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ABSTRACT
The article discusses the path of an important reform of the Greek 
Citizenship Code, starting from the initial introduction of the 
Citizenship Law in 2010, the public debate and reactions that followed 
leading to its partial annulation as unconstitutional in 2012, and finally, 
the developments until its restoration with a new law in 2016. This 
initiative introducing radical reforms for the Greek context took place 
in the midst of the public debt crisis, and thus has not been discussed 
accordingly. Until then, the issue of Greek nationality represented a 
non-issue in the political agenda of the country, since the issue of 
citizenship was considered ‘nationally sensitive’. The paper examines 
how such a reform is pushed forward during extremely difficult 
conditions, an unprecedented economic and political crisis, coupled 
by the largest refugee wave in the recent history of the country, having 
still an uncertain future/outcome.

1. Introduction

The Greek terms for citizenship are ithageneia (ιθαγένεια) and ypikootita (υπηκοότητα). 
The term ithageneia is deeply entrenched in Greek history. It refers to the comprehensive 
character of the orthodox genos, defined as the religious community of the rebel orthodox 
population within the Ottoman Empire gradually transformed into the Greek nation during 
the nineteenth century. Both ‘ithageneia’ and ‘ypikootita’ refer to the legal bond between 
the individual and the state, so actually the two terms are synonyms. Ironically enough, 
the language that gave birth to the term ‘citizen’ (politis) does not include in its official 
forms used by the Greek authorities a term translating citizenship as the bond between the 
citizen and the state. The exact translation of citizenship is idhiotita tou politi (ιδιότητα 
του πολίτη), a term which does not have a normative meaning in Greek legal vocabulary 
(Christopoulos 2013a).

As discussed in this issue (see Introduction), the notion of urban citizenship has been 
developed on the backbone of the limitations (and inherent exclusions) that formal acquisi-
tion of citizenship entails. The discussion about urban citizenship reflects the needs, strug-
gles and – ultimately – rights of city residents to participate and ‘appropriate’ their cities and 
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2   D. CHRISTOPOULOS

localities. Nevertheless, this discussion involves not only bottom-up struggles and claims 
but also re-negotiation of institutions and re-formulation of laws and rights. Often, from 
the legal perspective, the cross-fertilization of these processes result in new institutions, 
such as rights attributed to residents and not solely citizens. Nevertheless, even more so 
nowadays, access to urban participation and decision-making remains restricted within 
the boundaries of national citizenship – at times supplemented with tokenistic forms of 
advisory participation forums.

The case of Greece presents this twofold attitude: on one hand, a rich terrain of bottom-up 
initiatives defend, struggle and open up ‘spaces’ for enacting urban citizenship in practice. 
Still, on the other, the institutional aspect of urban citizenship is primarily channelled 
through the legal bond of the Greek nationality. Yet, since institutions (including legal 
ones) reflect social relations, the past decade has witnessed crucial and highly contested 
transformations of the legal aspects of citizenship in Greece; transformations that reflect 
both bottom-up struggles as well as awareness of the adverse effects of exclusionary practices 
affecting a significant number of people defined as ‘foreigners’. Through discussing the legal 
changes of the Code of Greek Nationality, this contribution reflects on the transformations 
of inclusion and exclusion within the identity of the citizen and its dialogue with claims to 
urban citizenship.

2. From the previous regime to the reform of 2010

In December 2009, the newly constituted General Secretariat of Immigration Policy of the 
Ministry of Interior submitted for public consultation a legislative initiative containing 
radical changes to the Greek Citizenship Act (GCA).1 This proposal was based on a draft 
of which had been prepared and presented in public in 2009 by the Hellenic League for 
Human Rights (HLHR 2009). This draft legislation was finally discussed and passed by the 
Parliament, as the 2010 GCA (S. 3838/2010) just one month before signing the infamous 
Memorandum of Understanding between Greece and its lenders (the EU, ECB and IMF). 
This was a major breakthrough, albeit the path of reform was only just beginning. Following 
an appeal to the Council of State,2 two important changes introduced by this Act were 
deemed unconstitutional. These were the possibilities of acquisition of Greek nationality by 
second- and ‘first and a half ’-generation migrants through declaration, and the migrants’ 
right to vote and run for office in municipal elections.

