parked under the same signs. 

Public institutions seemed to be disorganized. An example for this is our visit to the public 

health insurance office. We could rarely find our way to the right department since there were 

no signs or similar assistance visible for customers. People communicated with each other and 

we therefore managed to find our way. Relations among the visitors were positive and very 

useful. It appears that people have a higher degree of solidarity towards each other, in 

particular to vulnerable groups. An example therefore is another observation from the health 

insurance office: People showed to be very helpful towards a migrant woman who had to fill 

in a formulary and experienced difficulties with writing in Greek. 

Drugs are often consumed in public. We could see drug addicts taking hard drugs such as 

heroin many times within the short time period that we had been in Athens. We were told 
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from one of our respondents that one shot of heroin costs 4 Euro- in comparison, the same 

amount in Sweden would cost 50 Euro (we got this information from a conversation with a 

Swedish police man). 

The majority of the immigrants that we interviewed told us that they felt comfortable with 

their lives although life is not easy for them and they had experienced a lot of traumatic 

happenings during their refuge to Greece. Surprisingly, they told us that they feel at home in 

Athens and that they also count Greek people among their friends. This finding was not what 

we had expected and it was contradictory to our pre-understanding. In the field work module 

during the master programme, we had interviewed many immigrants in Sweden and the 

general picture there was that the immigrants felt hopeless, depressed and isolated from the 

Swedish society.  

Our impression regarding xenophobia towards immigrants is that most of our respondents 

have indeed experienced hostile attitudes from the authorities, in particular the police force, 

but only to a limited extent from the Greek people. Our respondents told us that they liked 

living in Greece because it is easy for them to establish social networks. Furthermore, they 

described the Greek society as tolerant, supporting and culturally close to most of their home 

countries. One Bulgarian woman that has now lived in Athens for two years has a son who 

lives in Sweden. Even having the opportunity to move to him to Sweden, she prefers staying 

in Greece although she considers the standard of living higher in Sweden. But in her view 

Greeks are friendlier and more outgoing than Swedes.  

 

6.9 Future migration trends 
 

Concerning the future, the Group of Lawyers for the rights of migrants and refugees 

expressed pessimism, since in a crisis situation things are always harder for the most 

vulnerable groups in a society, and in this case the most vulnerable group are migrants. 

Even the independent film-maker felt rather pessimistic for the future. One part of the solution 

would be the legalization of the people currently residing in Greece and in the European level 

the adoption of a common migration policy and a common supranational legal framework. 

Nonetheless, global capitalism does not allow for an ideological way out: the triumph of 

capitalism, concluded B., is that no one wants to assume responsibility of their own lives. 
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The editor of TVXS thinks that some first steps would be the legalization of all migrants 

currently residing in the country, better infrastructure in the reception areas along with aid and 

support for people to reach their destination countries, instead of being trapped in a limbo 

situation in Greece. The Greek state needs to exercise more diplomatic pressure on the 

European level to change the current regulative status, i.e. Dublin II, which also has a 

negative effect on public opinion (if Europe doesn’t want them, why should we?). 

Nonetheless, the current financial crisis is having a backwards effect on all aspects of society 

as a whole, and the most possible scenario regarding migration is that the new reforms will 

not be materialized. She also expressed pessimism for the future, because circumstances are 

getting harsh, both economically and socially, for Greeks and migrants alike. 

Considering the fact that the situation of refugees and immigrants in Greece has been more or 

less unchanged for a number of years, even though there have been numerous reports on 

human rights violations by many NGOs (among others Amnesty International, Human Rights 

Watch, ProAsyl, Norwegian Helsinki Committee, UNHCR), it appears rather unlikely that 

any substantial changes will occur in the near future.  

 

6.10 The stories of migrants 
 

One of our interviewee was of Iranian descent, we will call him H.. The reason why he left his 

country was not politically motivated but personal. He said that he could not live under a 

religious regime. He said that he could not live his whole life being told what to do and think 

without being able to question anything. He told us that he came to Greece by boat from the 

Turkish coast around 5-and-a-half years ago. In the boat, there were 7 people and each of 

them had to pay 1.800 US-Dollar to the smuggler. They were instructed to dispose of their 

identification papers and were put in a boat in the middle of the night. They managed to reach 

the Greek shore undetected by the coast-guard, and went on shore on the island of Lesbos. 

