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Abstract

This paper focuses on the contextual factors that shape the dynamics and the patterns 
of segregation in Athens. Migration and changes in the ethnic composition of the 
working class have not produced more segregation and widespread marginality, 
because employment opportunities and affordable housing were available in 
socially mixed areas. Attention, is drawn, however, to the dynamics of social 
polarization, the concentration of housing inequality and deprivation which have 
been reshaping the social map of the city since the 1990s. The suburbanization of 
higher social categories has been enhancing isolation of wealthy enclaves in the 
east and in parts of the centre. The indigenous working class population on the 
western periphery has become socially and spatially entrapped. At the same time 
a deprived and ethnically diverse population, has been concentrating in central, 
north-western and south-western districts.
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1. Introduction: segregation in the international 
literature

The definition of segregation is simple according to human geography dic-
tionaries (Johnston et al., 1986: 424) and seems to have a general, inter-
contextual, applicability (“The residential separation of subgroups within a 
wider population”). This simple metaphor from genetics, that subsequently 
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became the dominant meaning of the term, owed its success to the fact that 
it reflected the conditions of the booming American metropolis of the first 
half of the 20th century. In this paper we focus on the contextual factors 
that shape both the patterns, the dynamics and the effects of segregation 
which are related to migration. We do so by undertaking a review of the 
international literature in the introduction, and of recent research on social 
and ethnic segregation in Athens in the subsequent sections. 

Patterns of segregation can be studied in terms of social class separa-
tion and in terms of ethnic or racial separation. Noteworthy that social 
class concerns predominantly European research as opposed to racial con-
cerns in US studies. A clear-cut racial segregation resulting from discrimi-
nation in the US metropolis is much less adapted to reflecting the complex 
patterns of social segregation in European cities. The clarity of the US 
segregation pattern in contrast to the complexity of the European one(s) 
is also a contrast between capitalist urbanization in tabula rasa conditions 
in the first case and an urbanization engrafted on the complex and socially 
mixed matrix of the pre-capitalist European city. Moreover, the American 
concern with ethnic and racial segregation was related to the arrival of 
European migrants and to the relocation of black Americans from the agri-
cultural south to industrial cities in the North. 

Although segregation is often defined and measured as a mere outcome, 
its conceptualization as a process requires reference to a particular contex-
tual frame. Ecological determinism prevailed in the initial explanations of 
the Chicago school, and processes like invasion, succession and competi-
tion were used to describe the concentric, and later the sectoral, pattern of 
segregation. In the same line, the much more important role of suburbani-
zation in US metropolitan growth has produced much more homogeneous 
residential space in social and ethnoracial terms than the spatially more 
compact growth of the European city. However, filtering down was a side 
effect of suburbanization, with inner city areas becoming the only afford-
able solution to disadvantaged populations. Moreover, since the 1980s a 
variety of urban restructuring processes were considered to be contribut-
ing to segregation. Gentrification of inner city areas has been associated 
with the displacement of disadvantaged populations, and sprawling with 
the dispersion of ethnic groups in outer city areas.

A large part of the literature historically focused on the creation of ghet-
tos in US cities but tended to neglect the positive impact of living in ghet-
tos, which pioneers like Louis Wirth, W.E.B. Du Bois and Jane Addams 
addressed in their studies. As Wacquant (1997) aptly summarized the con-
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cept of the ghetto was related to an anti-urbanist discourse, which equated 
the impact of minority congregation with deviance, marginality, and social 
disorganization. Consequently, the solution to segregation was threefold: 
occupational and residential mobility and assimilation. To simplify the ar-
gument, as migrants advanced on the occupational ladder they moved to 
middle class suburbs and were assimilated into the American way of life. 
It took some time to re-approach minority concentration and to emphasize 
the positive effects of local solidarity and support which can be found in 
immigrant or ethnic enclaves (eg. Wacquant, 2010; Portes and Stepick, 
1993; Zhou, 1992; Logan, Zhang and Alba, 2002). 