As a result of this appeal and later ruling, by the end of 2012, the law was suspended. At 
the same time hesitant new deliberations were under way for a reform that would take into 
consideration the ruling of the Council of State, which effectively restricted the legislator. 
Ultimately, this reform (passed as Law 4332/2016) would be completed in the midst of yet 
another crisis: only two days after the July 2016 Referendum, the outcome of which put to 
an unprecedented test the relationship between Greece and the European Union, and only 
one month before the signing of the Third Memorandum between Greece and its lenders.

The present text is divided into three parts: in the first, I present the breakthrough of 
2010. In the second, I discuss what happened from the moment the changes were legis-
lated until they were partially repealed by the Council of State. In the third, I analyse the 
developments that followed, up until the new legislation of 2016, which basically restores 
the changes of 2010.
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If 2010 hadn’t been the year when Greece officially succumbed to the greatest debt crisis 
in its recent history, the novelty of the year would certainly have been the changes made to 
the GCA (by Law 3838/2010). The public debate engendered by that law (March 2010) was, 
indeed, the last one that concerned public opinion and the political system independently 
of the infamous ‘Memorandum’, which has since then, reasonably, monopolized discussions 
about the future of the country.

On 24 March 2010, with the publication, of the ‘Contemporary Provisions on Greek 
Citizenship and Political Participation of Expatriates and Legally Residing Third Country 
Nationals’ (GCA Law 3838/24.3.2010), the first ever, since the establishment of the Greek 
state, public debate on regulating Greek citizenship was formally closed. Unlike migration, 
which had self-evidently become a major political issue already in the previous decade, 
Greek citizenship, was totally absent from public debate. Greek citizenship represented a 
non-issue par excellence: it had never been questioned thus far. The issue of citizenship was 
considered ‘nationally sensitive’ and not up for public debate; rather it was left to ‘socially 
insensitive’ practices. Thus, the status of the Greek citizen, a central and very controversial 
issue of political being, remained a ‘no-go’ area for public discourse and was administered 
through decisions which, either as such or regarding their motives, could not be disclosed. 
A non-decision concerns that which is not discussed. It is

a mechanism through which demands for change to the existing distribution of salaries and 
privileges in the community can be stifled even before they are voiced, or neutralized before 
they can gain access to the relevant decision-making arenas, or, if all fails, can be mutilated or 
destroyed during the decision’s implementation stage. (Bachrach and Baratz 1970, 35)

Since the end of the Greek Civil War, a hidden agenda of Greek nationality had been created, 
the content of which was not subject to mechanisms of social control or monitoring from 
political forces or institutions. Nor, of course, it was studied through scientific research due 
to the alleged ‘sensitive’ character of the relevant (non) decisions in the country. Considering 
that up to the 1990s the Greek State removed far more citizenships than those it granted, 
we can easily assume that the problem lies on the fact that Greek Citizenship was not on 
the political agenda of the country. Until 2010, citizenship issues were consistently under a 
form of ‘omerta’ in the political discourse. No one discussed the issue, apart from when it 
was revealed (or deemed necessary to be revealed), that someone should not be Greek; from 
the anonymous communists of the Civil War, to Melina Mercouri or Mikis Theodorakis 
during the Junta, to the Thracian minority of the post-Junta era. Since 2010, we can finally 
discuss who can be Greek. Irrespective of the possible answers, this alone has been crucial. 
Thus, the breakthrough was raising the question itself.

