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ABSTRACT  
In this paper I propose a critical comparative reflection on migration as a factor of 
peripheralization processes in the Western Balkan and Baltic regions. In their 
respective geographical positions, the Western Balkans and the Baltics stand at 
different ends of the European map: south-east and north-east. Regarding their 
historical and political positions, however, these are very diverse: the Western 
Balkans were part of Yugoslavia (except Albania) while the Baltic republics 
(Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania) were annexed to the Soviet Union after the Second 
World War. Currently, two Western Balkan countries – Slovenia and Croatia – are 
already members of the European Union, as the three Baltic countries are, while the 
rest of Western Balkans are not. I argue that apart from economic and geographical 
factors, usually taken into account in describing peripheries and cores, migration 
processes and discourses powerfully construct some places as dynamically moving 
towards a ‘core’ while others remain confined to a ‘periphery’. By paying special 
attention to ‘scientific discourses’, I aim to broaden our understanding of theories 
and practices of peripheralization, where migration tends to be under-theorized. 

 
 
Introduction  
 
If we look at a map of Europe, the Baltic countries and the Western Balkans stand at two extremes, 
north-east and south-east with huge distances and many different countries in between. These 
regions are rarely compared, and few case studies exist so far, despite the fact that there could be a 
multitude of historical, economic and political factors at stake to compare. In this paper I will focus 
on issues of migration, and more specifically on the discourses that surround and permeate the 
notion of migration in these regions. Such comparisons on migration discourses or practices in these 
regions are thus far very rare.1 But before I approach these necessarily entangled discursive 
constructs, I want to briefly state my understanding of the notion of ‘regions’ in this paper.  

One of the most influential thinkers on regions and periheralization, Anssi Paasi argues that 
regions are socially constructed, and as such should be understood in socio-spatial terms.2 
Moreover, regions are ‘products that have been constructed in relation to specific criteria’.3 These 
representations are always related to broad global relations within which we often talk about 
development and migration. Through such a socio-spatial lens, the Baltics and the Balkans are not 
simply clusters of small states at the outer borders of the European Union, but interwoven in the 
globalization of neoliberal capitalism, world urbanization and other global trends. Although these 
geopolitical factors are pertinent and contextual, they do not fix some places into peripheries and 
nothing more. And, although political power relations, along with cultural representations such as 
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‘Balkanization’ or ‘Eastern Europe’ form discursive fields about rather weak and peripheral 
regions,4 I want to leave these issues in the contextual background and concentrate on the role 
played by migration in peripheralization. My main focus is to bring the modes of representation of 
migration into the fore of my analysis of peripheralization processes.  

Therefore the underpinning question of this paper is how these modes of representation of 
migration play a role in the construction of peripheralization. Relatedly, how do these modes 
construct regions (and countries within regions) as more ‘peripheral’ or more ‘core’ oriented?  

From the international migration point of view, prosperous core states are more associated 
with the process of immigration: the economy is developing, there is a need for more workforce, 
and migrants tend to move to places where they have better economic opportunities. Emigrant 
countries, one could assume, represent the opposite situation, associated with the economic and 
geographic periphery. On a national scale, cores and peripheries can be well seen through the 
process of urban drift: in both our case-study regions there have been clear urbanization processes. 
Moreover, in both the Western Balkans and Baltics internal and international migration are 
complexly interlinked: populations have been moving towards the capital city or other urban 
centres, and in some cases emigration was as the next step after internal migration pathways, 
whereas in other cases international migration prefigures internal migration when returnees 
originating in peripheral rural regions resettle in urban destinations.5  

Accordingly, in the analytical sections I will focus on the above-mentioned modes of 
representation – emigration, depopulation, regional migration and immigration – and analyse 
migration in a dynamic way as shifting towards cores or peripheries as well as reshaping the 
definition of cores and peripheries in the process. First, however, I briefly present my theoretical 
framework and a note on methodology. 
 
 
Theorising peripheraliztion and migration 
 
I take Paasi’s arguments on regions and peripheralization as a starting-point. He encourages 
researchers on regionalization and peripheralization to ask a question: ‘Who and what constructs 
regions, through what associations/networks and for what purposes?’ and then reminds us that 
‘answers are always contextual’.6  There are many factors which have been taken into account by 
the various scholars who define and analyze peripheralization processes. Global factors are usually 
grounded in economic geography: uneven development within and between regions and states, 
which are lagging behind the performance as measured from the centre, the core. These economic 
factors are usually multiple and complex, involving macroeconomic performance, transport 
connectivity, accumulated capital and so on.  

Regions are often simply defined and described as statistical or administrative, but they need 
to be critically understood as ‘social spatialization’; namely, as socially constructed spaces 
embedded in power relations, which can in turn be expressed in core-periphery frameworks. 
Peripheralization in the Western Balkans and the Baltics often goes hand-in-hand with polarization. 
The latter, in its basic meaning, is understood as growing differences and inequalities – 
economically, socially, spatially – both between countries and, more particularly, also internally. 
Despite the small size of all the Baltic and Western Balkan states, one of the most remarkable 
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features of recent decades has been their ongoing socio-economic spatial polarization, and rural-
urban and inter-regional migration have been intrinsic to this process. Both regions underwent 
profound transformations from command to market economy, privatization, growth in metropolitan 
and peri-urban areas;7 and both, albeit at different times, sought access to the European Union. The 
Baltic states, as well as Slovenia, joined in 2004, Croatia in 2013, while the other Western Balkan 
states stand in a somewhat uncertain position in 2018. Hence peripheralization and polarization 
characterize the broader geographies of post-socialist transformation in these two groups of 
countries.8 In addition, in the EU’s multi-level governance framework and especially in the 
Eurozone, the core countries are seen as more competitive internationally as they have higher levels 
of productivity. By contrast, reflecting their subjection to fiscal discipline measures, peripheries 
have high external and public debts, as in case of six Western Balkan countries, which Bartlett and 
Prica call the ‘super-periphery’.9 However, beyond economic parameters, the phenomenon of 
peripheralization also needs to be linked to historical and ongoing processes of migration.  