In the 1990’s an international debate was initiated as to whether the 
new wave of international migration changed the pattern and experiences 
of segregation. In the U.S., the central question has been whether the im-
migration from Latin America and Asia increases segregation, thereby con-
solidating the separation of affluent whites from poor non-whites or if the 
newcomers break the existing line of colour. The findings of most studies 
support that overall ethnoracial segregation and concentration of poverty 
decreased, and most U.S. cities have become more mixed in terms of hous-
ing (Jargowsky and Yang, 2006; Jargowksy, 2003; Glaeser, 2001; Logan 
et al., 2004; Strait, 2006; Waldinger and Bozorgmehr, 1996). At the same 
time, migration is associated with larger urban restructuring processes and 
in many cases are emerging pervasive forms of poverty in areas where Af-
rican-Americans and Hispanics often share (Poulsten et al., 2003; Rumbaut 
and Portes, 2001; Marcelli, etc., 2005; McConville and Ong, 2003; Massey 
and Fisher, 2000). However, this negative development is not related to 
the settlement of new migrants in deprived areas but to the reverse move-
ment of white middle class groups against African-Americans. Trends of 
ethnoracial isolation have been shaped either by the flight of middle class 
whites (white flight) from Afro-American neighbourhoods or by the return 
of whites in areas where regeneration primarily displaced the Afro-Ameri-
cans (gentrification). 

A similar debate developed in European cities where, despite fears 
of ghettoization, research confirms either stability or reduction of ethnic 
separation but also the dispersal of deprivation (review in Simpson and 
Peach, 2009; Bolt, 2009). The differences in the structures and traditions 
of America and Europe are also reflected in the terminology of the debate. 
From one side of the Atlantic the focus has shifted on the dangers of creat-
ing a “rainbow underclass” (the multiethnic composition of the underclass 
resembles the rainbow) while on the other side the focus has shifted to the 
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demise of “social cohesion”. At the same time significant similarities can 
be discerned. In demographic and geographic terms the literature reveals 
a common trend of dispersion of immigrants and, despite the difficult cir-
cumstances they face, an increased ethnic mixing in the areas they live. 

At policy level, a shift from “multicultural” to “assimilative” local or 
community interventions has occurred (Crowley and Hickman, 2008; Bru-
baker, 2001). A theoretical support of this shift is the recent argument ad-
vanced by Putnam (2007) that ethnic diversity hinders the creation of social 
capital. Assimilation policies are seen as a means to prevent conflicts be-
tween minority groups that threaten the cohesion of local communities. The 
public concern over safety, ethnic conflicts, and crime, mainly targeted the 
asylum seekers and refugees and gradually acquired islamophobic and racial 
characteristics (Clark and Garner, 2010; Crowley and Hickman, 2008). 

Another criticism to assimilation policies is that they ignore wider struc-
tural changes, which local communities cannot easily reverse. As noted by 
Waldinger, Lim and Cort (2007), for the U.S., the underclass is defined as 
the failure to advance in middle class status, and basically implies that this 
failure leads to social pathology. In this way, the working class disappears 
from the analysis and its place is given to the “the rainbow of the disin-
herited”. Arguments for the rise of a rainbow underclass also ignore the 
changes in ethnoracial composition and living conditions of the working 
class, which gradually incorporated most of the immigrants. 

Wacquant (2008), comparing France to America, converges with the 
scenario of a rainbow underclass, although in a different explanation for 
the phenomenon. He argues that the multi-ethnic composition of the popu-
lation in the areas of advanced marginality, which he calls “anti-ghettos”, 
reflects the widespread insecurity, the fragmentation of classes and the in-
capacity of the local resistance to policies of spatial stigmatization and 
criminalization. Such generalization, however, is not compatible with ei-
ther large-scale quantitative data nor the specific local conditions and cul-
tures that prevail in host communities of immigrants (for a critique to this 
interpretative schema in the south of Europe, Maloutas, 2009). 

Extremely fruitful is the British debate, which, in the tradition of empiri-
cal research, brought to the fore again that material deprivation, poor hous-
ing and infrastructure deficits, affect the dignity of members of working 
class communities, either mixed or ethnically homogeneous, and in some 
cases lead to racism and social conflict (Amin, 2002; Clark and Garner, 
2010). Ethnographic research in British cities revealed that the isolation of 
working class and migrant communities was overstated by planners whilst 
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concerns about stigmatisation, and the means to address everyday needs 
were common concerns among local residents (Hickman, Crowley and 
Mai, 2008; Amin 2002). 