There, he was soon detected by the police and transferred to a detention centre on the island. 

He was kept there for approximately three months until he was released. He told us that there 

were about 120 people in the detention centre, which was actually an old warehouse with 

practically non-existing sanitary facilities. The detainees built an improvised shower, out of 

an old blanket serving as a shower-curtain. He jokingly recalled that when exiting the 

“shower”, if one accidently touched the blanket, he needed a new shower. There was running 
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water for only one hour per day, during which all 120 detainees had to shower, use the toilet, 

save for drinking and for toilet needs. They were allowed outside for about two hours per day, 

during which our respondent said that he took the chance to use the sanitary facilities. The 

food they were given was hardly edible; for many days in a row the only meal consisted of 

plain boiled pasta, until a group of people refused to eat for a number of days which lead to a 

slight improvement of the menu. This kind of detention conditions have been reported on by 

many Human Rights Organisations, and have been similar for all migrants that have been 

apprehended upon their arrival in the country.  

One would expect that in order to cope with the very harsh conditions in such a place, 

solidarity would be high among detainees. H. explained to us that this is not the case. In most 

detention centres there are always one or more individuals that win the favour of the guards 

and are subsequently appointed “chiefs” of the facility. Their role is to be the “watchdogs” of 

the guards in exchange for special treatment and favours, such as being able to exit the 

detention facilities and visiting the nearest village to buy cigarettes or other items, which they 

would later try to sell to the other detainees at a higher price. At some point, H. and a friend 

decided to try to escape from the detention centre. They planned to exit the building through a 

narrow window opening, through which these two could fit only because they were very thin. 

He described laughing that the night of the planned escape he had put on all of the clothes he 

owned, so that he would be able to remove a pair of clothes later in case they got dirty or torn, 

to avoid raising suspicion. However, while trying to exit from the window opening in the 

night, he was detected by the chief of the facilities, who hurried to notify the guards. H. 

rushed back to his sleeping spot on the floor, but the chief made sure to point him out for the 

guards. They then forced him to remove all of the clothes he had on. He recounted the 

incident as if telling a very funny joke, laughing especially at the fact that he had four pairs of 

trousers on. The guards made him remove all of them one by one and for every piece of 

clothing he removed, there followed a beating by the guards. After being abused for some 

time to set an example for the rest of the detainees he was placed in isolation for 20 days. 

When he was returned in the main facility, he found out that all of his personal belongings 

including all of his clothes were stolen by the chief’s “gang”. He described his anger and 

frustration when he saw them praying to Allah, while having his shoes by their side.  

One night, he and some other detainees were taken outside, had their pictures and their 

fingerprints taken and then given a document they could not read and released without further 

explanation. Following the advice of other immigrants with previous experiences in the 
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country, they took the ferry to Athens. In Athens he wandered in the streets and slept in parks 

and empty buildings for a few days until he found accommodation with a friend. We noticed 

that one common and very successful survival tactic is solidarity among compatriots. Building 

social networks, especially among ethnic groups, is the only social safety net they have. If 

someone is in trouble, then the community will provide assistance in any way they can. For 

example, he told that when one friend was arrested and imprisoned, they all contributed to the 

costs of hiring a lawyer.  

His first “job”, so to speak, was as a street salesman, where he sold razor blades that he had 

bought from the Chinese black market. This is a common practise among new comers, as we 

have found out during our field work. People buy large quantities of one commodity (e.g. 