The main changes to the Greek Nationality Act introduced by Law 3838/2010 are the 
following:

2.1. Rightful acquisition (double jus soli)

Automatic acquisition of Greek citizenship if one of the parents has been born and is residing 
in the country (Article 1, & 2, subpar. a). Thus, so-called third generation immigrants are 
fully equated with citizens of Greek origin in regard to nationality. In effect, this constitutes 
an obligatory acquisition of the Greek citizenship.
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2.2. Citizenship by declaration

A literally non-negotiable claim to Greek nationality, independent of administrative deci-
sions and an entirely new way of acquiring Greek citizenship for the Greek legal framework. 
In accordance to the new Article 1a, par. 1:

an alien child, born in Greece to parents residing in the country legally and permanently for 
at least five consecutive years, acquires Greek citizenship from birth if the parents submit a 
joint statement and application for registering the child in the Municipal registry of it place of 
residence, within three years of birth. […] if the child was born before the completion of the 
five-year period of legal residence of both parents in the country, the joint declaration and appli-
cation for registration is submitted with the completion of the fifth year of legal residence of the 
second parent, and the child acquires Greek citizenship upon submission of the application.

In accordance with par. 2 of the same Article
an alien child, who has successfully completed at least six years of Greek schooling, in Greece, 
and resides legally in the country, acquires Greek citizenship after the six-year period, through 
joint declaration … within three years of the completion of this time […] in accordance with 
paragraph 6 of Article 1a, if the declaration and application for registration in the population 
register is not submitted by the parents, the child, upon coming of age, acquires citizenship by 
submitting a declaration within three years of the completion of the 18th year.

2.3. Years of residence prior to application for naturalization

(a)  Seven years of permanent and legal residence are required as a general condition 
for naturalization.

(b)  A transitional clause allowing application for naturalization by those foreigners who 
can prove a continuous period of five years of residence in the country prior to the 
enforcement of the law. Their application must be considered within two years.

(c)  Three years of legal residence are required for EU citizens married to Greek citizens, 
refugees and stateless persons.

2.4. Processing times

(a)  For naturalization, within a year from application. In accordance with Article 12, 
the following specific deadlines are set out: an interview with the Naturalization 
Committee has to take place within six months of submission of the application 
to the Region. Four months after the interview, the Committee has to submit a 
Recommendation to the Minister, and, finally, the adoption of the Decision and its 
publication in the Government Gazette has to be concluded within two months of 
the Committee’s Recommendation.

(b)  For citizenship eighteen months after the submission of the application (Article 18, 
par. 2).

2.5. Justification of the naturalization decision

Pursuant to Article 8, par. 2 ‘the decision on an application for naturalization is justified by 
the provisions of the Act of Administrative Procedure’.
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2.6. Conditions for naturalization and relevant oral test

Pursuant to Article 3, par. 3 ‘For the verification of the different substantive requirements 
(…) the decision of the relevant Naturalization Committee is also based on a specific test that 
the Committee may conduct. The Article stipulates as substantive requirements the sufficient 
knowledge of the Greek language, the smooth integration in the economic and social life 
of the country, the possibility of active and effective participation in the political life of the 
country with due respect for the fundamental principles which govern it. These conditions, 
following a Circular, are verified through an interview by the relevant Committee.

2.7. Fees

The naturalization fee is set at EUR 700 for third-country nationals, EUR 100 for people of 
Greek origin, refugees and EU citizens (Article 4, par. 3). The fee for acquisition by decla-
ration is set to EUR 100.

2.8. Devolution

Decentralization of the naturalization process at the level of Regions and corresponding 
establishment of Naturalization Committees in the Region (Article 10, par. 3, Article 5 & 8).

2.9. Voluntary rejection of nationality

Provision for the voluntary rejection of Greek nationality by a person who acquired it by 
declaration (cf. above) within one year of becoming adult. The application shall not be 
accepted if by its acceptance the applicant becomes stateless. (Article 9, par. 3).

2.10. Naturalization statistics

Each year, the Regions shall send to the Ministry statistics relating to the acquisition and 
loss of nationality, including gender, family situation, age, place of residence, length of stay 
in Greece, legal basis for acquiring citizenship and previous citizenship (Article 10).