2. Social class changes and processes of social 
segregation in Athens

During the first four post-war decades economic development in Athens of-
fered substantial opportunities that were transformed to a prolonged wave 
of social mobility, enabling rural migrants and working-class offspring to 
access intermediate occupational positions (Tsoukalas, 1987). This has pro-
duced a social structure relatively expanded in the middle with numerous 
self-employed positions, many of them being crucially integrated in spa-
tially diffuse manufacturing networks, large numbers of professionals in the 
prestigious professions (medicine, law, engineering), and large numbers of 
positions in public employment. A large part of the higher and upper-middle 
occupational positions are in reality nearer the social middle than the top. 
Professionals and managers in Athens are rarely part of the corporate elite, 
and an even smaller part is part of the international corporate elite. The low-
er occupational pole has, on the contrary, been shrinking since the 1960s. 

However, during the 1990s two processes have contributed to bringing 
an end to the growth of middle classes and to the shrinkage of the working 
class. First, economic restructuring has contributed to the decline of small 
crafts and trade and respectively to the numbers of small business owners 
and the self-employed. Moreover, the immigration wave has restructured 
the content and the ethnic composition of the working class. The employ-
ment share of service workers and construction workers, recruited from a 
diverse ethnic pool has increased, whilst the share of Greek manufacturing 
workers in skilled jobs has decreased. In principle, this change at the lower 
pole could have produced more segregation; but, in fact, it did not because 
the affordable housing stock was situated in socially mixed and densely 
built areas around the centre, leading to complement the city’s “vertical” 
segregation in ethno-racial terms (Maloutas and Karadimitriou, 2001). 

Due to its contextual origins and history, the concept of segregation 
implies mainly –if not exclusively– neighbourhood segregation. The so-
cial profile of neighbourhoods in Athens developed in the following way: 
the higher social categories resided in and around the city centre from the 
19th century to the mid 1970s, when they started gradually to suburbanize 
following the rapid degradation of living conditions in central areas (Le-
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ontidou, 1990; Maloutas, 2007). The working-class and other lower occu-
pational categories increasingly expanded the city’s periphery, especially 
on the western part of the agglomeration, as they massively migrated from 
rural areas and smaller cities during the first three post-war decades. The 
suburbanization of higher and intermediate social categories, that contin-
ues for more than thirty years, has gradually reshaped the social map of the 
city: from an opposition between a rich centre and a poor periphery to the 
opposition between wealthy enclaves in the east and in parts of the centre 
and lower status areas in the western immediate periphery as well as in 
most parts of the outer periphery of the metropolis (see Figure 1). 

Before the 1990s, residential segregation in Athens was relevant only 
in terms of class. The higher occupational categories traditionally resided 
in and around the city centre, while the working class was mainly located 
at the periphery, and especially on the western part. Since the mid 1970s 
the geography of social segregation in Athens started to change (Malou-
tas, 2000). The new generations of the numerically expanding higher and 
upper-middle occupational groups opted massively for residence in the 
north-eastern and south-eastern suburbs; this suburbanization trend has 
continued during the first decade of the 21st century. At the same time, 
the shrinking native working-class has been residentially much less mo-
bile and increasingly limited within the traditional working-class strong-
holds (i.e. the working-class suburbs on the western part of the metropolis; 
Maloutas, 2004).

Figure 1 shows a synthetic image of class segregation in Athens for 
2001. A classification of the city’s census tracts into five different social 
types was chosen to convey this image with rather clearly demarcated class 
features between the different types/clusters (see Table 1).1 According to 
this classification, 10% of the city’s residents live in areas dominantly in-