bags, toys, watches, etc) from the Chinese and then sell it for whatever price they can get on 

the street. He also managed to file an asylum application, which has provided him with some 

kind of legal status. Nevertheless, the status of being an asylum seeker is not, by any means, 

secure; at any given moment the holder of the “pink card” could lapse back into an illegal 

status in case their application is rejected. Eventually, he managed to find a proper job with a 

regular salary within the construction sector and afford his own apartment. From 

observations, interviews and previous studies we have found out that the construction sector 

employs most male immigrants. However, due to the current financial crisis, construction 

work has become scarce and many migrants are facing unemployment with the previously 

mentioned lack of a social safety net. Despite the everyday difficulties, and the uncertainty 

that they face, most of our respondents do not lose their optimism and are satisfied and 

grateful with the little they can get. As this respondent characteristically said, “there is so 

much water that one cup can take, this is as much as this country can offer and I’m happy to 

take it”. However, his dream is to one day go to university and that is a dream that is 

impossible to fulfil in Greece, so he would like to move on to another European country, 

something that is impossible under the current legal framework (see chapter 4). As he puts it, 

“the price for freedom is very high”. 

Another interviewee who was of Kurdish origin, we will call him I., came to Greece from Iraq 

in 2002 soon after the war. He told us that he also came the same way as H. with a boat from 

the Turkish coast and has paid 3.000 US-dollars to the smugglers to take him to Europe. After 

his arrival on the Greek island, he managed to arrive in Athens undetected. At first, he slept 

on the streets until he found accommodation in a run-down apartment together with 27 other 

people. His wish was to move on to Sweden since he has friends living there and he believes 
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that the Swedish society is open and tolerant. After working in the construction sector for 

some time, he saved money to leave the country. He travelled to Italy hiding in the back of a 

lorry from the West-coast of Greece to Ancona with the ferry. However, since there were 67 

people inside the lorry and the whole trip lasted for three days during which they could not 

leave their hiding place they were finally detected in Ancona because of the intense smell 

coming from the back of the lorry. The Italian police transferred him to a detention centre in 

Rome where he was kept for 17 days until he was sent back to Igoumenitsa in Western 

Greece. There he was kept in a detention centre for some time where he suffered from police 

violence/repeated beatings. After he was released, he went back to Athens. After working 

again, he managed to save money for the smugglers once again. In 2006, he paid 1500 Euro 

for a transfer by car to Sweden. In this car, he was sitting together with the driver’s family in 

order for the whole situation to look less suspicious. In Denmark, when attempting to cross 

the Öresund-bridge to Sweden, they were stopped by the Danish police where he was 

apprehended since he could not provide any identification papers. After having an interview 

with the authorities in Denmark, he was placed in a refugee camp for some time. However, 

with the help of another resident of the camp he escaped from there and managed to travel all 

the way to Gothenburg in Sweden where he met his friend and stayed with him. He applied 

for asylum and told the Swedish authorities his whole story, the reasons why he left Iraq and 

about the institutional violence in Greece. He was allowed to stay at his friend’s place; he just 

needed to report to the authorities once a week. He stayed in Sweden for 5 month and even 

got a part-time job at a pizzeria but, as I. explained, the Swedish authorities did not believe 

that the situation he would face in Greece was serious enough and so he was sent back to 

Greece once again. There, he was kept in the detention centre for Dublin II returnees at 

Athens International Airport, Eleftherios Benizelos where he suffered from repeated beatings 

from the police since he refused to accept his deportation order. Eventually, after 18 days of 

detention, he was forced to accept the deportation order to leave the country within 30 days. 

After 3 years, he is still in Greece and planning his next “escape”. During the interview, it was 

striking to observe desperation and grief mirrored in his face.  

K, a friend of I., was also present during the interview. He is from the same hometown as I.. 

K. left Iraq after the war had started in 2002 and he walked all the way to Turkey where he 

was taken to Greece with a boat, the usual route as so many others. After his arrival in Greece, 

he applied for asylum and he lives in Athens since then. He works as a painter and pays taxes 

but does not share the same rights as Greek citizens. His status as an asylum seeker does not 
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allow him to travel outside the country. He has a great wish to visit his only remaining 

relative, his father, in Iraq who is currently severely ill and could die soon. He expressed great 

frustration for the limbo situation he is into. He told us that during his time in Greece, he 

heard of the deaths of his two brothers and later on his mother without being able to be there 

to pay his last respects. He has been having psychological problems with anger management 

and is currently under medication. He also gets support from the Greek craftsman he works 

under who shows him great solidarity and understanding.    