3. From the Law No 3838/2010 to the annulment by the Council of State

A few months after the entry into force of Law 3838/2010, a lawyer from Athens lodged 
an application for the annulment of a number of provisions of that Law before the Council 
of State. Against the annulment application and in support of the validity of the law an 
Albanian citizen lodged an intervention together with the Greek Association for Human 
Rights, the association whose work formed the basis of the 2010 reform. The decision of the 
Council of State (350/2011) was published on 1 February 2011 and after a postponement it 
was referred to the plenary. Some indicative extracts of the decision follow:

[…] 9. From the aforementioned provisions of the current Constitution the following are 
assumed: a) that the legitimacy of state power is based on the will of the people, but it also 
lies and is exercised in the interest of the nation, an entity that exceeds in time the living 
Community of people […]. Because the nation refers to both past and future generations, the 
state policy must serve the interests of those limits. […] This Law, in terms of internal limits, must 
not offend the above-mentioned constitutional principles, i.e. must not allow the entry into the 
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populace (the people) of foreign persons without a substantial real bond with it – especially 
by providing widespread citizenship acquisition processes – in a way that the compositional 
element of the State (the people) and the supreme body (people electorate) is established in an 
arbitrary way, and ultimately decomposes the concept of the nation, nor to make provisions 
that allow easy rejection of Greek nationality.

16. […] the way of attributing the Greek nationality must be carried out under preconditions, 
that do not negate the national character of the State, as enshrined in Article 1, para. 3 of the 
Constitution. […] This is because the above-mentioned preconditions set by the legislator 
for granting Greek citizenship may lead to the annulation of the constitutionally guaranteed 
national character of the State. […] This is so, because neither the parents’ stay in Greece for 
five years only, nor the successful completion of at least six classes of Greek school in Greece 
ensure, from the outset, the integration of the person concerned into Greek society as a bearer 
of the values of the Greek nation, as in principle is imposed, according to the above-mentioned 
constitutional provisions.

The points characterizing the decision of the Fourth Chamber of the Council of State con-
cerning Law 3838/2010 are: (a) the understanding of the nation as an autonomous legal 
event – different from the people – that is realized through the Constitution, (b) the recasting 
of jus sanguinis to a constitutional principle, (c) the assessment that, given the above, only 
individual judgement regarding the ‘conscience’ of the applicant for Greek nationality may 
give him/her a place in the Greek people, provided he/she satisfies conditions that are more 
important than the five years of residence of the children’s parents and the six years of study 
in a Greek school, (d) and, finally, the idea since the stake in local elections is about public 
power, the right to participate is limited exclusively to citizens.

The fact that ‘the concept of nation differs from the concept of the people, understood 
simply as a numeric/arithmetic sum’, as the constitutional lawyers of the period between 
the two world wars used to say well before the members of the Fourth Chamber of the 
Council of State, does not refer to the distinction between the People as the total of people 
who have common nationality and the nation as a community of political belonging, but 
on an understanding of the nation as a will qualitatively more important than the will of 
the people (see also Alivizatos 1983).

Jus sanguinis, namely the acquisition of the parents’ nationality by their children, is a law 
of the Greek legal system, like of almost all the respective systems worldwide. However, it 
is legally novel that the ‘jus sanguinis’ constitutes a principle of constitutional importance, 
that if violated results in the ‘decomposition of the nation’ (see also Papastilianos 2011). 
The logical assumption of the above positions is the estimation that in order for migrants to 
acquire citizenship there can only be an individualized judgement. Finally, it is surprising 
that, while Article 1 of the 3838 Law establishes the double jus soli, the Fourth Chamber 
of the Council of State did not consider this as significant. Finally, the Chamber concludes 
that the Greek people cede its sovereignty if it decides, as it did by its representatives, the 
participation of migrants in municipal elections and the acquisition of Greek nationality 
by the second generation migrants.