1. We constructed a very broad social typology of residential space in Athens using a com-
bination of a binary correspondence analysis on 17 class variables to determine the main social 
axes of their spatial variation, and a K-means clustering to classify the city’s 3,500 census tracts 
(average population: 1,000; average active population: 450) according to their position on the 
axes that resulted from the correspondence analysis. The class variables are a disaggregated 
version of the nine fundamental ESeC classes that (a) differentiates between managers and pro-
fessionals; (b) uses separate categories for large employers and artists; and (c) distinguishes the 
members of intermediate and lower socio-economic classes employed in industry, construction 
and transport from those working in the services. Agriculture-related occupational categories 
have not been taken into consideration due to their limited numbers and their important spatial 
variance, which is not relevant to the object of this analysis. The variables used are directly 
available in the database application EKKE-ESYE (2005).
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habited by higher and 22% by higher and intermediate occupational cat-
egories (clusters 1 and 2) while 17% reside in areas mainly inhabited by 
lower ones (cluster 5). The rest –the other half– live in socially mixed 
areas (clusters 3 and 4), which sometimes appear slightly polarised as they 
contain increased shares of both higher and lower occupational categories 
(cluster 3).

The location of the two higher clusters covers most of the eastern part of 
the city, including the traditional strongholds of the upper socio-economic 
classes in the city centre. The lower cluster covers the western, working-
class part of the city and most of the residential areas very distant from the 
centre. The slightly polarised cluster is located around the centre in areas 
that are densely populated, and the mixed cluster is mostly, but not exclu-
sively, located in the best residential areas of the western (working-class) 
part of the city (see Figure 1), which gather the socially –but not residen-
tially– mobile offspring of the local population (Maloutas, 2004).

Figure 1
Social types/clusters* in the residential space of Athens.  

Census tract level (2001)

* see content of clusters in Table 1

Source: Maloutas (2007a: 753).

Athens Cente
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3. Socioethnic segregation in Athens:  
patterns and dynamics 

The dispersion of immigrant communities, recent outbreaks of racist vio-
lence and the new assimilative policies in southern countries indicate a 
common trend with the rest of Europe (Arapoglou et al., 2009; Ventura, 
2009; Papataxiarchis, 2009). However, the settlement of immigrants in 
major cities of southern Europe has distinctive characteristics, which have 
been shaped by different conditions to those of north European cities (Ar-
baci and Malheiros, 2009; Mingione, 2009; Malheiros, 2002). 

The first studies in Athens in the early 1990s identified inner city areas 
of exclusion of Albanian immigrants (Psimmenos, 1998, 1995) and isola-
tion of Greek repatriates from the Soviet Union on the urban periphery 
(Kasimati, 1998, 1992). However, variance in local demand for employ-
ment and local government response, gender differences and the more re-
cent diversification of sending countries create a more complex picture 
(indicative of recent studies: Vaiou and Stratigaki, 2008; Psimmenos and 
Skamnaki, 2008; Iosifides et al., 2007; Kassimatis and Mousourou, 2007; 
Cavounidis, 2006; Bagavos and Papadopoulou, 2006). A number of recent 
studies have documented that segregation of migrants is rather moderate 

Table 1 
Social typology of residential space in Athens (2001).  

Cluster composition in terms of major occupational groups  
(values above average in bold)

		  Large
		  employers,		S  mall	L ower		P  ercent
		  professional,	I ntermediate	 employer 	 white		  distribution
		  administrative	 and lower	 and self	 collar and		  of the
	S ocial Clusters	 and managerial	 technician	 employed	 skilled	R outine	 active
	 (occupations) 	 occupations	 occupations	 occupations	 occupations	 occupations	 population

	H igher (cl 1)	 50	 18	 15	 9	 8	 10
	H igher and 
	I ntermediate (cl 2)	 34	 24	 16	 16	 11	 22
	P olarised (cl 3)	 30	 20	 11	 19	 21	 6
	M ixed (cl 4)	 19	 21	 17	 24	 19	 46
	L ower (cl 5)	 13	 15	 16	 26	 31	 17
	A ll clusters	 25	 20	 16	 21	 18	 100

Data source: EKKE-ESYE (2005).
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relating to both central concentration and peri-urban dispersal (Arapoglou 
and Sayas, 2009; Maloutas, 2007). This section maps into more detail the 
pattern of migrant settlement. It also elaborates how processes of urban 
change and labour market dynamics contribute to the shaping of migrant 
concentrations. 