Both I. and K. said that if they would go back to Iraq, they would be strangers there as they 

are in Greece now. 

All the other respondents that came from Asia had taken the same route over Turkey to 

Greece and had more or less similar stories.  

A man from China told us that he came to Greece as a student, one of the very few legal 

avenues for coming into Europe, and after a while decided to stay. He partly works as a 

Chinese language teacher and is studying Greek language. He likes the country, the people 

and the culture and said that in Greece it is possible to find ways around rules and regulations 

since they are not so strictly and consequently implemented, which often works to the benefit 

of migrants.  

The situation is different for people from former communist countries. A. came from Bulgaria 

to work in Greece in 1996. She was first an irregular migrant and working on the black 

market travelling back and forth from Bulgaria to Greece until the first legalization 

programme in 1999.  She moved to Greece permanently in 2001 because she needed to work 

and help her daughter which just had a baby that was severely ill. First she received a 6 month 

work permit and after renewing it for several times, she got a green card which allows her to 

stay permanently in the country. She remembered that during her first years, she had to run 

and hide every time she saw a policeman in the street and it is reassuring not to be constantly 

afraid any longer. After all the years in Greece, she has built a social network which also 

includes Greeks and now she feels safe. She said that it is important to help each other when 

one is `xenos` (Greek for foreigner, stranger). When she goes to Bulgaria, she often feels like 

a `xenos` there, too. However, she wants to return because all her family lives there and also 

because she feels exhausted from many years of hard work as a housekeeper.  She generally 

experienced Greeks as being kind and friendly and she feels culturally close to the Greek 

society. After all, all countries have good and bad people. She also believes that Greeks are 
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definitely not racists, but finds it natural that the high number of newcomers creates tensions. 

She understands that Greeks feel `invaded` and she mentioned as an example that on the bus, 

no one is speaking Greek anymore. She believes that one should be grateful to have the 

opportunity to live and work in Greece and that everybody should make an effort to learn the 

language as she has done. Another Bulgarian lady present during the discussion also stressed 

the fact that she feels culturally close to Greeks. She has a son in Sweden and has the 

possibility to move to Sweden but prefers to stay in Greece, even though she is currently 

unemployed, because it feels more like home, people are more friendly and out-going.  

We also talked to women from Ukraine and Georgia. They did not face any difficulties in 

acquiring a residence permit in Greece. They came with tourist visas, then got work permits 

and then residence permits. It was surprising for us to see how negative immigrants from East 

European countries are against other immigrants, mostly from Asia. They expressed the view 

that the high number of illegal immigrants is a recent problem for Greece.  

K. from Ukraine told us that many immigrants are violent and commit crimes whereas she 

sees Greeks as friendly and polite. She said that she has heard that girls have been raped by 

male immigrants. Furthermore, since they do not pay taxes to the Greek state, they are a 

burden for the country’s welfare and are therefore even (co-) responsible for the recent 

economic situation of the country. Political parties should have a stronger stand regarding 

migration issues and there is a need for stricter border controls.  

 

7. Interpretative conclusions  
 

According to the hermeneutic approach that we have adopted, our interpretation of the 

material we have gathered has been in accordance to what we previously had accepted as the 

truth (Nyström 2007). “Our truth” before engaging into the study was that all humans have 

the same value and the same non-negotiable rights, such as dignity, self determination and 

equity. Our pre-understanding was that in the context of European institutions, these rights are 

respected. Nonetheless, during our field work our understanding constantly changed as we 

detected anomalies in all three pillars of institutions, contradictory to our pre-understanding. 

Worth mentioning in this context is that the different pillars, regulative, normative and 

cultural-cognitive, cannot be understood in isolation, but only in relation to each other, since 
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they are different parts that form one whole. The reality of Greek immigrant life, measured 

against the background of rules and regulations governing that life (both national and 

supranational), gives the impression of “madness”.  