The civically inescapable question then is: What exactly constitutes the sovereignty of 
the Greek people, if not to decide freely on its future composition, even if a Chamber of the 
Council of State has another point of view? (see also Manitakis 2011)

At the beginning of 2013, the Council of State issued the decision (460/2013) by which 
the relevant clause of the 2010 Law was indeed deemed unconstitutional. The Plenary 
however did not adopt the preamble of the recommendation made by the Chamber on 
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the unconstitutionality of the jus solis. For the majority of the Plenary (since 13 members 
voted against), the five years of prior residence of the parents are not sufficient to ensure 
the integration into the Greek nation, while nationality may be provided only after an 
‘individualized assessment’ of the conscience of each applicant (for an in-depth study see 
Tsolakou 2011). According to the majority of the Greek Council of State members, nations 
and people ‘are not spineless organisms and ephemeral creations but represent a diachronic 
unity’, which allegedly requires cumulatively ‘relatively stable habits and customs, a common 
language with a long tradition, passed on from generation to generation’, and thus would 
be disturbed by a possible ‘addition of an indeterminate number of persons of diverse ori-
gins’. For this reason, migrants’ children who live in Greece are not entitled to obtain Greek 
citizenship unless they prove another more ‘substantial bond’ than the one stemming from 
the fact that they live and grow here or that they study in a Greek school.

In line with the preceded decision 350/2011 of the Fourth Chamber, the majority of 
the plenary was keen to avoid verbal extremities, but remained attached to these concepts. 
Actually, it even developed quantitative estimations pertaining to social work, as for example 
in the argument that ‘attendance at a Greek school for only six years does not guarantee 
the desired integration’. As such, the Plenary’s majority translates political perceptions into 
constitutional rulings, transgressing / exceeding the boundaries of judicial power – some-
thing that rightfully was pinpointed by the minority of the 13 members.

Nevertheless, the decision of the Plenary of the Council of State, allows the legislator to 
safeguard – if s/he wishes to fundamental elements of law 3838/2010, especially since the 
Plenary did not follow the recommendation made by the Forth Chamber regarding the  
acquisition of nationality, ‘following an individualized judgment’ in adulthood. This is  
the major difference: that the Plenary of the Council of State, despite its back-and-forth, 
does not consider jus sanguinis as the slippery slope that that the recommendation of the 
Fourth Chamber wished for.

Nevertheless, the main criticism against decision 360/2013 concerned neither the ration-
ale, nor the regulatory part. It concerned the belief that the Council of State has no reason 
to rule on the matter. In a parliamentary democracy, the question about ‘Who is the People’ 
is par excellence a matter of the people and its representatives and not of its judges. This is 
dictated by the Constitution itself (Article 4, &3): ‘Greek citizens are those who have the 
qualifications defined by law’. This clause is not accidental, but rather the outcome of a wise 
and fair compromise set already by the 1st National Assembly in 1844 (Christopoulos 2012). 
Only if the legislator directly violated a constitutional non-revisable provision (e.g. if he/
she said ‘Greek nationality may be acquired only by white men’), could and should then the 
Council of State say that this provision violates the constitutionally guaranteed principle 
of equality. All else are the affair of the people via the legislator. Thus, the main problem, 
of this decision is not that it is not duly democratic or liberal, but that it superseded the 
limits of its civic jurisdiction.

For the record, the content of the decision was leaked to the press in autumn 2012. 
Without any pretext the Deputy Minister of Interiors – a former judge – hastily sent a circu-
lar requesting the suspension of the proceedings of the 2010 law ‘due to the expectation of the 
ruling’; a circular which, despite the outcry, he did not withdraw. The mayors of the largest 
municipalities sent a letter to him by which they pointed out that ‘suspension of laws can 
be applied only to administrative acts and this only if it has been ordered by a court order’, 
mentioning as well that they will continue to apply the 2010 law (Christopoulos 2013b).
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4. From the judicial challenge of the reform to its legal re-instatement in 
2015

At the end of 2015, the coalition government of New Democracy and PASOK prepared a 
draft law which sought to put an end to the major legal issue created by the freeze on the 
contested provisions of the 2010 Law. The draft law, which was already signed by the relevant 
ministers before being submitted to the Parliament, regulated the following conditions for 
the acquisition of citizenship: either nine years of schooling (instead of six that the 2010 Act 
provided for), or six years of secondary education or, finally, studying at a Greek university 
or technical college. Those amendments concerned both the children born in Greece and the 
children who were brought up in Greece (and were born in their parents’ country of origin).