Figure 2a presents the distribution of migrants in the metropolitan re-
gion of Athens drawing on a classification of neighbourhoods by John-
ston, Poulsen and Forrest (2003). Their classification was specifically de-
signed to enable comparative research and explore if there are ghettos or 
enclaves within European metropolises. According to their criteria there 
is no area in Athens that could be classified as ghetto, even if one takes 
into account the very recent arrival of refugees and asylum seekers. Modi-
fying their classification to fit the Greek context, neighbourhoods of the 
metropolitan region of Attiki can be classified into 5 categories:

“Homogenous neighbourhoods” with less than 10% of the migrants in 
resident population which is a bit higher than the metropolitan average. 

“Host neighbourhoods” where migrants form between 10% and a fourth 
of the total population. Hosting neighbourhoods are the locus of a consider-
able dispersal of migrants, mainly the Albanians, and also of changes for 
both the majority and the minority populations. It is expected that within 
hosting neighbourhoods processes of assimilation to established cultural 
norms will tend to prevail. 

“Migrant neighbourhoods” where migrants in the local population are 
three times more than the metropolitan average or more than 25% of the 
population. Experimentation with the data and alternative thresholds veri-
fied that most migrant neighbourhoods are ethnically mixed; one group 
very rarely representing more than 60% of the migrant population. How-
ever, to depict with greater accuracy their ethnic composition, migrant 
neighbourhoods were further broken down to “Plural migrant neighbour-
hoods” (where no ethnic group represents more than 50% of the migrant 
population); “Primarily Albanian neighbourhoods” (where Albanians rep-
resent more than 50% of the migrant population) and “primarily Asian 
neighbourhoods” (where various Asian ethnic groups sum more than 50% 
of the migrant population). 

Figure 2a depicts a pattern of migrant settlement at both central and 
peri-urban areas. Symbols on the map signify the dynamics of urban 
change. The largest part of the Athenian space is ethnically homogenous. 
On the one hand, ethnic homogeneity is mostly evident within suburban 
areas on the west and east side of the city. West side working class sub-
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Figure 2b
Migrants in the main tenement city Athens-Piraeus

Data Source: EKKE- ESYE (2005).

Figure 2a
Migrants in the region of Attiki

Data Source: EKKE- ESYE (2005).
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urbs (see also cluster 5 on Figure 1) develop and become more compact 
without attracting significant numbers of migrants. The same is true for 
mainly upper or middle class suburbs (see also clusters 1 and 2 on Fig-
ure 1) with a few exceptions relating to the development of trade along 
the waterfront and concentration of domestic workers within upper class 
enclaves. On the other hand, socio-ethnic diversity is related to a slowly 
progressing filtering-down within the main tenement city and to strong 
pressures for urban expansion and leapfrog development. A large cluster 
of host neighbourhoods has emerged in the main tenement city, two more 
clusters appear at the city edges and a number of dispersed host commu-
nities are to be found at peri-urban areas of sprawl. As will be explained 
later, the growth of construction activities, in such areas, functions as a 
pulling force for migrants. 

The main concentration of migrants is to be found in neighbourhoods 
spanning along the two major administrative and economic centres of 
the region, namely from the central city of Athens to the port of Piraeus 
(Figure 2b). Within this densely built and populated area migrant neigh-
bourhoods gradually emerge. Figure 2b depicts a highly plural concentra-
tion of migrants in the heart of the tenement city “Kypseli” and “Patisia”, 
neighbourhoods representing the ideal of middle class settlement during 
the 1960s and 1970s. Within such plural neighbourhoods Poles, Russians, 
and members of African communities reside together with Albanians and 
Greeks. Often an apartment building may host households belonging to 
three or four different ethnic origins. The level of the flat and the size of 
living space signify economic and social distinction among the residents 
of the building. A couple of bus stops to the north, the proportion of Alba-
nians increases but there is no dramatic change in the composition of the 
migrant population. Within walking distance, neighbourhoods surrounding 
“Omonoia square”, a popular meeting place of migrants, make up a highly 
diverse concentration of population with no single group representing the 
absolute majority. In between Athens and Piraeus, a cluster of neighbour-
hoods with Asian migrants is located within an area of light manufactur-
ing, and storage facilities along the road and the train tracks that connect 
the port to the city. Notably, the neighbourhoods of migrants from the In-
dian peninsula are hosted within a wider community of Greek repatriates 
from Russia and Georgia. 