The values that European states, including Greece, advocate and which form the basis of the 

normative pillar of institutions are not reflected in the regulative pillar. For example, the 

Dublin regulation is contradictory to the values of justice, equality, integrity and respect of 

human rights, including those of minorities. By confining people in one member state, there is 

a clear distinction between European citizens, who enjoy full freedom of movement and Third 

Country Nationals who are kept in detention centres at the European borders. The same can 

be claimed for Greece, constituting a part of the European whole, where core values are the 

protection of a person’s liberty and honour irrespective of race or nationality. However, the 

complicated legal framework concerning migrants and especially asylum seekers is pointing 

at an opposite direction: that there are groups whose liberty and honour are less worth 

protecting.  

Furthermore, the discrepancies between values and regulations have an impact on the 

cognitive sphere. The lack of consistency in the public sphere is manifested as confusion on 

the individual level, since the individual cannot be separated from the collective. More 

specifically, in the context of Greece, we have experienced contradictory attitudes towards 

migrants among the Greek public. There is a prevailing lack of knowledge and information 

about the status of migrants, and about the meaning of a multi-ethnic society. Explanations 

deriving from previous experiences are important in creating attitudes and unwritten codes of 

behaviour and the ones we use in our daily lives are usually incorporated in the tradition that 

we are a part of. Considering the fact that Greek society does not have sufficient experience of 

interacting with groups of different ethnic and cultural backgrounds, the lack of consistency 

on behalf of the authorities further aggravates the feeling of threat from the unknown “other”.  

An overall interpretation of our material, including readings, interviews and observations, is 

that the above mentioned non-negotiable human rights of migrants are violated in all aspects 

of the societal sphere, as there are double standards applied to different social groups. Thus, 

the whole European organism, deliberately attempts to exclude one of its own parts, at the risk 

of self-destruction since the whole consists of parts, which are essential for the continuation of 

the whole. The following observation during our field work is indicative of our understanding 

of the standpoint of the whole European collective, as well as that of its part, the individual, 

  71



  72

towards a specific group. In Athens, something commonly viewed as a problematic situation, 

has been the high number of stray animals wandering about the city streets. Even on this 

matter, there are opposing opinions. There are those that consider these animals as vermin, 

they view them as disease carriers and threatening. Others view them as victims that need 

protection and care. At one instance, we observed the same body language, posture and facial 

expression of contempt that we had previously seen on people when encountered with a stray 

dog, used upon encountering a man of different racial origin.  

Consequently, moving upwards in the hermeneutic spiral, to a more abstract level, and in line 

with the critical theory’s aim to uncover the unconscious elements in social actions 

(Thompson, 1981: 108), we consider the cause of the discriminative attitude on behalf of the 

European collective, as a lingering colonial perception of superiority. An unconscious 

distinction is made between the more advanced “us” and the inferior “them”.  However, we 

consider these perceptions of unbridgeable differences to be, in the words of Habermas, 

pseudo-natural (Habermas in Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2000: 124). The only universal and 

timeless truth is that our similarities (cultural or other) outnumber our differences by far and 

as members of the human race every human being has the exact same rights and obligations 

as anyone else. Hence, in this context it is worth noticing that national borders are mere 

human constructions and it is the “pseudo-naturalness” of the national identity which leads to 

inequality in societies which claim to be just and democratic. Even Kant, on whose concept of 

“perpetual peace” the European Union is based, spoke of cosmopolitan rights and the right to 

hospitality. According to Kant, “states have the right to refuse visitors, but not violently and 

not if it leads to their destruction” (Kleingeld, 1998: 72; cl. Tholen, 2005: 333). Europe, by 

keeping its borders closed to thousands of people that are in search of a better life, condemns 

them to destruction, since no one could possibly argue that poverty is not destructive.  

The only way for Europe to be truthful to its own values and to move towards an equal 

society for all, is to recognise its moral responsibility and deal with these underlying 

assumptions of “otherness”.   
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Appendix 1: List of interviewees  
 

18 April 2010 

Sunday School for Immigrants & Movement Deport Racism 

Athens, Greece 

The Sunday School for Immigrants is fittingly located in an immigrant neighborhood and was 

well visited. Teachers and university students provide immigrants on a voluntary basis weekly 

on Saturdays and Sundays with Greek language lessons. The school was founded six years 

ago, with the initiative of a group of people belonging to the left, as our respondent stressed. 