It should be pointed out that this draft law is a huge step for the rationale of the Greek 
conservative political spectrum which, for the first time, acknowledges the need to resolve 
the citizenship status of second generation migrants. It should also be noted that the con-
servative political spectrum has been against any initiative to reform the GCA, while during 
the period of the 2012 twin elections Law 3838/2010 (the 2010 GCA) was demonised by 
the then leader of the opposition party and subsequent Prime Minister Antonis Samara 
(President of the New Democracy Party) as ‘illegal migration’s law-magnet’. In the end, the 
ND-PASOK government’s draft could not be discussed by the Parliamentary plenary, since 
in December 2015 national elections were called for. These elections were held on January 
25th and were marked by the electoral success of SYRIZA.

A few days after the formation of the new government, in February 2015, the new Prime 
Minister of Greece, Alexis Tsipras, stated in his programmatic speech to the Parliament that 
‘The primary role of the new portfolio [of Migration policy] is the immediate adoption of 
a law on citizenship acquisition for second generation children’. (Ta Nea 2015)

The new Ministry immediately started preparing the relevant draft legislation. By the 
time the draft law was prepared in early May, Greece was starting to face the largest refugee 
flow in its recent history. Dealing with the refugee issue in extraordinary circumstances 
for the country, was a crucial challenge for the new government, which – among other 
things – significantly delayed its law-making. Moreover, the opposition of the smaller gov-
ernmental partner (the party of AN. EL.) to the law under preparation further intensified 
the governmental awkwardness. In turns, this discomfort intensified as the country didn’t 
seem to get on a track of settling its financial relations with its creditors and time rapidly 
went by. In the end, the draft law on citizenship was submitted for public consultation in 
May and was discussed by the Parliamentary plenary in June 2015.

The 2015 GCA was adopted at a time when the country faced exiting the Eurozone 
(Grexit) as well as a potential bankruptcy as the negotiations with the creditors had reached 
a total deadlock. At a pivotal time for the country, this Act was the first one that challenged 
the governmental alliance, since the governmental partner (AN. EL.) declared that they 
were not going to vote for the amendments of the GCA. Nevertheless, this incident didn’t 
prevent the government to advance with the reform through a new (and temporary) alliance 
consisting of SYRIZA and the two centre-left parties (PASOK and Potami).

All parties of the so-called ‘constitutional arc’ (namely all Greek parties other than Golden 
Dawn) agreed to the provisions already included in the draft law of the previous government, 
namely with the acquisition of citizenship for the ‘one-and-a-half ’ generation migrants based 
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on their studying at secondary or higher education. Consensus was impossible to be attained 
for the innovative proposed article concerning the second generation migrants (Article 1).

Overall, the Act contains provisions which regulate the citizenship acquisition for persons 
who are either minors or have been minors in Greece (Articles 1–4).

There are three substantive regulations.
The first concerns children born in Greece. As already mentioned, this clause has been the 

bone of contentment among governmental parties and the opposition. This clause attempts 
to refute a new annulment application against the new Act by the Council of State by taking 
into account the Court’s rationale while, at the same time, remaining committed to the chil-
dren’s right for acquiring a nationality before becoming adults. The preconditions for this are:

Firstly, legal residence in Greece of one parent for at least five years at the moment of 
birth and possession of a permanent residence permit by one parent at the time of appli-
cation for acquiring citizenship. The permanence of residence is confirmed by a specific 
residence document of the parent, namely an indefinite leave to remain in the country or 
a 10-year long-term residence permit or refugee residence permit or person under subsid-
iary protection or citizenship of an EU Member State, or a permanent residence card of a 
Member of the family of a Greek or EU citizen, or a special identity card of a migrant of 
Greek origin or a ‘second generation’ permit. A sample survey on residence permits showed 
that 75–80% of third country nationals with children aged 0–18 born in Greece have long-
term residence permits, i.e. those listed in the first paragraph of the draft Act. These legal 
documents constitute the most definitive residence and integration documents provided 
for by Greek law. The evidence of social inclusion demanded by the Council of State is thus 
identified in the way that the residence status of the parent is settled.