To the North-West a first concentration of migrants develops close to the 
city edge which initially received Greeks repatriating from the former So-
viet Union (Figure 2a). Reconstruction, after the 1999 earthquake, construc-
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tion of road infrastructures and nearby sport facilities for the 2004 Olympics 
attracted also a significant amount of Albanian workers in this area which 
has a working class profile and gradually merges into the main urban tissue. 
In good proximity but separated by the highway, is a second concentration 
of migrants at the North-East edge of the city. This is an area of expanding 
professional and upper middle class settlements. The building of villas and 
condominiums and the concentration of trade and commercial activities for 
the service of middle class new residents in the area create strong pressure to 
expand the urban limit. Migrants, locally recruited in small building opera-
tions and routine jobs in retail and wholesale trade, usually settle in old cot-
tages with cheap rents.

Areas of leap-frog development and sprawling at the east of the con-
urbation have also become major migrant destinations (Figure 2a). The 
coastal front to the East is a cluster of diversifying host communities that 
experience growth of small trade and leisure activities and transformation 
of second residences to primary ones. Leap-frog development is a feature 
of many communities scattered in the wider peri-urban area (Arapoglou 
and Sayas, 2009; Leontidou et al., 2007). Some of them have a primarily 
residential character, others rely more on small trade and manufacturing, 
whilst a few depend on tourism and recreation. 

Significantly, migrant neighbourhoods in Athens do not constitute “en-
claves” by international standards for two basic reasons (Logan et al., 2004 
provide a summary of the literature on enclaves). They do not include sig-
nificant numbers of ethnic enterprises to recruit members of ethnic com-
munities and to sustain an economy of interrelated activities. Nonetheless, 
the functions of local labour markets, especially in constructions and do-
mestic services, contribute to shaping the pattern of migrant settlement.

Table 2 shows the percentage that migrant construction and domestic 
workers represent in the total employed population within different types 
of neighbourhoods. The share of migrant construction and domestic work-
ers is low within homogenous neighbourhoods but increases within host 
communities and migrant neighbourhoods. Particularly, within plural and 
predominantly Albanian neighbourhoods the total share of construction 
and domestic workers is above 15% of the total employed population. The 
highest share of construction workers is recorded within Albanian neigh-
bourhoods reflecting the advantageous position of Albanians in the con-
struction industry. Significantly, bonding among Albanian migrants relies 
on kinship rather than ethnic ties, and this form of association facilitates 
assimilation to the Greek culture (Iosifides et al., 2008).
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The highest share of domestic workers is recorded within plural mi-
grant neighbourhoods, a reflection of the fact that women from central and 
eastern European countries are well placed within migrant niches close to 
the city centre. Central tenement for migrant women is also part of a job 
search strategy to increase employment probabilities within densely popu-
lated areas. Recent studies highlight informal interactions among Greek 
women employers and migrant domestic workers that facilitate social in-
tegration in Athenian neighbourhoods (Vaiou and Lykogianni, 2006; Vaiou 
and Stratigaki, 2008). Interactions of this kind include job references and 
recommendations, mediation in housing search, assistance in accessing 
health services and schools, and support in dealing with bureaucratic pro-
cedures for work and residence permits. 

Moreover, neighbourhoods are not simply areas of affordable hous-
ing where construction and domestic workers reside whilst they daily 
commute to their places of work. Neighbourhoods are privileged sites 
for economic and social integration because there develop strong link-
ages between residences and workplaces (Arapoglou and Sayas, 2009). 
Residence-employment linkages are most evident in commuting patterns 
of construction workers. According to census data, 80% of construction 
workers do not travel to work outside the boundaries of the municipality 
of their residence, as compared to 53% of domestic workers and 51% of 
the total employed population in the region. Short commuting distances 
indicate that the building industry is well embedded in local cultures and 
social relationships and very much relies on local labour markets which 
attract migrants. The pull of local demand is best illustrated in areas of 
city expansion, at the edges of the urban periphery or at the eastern coastal 

Table 2
Shares of migrant workers in total employment

 Type of Neighbourhood	M igrant construction 	M igrant domestic 
	 workers	 workers

	H omogenous	 1,3	 0,8
	H ost	 4,2	 2,7
	P lural migrant	 9,6	 7,8
	A lbanian	 10,1	 5,6
	A sian	 6,1	 2,8

Data Source: EKKE- ESYE (2005).
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zone. But, impressively enough, local demand has significant effects with-
in the central city, where short commuting distances are also recorded for 
construction workers. In central areas, migrant labour is utilised to meet 
demand in construction of new buildings, but also in repairs, renovations, 
and urban renewal projects. A similar role is played by small Greek sub-
contractors, who tap pools of migrant labour and undertake small parts in 
infrastructural or mega projects within their local areas. 