The reason for the initiative was the increased numbers of migrants coming into the country 

and the subsequent need for language lessons, since at the time there were no official 

language classes for migrants provided. The number of visitors is high: We got information 

that around 500 students are attending the language classes. Furthermore, the place seemed to 

be a meeting point for people with different cultural backgrounds, and our respondent spoke 

of 80 different nationalities of people having at some point attended the school. Most of the 

people that we interviewed visited the Sunday School because they feel that they can get 

support there, for instance legal support from lawyers that are working voluntarily for 

immigrants in need, as well as moral support and solidarity. 

 The movement “Deport Racism” was located in the same place. They see themselves as a 

non-governmental organization that tries to raise public awareness for problems that 

immigrant are facing in Greece such as for increased xenophobic tendencies and police 

violence.  

 

20 April 2010 

Hellenic Migration Policy Institute (IMEPO) 

Researcher George Mavromatis 

Athens, Greece 

Founded in 2002 by a Presidential Decree, The Hellenic Migration Policy Institute (IMEPO) 

is a legal entity, supervised by the Minister of Interior Affairs. According to the institute’s 
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homepage: “IMEPO's mission is to research and understand the phenomenon of migration and 

conduct studies, which contribute to the design and implementation of a viable and realistic 

immigration policy within the European Union's framework. In addition, it acts as the advisor 

of the Greek Government on migration policy issues.” 

 

 

22 April 2010  

Ministry of Citizen Protection  

Athens, Greece 

The Ministry of Citizen Protection is the supervising authority for the Hellenic Police, the 

National Intelligence Service, the Hellenic Coast Guard, the Fire Brigade, the General 

Secretariat for Civil Protection and the Hellenic Agrarian Police, and is also the authority 

responsible for migration policy.  

Our opinion is that the fact that migration is under the authority of an entity that is called 

Citizen Protection, inherently creates negative connotations of migrants as a social group.  

 

16 April 2010 

Group of Lawyers for the Rights of Migrants and Refugees 

Several lawyers 

Athens, Greece 

The "Group of Lawyers for the Rights of Migrants and Refugees" is a strictly voluntary 

collective of lawyers working on the rights of migrants and refugees. The Group was 

established and has been in operation since February 2006.  Their objective is to provide 

practical solidarity to immigrants and refugees. More specifically, they aim to provide legal 

advice to immigrants / refugees, legal aid in exceptional cases, and also to intervene in the 

public debate on the issues of migrants and refugees. They consider their activities as a hint of 

solidarity to a particularly vulnerable social group. They usually do not take on individual 

cases, but rather they try to have an impact on a more collective level, as for example the 

asylum application process.  
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23 April 2010 

Network of Social Support for Refugees and Migrants  

Researcher in the area of sexually transmitted disease (STD) among undocumented prostitutes 
in Greece/Athens  

Athens, Greece 

The Social Support Network for Migrants and Refugees is a civil rights’ movement group that 

work with raising public awareness on the situation of migrants and refugees in Greece, 

offering support and solidarity to migrants, trying to deter racism, defend the rights of 

migrants and help them organise themselves and most importantly they lead the campaign 

demanding the legalisation of all migrants residing in Greece. A meeting point for migrants 

operates under the same roof, where migrants and Greeks can meet and mingle. As they 

proudly explained to us they “promote multiculturalism in practise”. They also offer Greek 

language lessons free of charge and computer classes operating with volunteer groups. At the 

meeting point there are also music and dance groups for both Greeks and migrants. 

Furthermore, they also offer consultation on legal matters (e.g. residence permits, asylum 

applications), information on societal matters such as education, the labour market, housing 

etc, as well as help in cases of illegal detention, deportation orders, racist violence or 

institutional power abuse. The NSSRM works today as a co-ordinator for all antiracist groups 

in the country and has been organizing since 1996 an annual antiracist festival with increasing 

participation and appeal.  