Secondly, being born in Greece.
Thirdly, the enrolment in primary school, considered as the most concrete manifesta-

tion of the will of the two parents who reside legally in Greece that they want their child 
to acquire Greek education. If the child is born before the parent has five years of legal 
residence, the right to citizenship can be accessed with the completion of 10 years of legal 
residence of the parent. In other words, the latest that the child can access citizenship is at 
the age of ten years old, provided that the child is of course enrolled and attends school. If 
this right is not exercised as long as the child is under aged (before 18), then the child can 
exercise this right as adult until its 21 years of age.

The second regulation concerns children who grow up in Greece and attend school there. 
In this case, the clause stipulates that, irrespective of the residence status of its parents, the 
child can acquire the Greek citizenship after the nine years of compulsory education or 
after the six years of secondary education. This right can be retained in adulthood and up 
until 23 years of age, as long as the required years in education are completed and as long 
as it lives in Greece.

The third regulation concerns the Greek university graduates. If the adult non-national 
living in Greece has graduated from a Faculty or a School of a Greek university or technical 
college and has a Greek secondary education certificate from a school in Greece, s/he is 
entitled to Greek citizenship. The citizenship application should be submitted within three 
years after its graduation date from the higher education institution.

At this point it is important to refer to an ideologically critical point of the Rationale 
Report for this Article, according to which:
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the reason for this reform is the necessity to ensure the smooth development and integration 
into Greek society of foreign children born or raised in Greece. Its moral and political foun-
dation lies on the effective enlargement of democracy which entails the redefinition of the 
boundaries of the ‘Public’, of the political community; in the end, the redefinition of ‘who we 
are’. This question is at the heart of popular sovereignty, whose subject is the Greek people 
who decides its composition. Approximately two centuries of recent Greek history, of waves 
of internal migration, emigration and refugee return and crucially of the reception of signifi-
cant migratory flows since the beginning of the 90s, show that the boundaries of the political 
community are not static. In line to its history, the Greek political community results from 
a concurrence of wills of the people that are embedded in a national collectivity that lives 
together and is also constituted by the Greek diaspora. Nowadays, this will also concerns a 
significant number of foreign people rooted in Greece. It primarily concerns their children, 
who are born, raised and educated in our country, thus acquiring a Greek national identity. 
Consequently the Greek nation is a community of origin as defined by Article 1, par. 1 of the 
Citizenship Act, which argues that what is termed as jus sanguinis is a technical acquisition 
of Greek nationality. But it is also a nation of choice and consciousness. It forges the bonds of 
solidarity among its members on the criterion of common will to belong in it, independently 
of the origin of the people. This is how the Greek people is constituted, by elaborating its unity 
and looking onto its future while also bearing its determining history and cultural heritage.

Furthermore, the Act provides for the establishment of a Committee for drawing up a new 
GCA (Article 4), with a view to further reform issues that both the 2010 and 2015 reforms 
have not been able, or have not tried to change. However, while writing this paper lines, 
such Committee has not yet been set up.

5. Conclusion

The relation between urban citizenship and formal citizenship could be described as an 
ongoing process of negotiations between practices and struggles and institutional arrange-
ments who delineate who is ‘in’ and who is ‘out’ of the rights of citizen. In a country where 
the primary mechanisms for socio-political participation exist either within the legal terrain 
(through the right to vote), or through ‘grassroots’ practices with variegated, albeit rarely 
institutional, relations to the state (see Vaiou and Kalantides, this issue), the reconfiguration 
of the GCA entails not only legal contradictions but also redefinitions of who has access to 
national and subsequently to urban citizenship (albeit suspended).