Labour demand in peri-urban areas also explains why central city 
neighbourhoods are not the only points of entrance to the city for migrants, 
as would have been assumed by the theory of spatial assimilation. It is 
estimated that 65% of most recent arrivals are directed outside the two 
central municipalities of Athens and Piraeus. Moreover, the significance 
of the local context is verified when examining the residential mobility of 
migrants. According to census data, 89% of migrant construction workers 
were registered within the same municipality for at least five consecutive 
years, as compared to 85% for the total migrant population. The decentrali-
sation of administrative functions, legalisation procedures, social insur-
ance, and public employment offices, which began in the late 1990s, has 
strengthened the power of local actors. For migrants it is easier to deal with 
rather harsh and complicated bureaucratic procedures locally with the as-
sistance of their colleagues, co-patriots, employer mediators and employ-
ers. Nevertheless, on the basis of existing research we can argue that local 
networks of this type are based on an assimilative work ethic which pri-
oritizes control and discipline of cheap labour (Psimmenos and Kasimati, 
2002; Baldwin Edwards, 2004; Iosifides et al., 2007). 

4. Socioethnic segregation in Athens:  
the rainbow of deprivation 

If social cohesion is to be understood not only in cultural or ideological terms, 
then material inequality and deprivation must be taken into consideration. 
Especially, housing deprivation is closely related to the living conditions 
of residents in segregated areas. Here we shall consider three measures of 
housing inequality: a) Functional living space measured as housing surface 
per person. We consider the surface of 20 m2 per capita as the level under 
which a household may be considered as deprived, b) Building construction 
period. We consider more than 30 years of buildings’ age to increase the 
possibility of deprived conditions, c) Tenure, and the concideration of rent-
ing from the private sector as a potential source of disadvantage.
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Figure 3 shows that a significant proportion of the Greek population 
experiences some form of housing deprivation, ranging from approximately 
one quarter (24,1% in per person living space) to approximately one third 
(33,8% for buildings’ age over 30 years). Immigrants are obviously dis-
advantaged in relation to the Greek population in all three resperts. The 
percentage of deprived immigrants is almost three times higher than for the 
Greek population. Significant ethnic differences also emerge. Deprivation 
is most widespread among the Albanian population. Despite high levels of 
deprivation, immigrants from less developed countries and new EU coun-
tries are placed in a better position than Albanians. A substantially better 
picture is shown for immigrants from the countries of Central and Eastern 
Europe. In part, this is because this category includes expatriates who have 
strong social networks and access to public assistance schemes.

The concentration of the poor and deprived population is international-
ly used to assess the living conditions in ghettos and enclaves (Jargowsky 
1997, Strait 2006). An area can be considered to suffer from high depri-
vation when more than 40% of the resident population is found in some 
form of poverty or deprivation. Figures 4a and 4b map the concentration of 

Figure 3
Housing deprivation of the Greek and the migrant population

Data Source: EKKE- ESYE 2005, own estimations.
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Figure 4a
Population deprived of living space as a share of total residents

Data Source: EKKE- ESYE 2005, own estimations.

Figure 4b
Share of deprived immigrants in total deprived population  

within neighborhoods of high deprivation

Source: 2005 ΙURS-NCSR census database, own estimations.
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deprived population in terms of living space in the metropolitan region of 
Athens. Taking into account that deprivation of living space is a very good 
proxy of poverty in the Greek case (Emmanoul, 2004; Tsakloglou and Pa-
padopoulos, 2002; Bouzas, 1990) Figures 4a and 4b are an approximation 
for the spatial concentration of poverty as well.