 

23 April 2010 

Hellenic Police - Division for Migrants 

Athens, Greece 

At the police department, we talked to three persons: First to one police man that was 

responsible for deportation orders of undocumented immigrants, then to a police woman that 

was responsible for the cooperation between the Greek coast guards, the deportation centers 

on the islands and the European border control agency FRONTEX, and finally to a police 

men that was working with the annual renewal of residence permits.  
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26 April 2010 

Hellenic Foundation for European and Foreign Policy (ELIAMEP) 

Thanos Maroukis, researcher 

Athens, Greece 

ELIAMEP was founded in 1988 and its mission is to provide a forum for public debate on 

issues of European integration and international relations and to conduct scientific research. It 

is also a forum for open dialogue. It does not have official positions on any matter, nor does it 

serve as an instrument for state, party or private actors. In order to ensure its independence, it 

seeks funding from a variety of sources. 

 

27 April 2010 

Amnesty International (AI) 

Representative Greek Section 

Athens, Greece 

The Amnesty International in Athens deals mostly with the situation of refugees and asylum 

seekers, and tries to raise awareness and put pressure on the policy makers to reform the 

asylum process. Amnesty works with procedural matters, as for example to secure that the 

rights of refugees are respected or that asylum applications are treated fairly or that the 

deportation procedures are carried out properly. The belief of Amnesty workers and 

volunteers is that a procedural reform could lead to substantial change in various aspects of 

the migration issue.   

 

1 May 2010 

Independent film maker 

Athens, Greece 

B. and a group of friends from the theater/cinema world of Greece are working on making a 

film about the migrants/refugees’ situation in Greece. Through the dramatization of a story 
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that could be anyone’s with the dream of a better life in Europe, they wish to raise awareness 

and put forth moral dilemmas.  

 

3 May 2010 

TVXS.gr – Independent Journalist Group, represented by Katerina Kitidi, editor 

Athens, Greece 

TVXS is an independent electronic news-agency. Their objective is to inform the public 

responsibly and to include news reports on events that are not reported on the mainstream 

media.  

 

Phone interviews 

 

22 April 2010 

ProAsyl 

Alex Stathopoulos 

ProAsly is a German NGO that is highly concerned about the living conditions that 

immigrants are facing in Greece, in particular the minors. It was formed in 1986, and consists 

of refugee councils, churches, unions as well as welfare and human rights organizations. Their 

objective is to protect refugees’ rights and to give voice to their concerns, according to their 

home page. 

 

We also discussed with a total of 21 individuals from the following countries: 

Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bulgaria, China, Georgia, Greece, Iran, Iraq, Senegal, Syria, 
Ukraine 
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Appendix 2: Selection of newspaper articles 
 

Kathimerini. Available at: 
http://www.kathimerini.gr/4dcgi/_w_articles_kathremote_1_29/05/2010_340034 Accessed on 
2010-06-06 

Kathimerini. Available at: 
http://www.kathimerini.gr/4dcgi/_w_articles_kathremote_1_30/05/2010_340067 Accessed on 
2010-06-06 

Kathimerini. Available at: 
http://www.kathimerini.gr/4dcgi/_w_articles_kathremote_1_29/05/2010_340029 Accessed on 
2010-06-06 

Kathimerini. Available at: 
http://news.kathimerini.gr/4dcgi/_w_articles_columns_2_16/05/2010_401214 Accessed on 
2010-06-06 

Ethnos Online. Available at: 
http://www.ethnos.gr/article.asp?catid=11424&subid=2&pubid=13835009 Accessed on 2010-
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During our interview with the group of 
lawyers. Athens, Greece. 

 

 

 

 

 

The Sunday School for Migrants. Athens,
Greece.

 

An area in Athens where many immigrants 
live. 

 

 

 



Incidents of police violence: The network of social support for refugees and migrants under 
attack. 

 

Source: www.tsamadou13.gr. Accessed on 30-05-2010. 

 

 

 

Police brutality during a 
demonstration. 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Sunday School for Immigrants www.ksm.gr    
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Immigrants demonstrating for their rights 1st May, 2010. Athens, Greece (Photos by Robin 
Iversen Rönnlund).  

 

 

 

The police are constantly present of course. 
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Street salesmen in down-town Athens. (Photos by Panos Tsiros) 
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Packing up in a hurry: the police are coming. 

(Photos by Panos Tsiros) 
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