The reform of the GCA, at the beginning of the second decade of the twenty-first century, 
is a proof that the civic consciousness embedded in Greek citizenship is not insignificant. 
This is illustrated in the following quote from the Rationale of the 2010 Act which should 
be seen as an ideological continuity with the above-mentioned 2015 Act:

This conclusion removes the Greek citizenship from its suffocating relation to jus sanguinis. 
Without underestimating the importance of Greek origin for the constitution of the Greek 
people, this new perception links the status of Greek citizen and its associated rights of full 
political participation with the appropriation of the Greek civic identity, or as otherwise indi-
cated, with the configuration of Greek political consciousness. To identity or conscience that 
in this case is not based on blood, origin or assimilation of certain national-religious char-
acteristics but, on one hand on the full and active participation in the social and economic 
life of the country and, on the other hand, on the ability of equitable and active participation 
in the life of Hellenic Republic with respect to its principles. This political understanding of 
Greek citizenship, in other words of the Greek nationality (as a legal term), continues a long 
constitutional tradition in our country, which dates back to the revolutionary constitutions of 
the period of the initial constitution of the Greek State.
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From the experiences narrated in this paper, it becomes clear that one-dimensional under-
standings of ethnic or civic traditions of citizenship are an illusion. A national tradition of 
citizenship may entail sufficient elements of both, which may be retrieved even at liminal 
times such as those that the country is going through.

The fact that, between 2009 and 2015, Greece found sufficient political capital to deal 
with its citizenship as a host country to migrants is reasonable. This process also took place 
slightly earlier in Portugal. On the other hand, this endeavour raised reasonable questions. 
In particular, it seemed out of place since both laws (Law 3838/2010 and 4332/2015) were 
actually the last two pivotal legislative initiatives before the country signed the first and 
third memorandum of understanding with its lenders. Accelerating these reforms before 
signing the respective memoranda of 2010 and 2015 should be understood as an anguished 
effort of achieving ideologically and socially critical breakthroughs in both periods. The 
belief that it would be impossible for the Greek Parliament to consent to such legislations 
after signing the MoUs has been common during both periods.

Finally, the experience of the reform of the GCA in these turbulent times, attests to the 
famous ‘relative autonomy’ of institutions from the economy. It demonstrates the possibility 
of entering into new political agreements and convergences at the level of political ideology 
and strategy rather than at the arena of economy, as is the case for this country during this 
extremely polarized period regarding nationality.

The reform of the GCA has neither started nor will end with the adoption of these laws. 
As with any regulation, it is a battle of hegemonies and correlations that will require polit-
ical leadership and administrative efficiency. While these laws have shown the intention 
of the legislature to introduce emblematic breakthroughs in Greek citizenship, in practice, 
the administrative performance is very low. The number of foreign children that have by 
now acquired Greek citizenship within the provisions in question is still limited to a few 
thousands within a population of at least one hundred and fifty thousand people that were 
calculated to be potential beneficiaries of Greek nationality, while the second law so far has 
not even been enforced.

In the six years between 2010 and 2015, the resilience of the Greek Legislative body was 
tested through the implementation of a pivotal social and ideological reform in a turbulent 
political environment. The coming years, will also test the power of the Greek administration 
to implement these critical for the composition of the Greek people decisions, in extremely 
adverse conditions and, surely, with a very uncertain outcome.

Finally, the experience of the reform of the GCA in these turbulent times, attests to the 
famous ‘relative autonomy’ of institutions from the economy. It demonstrates the possibility 
of entering into new political agreements and convergences at the level of political ideol-
ogy and strategy rather than at the arena of economy, as is the case for this country during 
this extremely polarized period regarding nationality. The account presented in this paper, 
doesn’t only reflect the ‘legalities’ of citizenship, but also the embeddedness of the notion 
of citizenship to socio-political transformations and challenges. While urban citizenship is 
mostly born out of practice and contestation, the legal transformations (especially towards 
a more inclusive imaginary) take significantly longer to be achieved. Thus, while the trajec-
tories of urban and legal citizenship might be different, they are also interlinked since, the 
transformations of social relations entailed in enactments of urban citizenship feed into the 
instituting of rights and new forms of inclusions / exclusions into the political citizenship.
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Notes

1.  The literal translation of the Greek legislation concerning naturalization would be the Greek 
Nationality Act, referring to the process of becoming a member of the national ‘community’. 
However, we chose to use the word Citizenship to be closer to similar Acts in other European 
countries.

2.  Similar to the Constitutional Court existing in other countries.
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