Figure 4a charts the percentage of the housing deprived population 
(Greeks and migrants) in the total resident population of each neighbor-
hood. In approximately one fifth (20%) of neighborhoods the deprived 
population exceeds 40% of the total residents and so they can be consid-
ered as neighborhoods of relatively high deprivation. Figure 4b charts the 
percentage of deprived migrants in the total deprived population within 
those neighborhoods where housing deprivation is high. It appears that 
migrants constitute a significant share (above 30%) of the deprived popu-
lation only in one third of high deprivation neighborhoods.

Figure 4a shows the impact of the historical model of social division 
which shaped the city into western and eastern areas significantly opposed 
in terms of residential inequalities. Migrants have a low presence in most 
of the traditional working class districts and deprived neighbourhoods (see 
also cluster 5 in Figure 1). One factor that contributes to the limited pres-
ence of migrants in these areas is the prevalence of home ownership, as a 
result of self-built practices in the preceding decades, and consequently 
the lack of housing stock for rent. In the most deprived neighbourhoods on 
the western outskirts of the agglomeration (Egaleo, Ano Liosia, Kamatero, 
Drapetsona etc.) over 90% of the population are Greek homeowners with 
no access to finance or real estate markets and culturally isolated. 

However, new social and spatial divisions become evident, as a mosaic 
of immigrant communities face difficult housing conditions mainly in the 
centre and outskirts of the agglomeration. Areas of deprivation are identi-
fied along the axis of Piraeus-Patission avenues. A second line of depri-
vation emerges around the northbound highway (Athens-Thessaloniki) in 
the neighbourhoods of New Philadelphia, Acharnes and Metamorphosis. 
A third spatial unit of deprivation is formed by the contiguous areas of 
Kamatero, Ano Liosia Acharnon and Zefyri. Scattered pockets of depri-
vation are situated in the western districts of Aspropyrgos, Eleusis and 
Mandra; and in Markopoulo, Anthousa, and Rafina in the east. The mixing 
of indigenous Greeks and migrants in these areas is high. Vertical differ-
entiation particularly in central areas, contributes to ethnic mixing and si-
multaneously marks social differences between neighbours (Maloutas and 
Karadimitriou, 2001). Diversity and deprivation occur within the same ar-
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eas, because different groups of migrants and Greeks lack adequate living 
space and use a rented housing stock which is old and poorly maintained.

5. Conclusions and policy implications

Research findings suggest that immigration has contributed to reducing the 
total social segregation in Athens in contrast to dominant representations 
about the rise of ghettos (Maloutas, 2007; Arapoglou and Sayas, 2009). 
Migrant workers and migrant labourers, production and service workers, 
are grouped in the city centre, even though there are different patterns of 
settlement for different ethnic and professional groups. Following an un-
precedented process the Greek capital aquired an ethnically diverse work-
ing class hosted mainly in traditional middle class areas. So changing the 
ethnic composition of the working class has supported a dual class and 
ethnic mix (Arapoglou and Sayas, 2009). Moreover, the trend of middle 
class flight contributed to the ethnic homogenisation of suburban areas. At 
the same time, the demise of traditional lower middle class strata creates 
tendencies of polarization within central city areas. In peri-urban areas, 
however, where sprawling is accelerated by unplanned and speculative 
construction, the migrant workers mix with a socially diverse population 
including small traders, artisans and professionals who relocate there.

There is no evidence to support that a “rainbow underclass” or “ghettos” 
have been formed in Athens. But we should draw attention to the “rainbow 
of local deprivation” by referring to the ethnic mix of populations in areas 
with an aging housing stock in rented accomodation, with high building 
and population density, and deficits in public infrastructure. In this sense, 
the potential threat for social cohesion is reflected primarily in terms of 
deprivation and material inequality, and it is in these terms that it should be 
first of all addressed. The threat of conflict or disrupted social ties results 
also from symbolic divisions, ideological and political mediations. Par-
ticularly in the Municipality of Athens, middle class groups feel trapped in 
a common destiny with new imigrant populations against the upper-middle 
classes who prosper and thrive in “good suburbs” (Arapoglou et al., 2009; 
Kavoulacos and Kandylis, 2010). Social conflict is a result of territorial 
stigmatisation, racist policing and the political capitalization of fear.
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