For a long time in migration studies, in fact since the very beginning, emigration has been 
associated with the status of a periphery, while immigration has generally correlated with core 
regions of economic activities and better wages. Return migration, for its part, does not have such 
clear connotations. Return can be interpreted as failure to achieve pre-set goals in an immigration 
country, or as linked to certain life stages, for instance, after retirement. On the other hand, return 
can also be seen as led by innovation, and the desire to invest knew knowledge and skills in the 
country of origin.10 Hence, to some extent return does imply peripheralization: either as the place 
where ‘failed migrants’ return to, or as a peripheral region/country where returning migrants can 
potentially carry some developmental stimulus. Transit migration, however, is a relatively new term 
which can also be directly linked to peripeheralization processes, especially if we see transit 
migration (and the ways in which regions and countries deal and cannot deal with it) through a 
migration governance perspective, dictated by the core.  

One of the clearest recent descriptions of periphery-core relations belongs to King.11 
Through a concise review of the development of the core-periphery framework, beginning with 
dependency theorists12 and world systems theory13 he then focuses on a lesser-known but highly 
relevant study of underdevelopment in Europe produced by Seers et al. in the 1970s.14 Drawing on 
Selwyn’s broad reflections on periphery,15 King distinguishes the following characteristics. 
Peripheries lack effective control over many kinds of resources and innovations, whilst internal 
linkages within a periphery are weak. Moreover, information flows are usually from core to 
periphery and likewise humans: they migrate from periphery to core regions and economies. 
Although these observations belong to the 1970s they actually serve very well when reflecting on 
the social construction of peripheralization at the beginning of the 21st century, when other aspects 
of broad Europeanization processes are quite different. So, peripheralization can be succinctly 
defined as ‘a loss of capacities of actors and institutions to act’,16 while hierarchies of cores and 
peripheries relegate the latter, as Merje Kuus has aptly summarized, to ‘places of lower rank’.17 

Both the Baltic and Balkan regions, to a certain extent, also suffer another side-effect of 
emigration and post-socialist transformations – that of depopulation and declining birth rates. These 
may also result in the phenomenon of ‘brain drain’, reflecting limited possibilities for highly 
educated young people, including many recent graduates, to finding rewarding work in their home 
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countries, encouraging them to leave in search of better income, employment and career 
opportunities.  

In summing up the theoretical approach for this paper, I will forefront modes of 
representation of migration against the background of a discursive construction of peripheries as 
‘lagging behind’, ‘emptying,’ and ‘brain draining’ in these two case-study regions. Simultaneously I 
will stay alert to alternative representations of processes of immigration and regional migration, and 
potentialities for development as positive counter-constructions to peripheralization. One should 
also keep in mind that representation is constructed by certain schools of thoughts which may, but 
most often do not, stem from the regions of interest of this paper. From the outside, scholars from 
the core regions may routinely describe these regions as peripheral, ‘east’, with specific contextual 
meanings of Balkanization18 or post-Soviet influences.19 Yet, different narratives emerge as well. 
For instance, most recently Estonian researcher Maarja Saar challenged the overwhelming portrayal 
of Baltic emigration as labour migration and showed that lifestyle concerns can be prime motives 
for emigrants and returnees too.20 This invites us to be careful and critical of how migration, as a 
peripheralization factor, is evaluated differently on various spatial scales, and from different 
viewpoints.  
 
 
Note on methodology  
 
Paasi notes that peripheralization is constructed through material and non-material elements, media 
representations and political communication, ranking and recommendations, as well as everyday 
experiences.21 However, he emphasizes that it also blends in scientific analysis, and this ‘scientific 
blend’ is the main focus of this paper. Scientific writing, like the media but for different audiences 
and using different methods, can deploy the centre-periphery axis as an analytical frame at different 
scales.22 Such an approach is a strategic mechanism in the construction of meaning of a periphery 
associated or implied with migration processes. Simultaneously, such periphery-ingrained 
representations further shape the geographical imagination. 

Scientific representation can be made in various ways: if not using explicit theories of 
peripheralization, representations may draw on economic development theories, migration theories 
imbued with development ideas, notions of regions ‘lagging behind’, and of places and countries 
lacking capacities to act and innovate due to the draining effects of migration processes, thus 
emphasizing their peripherality. These narratives and discourses evolve and reshape themselves 
over time.   

In order to trace modes of representation and their dynamics, I firstly I skimmed through a 
large corpus of scientific publications during the past fifteen years to get an overview of themes 
used when representing migration processes in the two regions. Secondly, I created a sample of 54 
research papers and ordered them thematically according to the most prominent issues in both 
regions: (1) emigration within an overarching ‘East-West’ framework; (2) depopulation and brain 
drain; (3) specifically for the Western Balkans, transit migration and irregular border crossing; (4) 
weak development, notably for return migration and immigration. 

Naturally, some of these themes and representations are intermingled. I also cross-
referenced the relative importance of these themes with other indicators such as statistical data and 
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media references. These four themes constitute most of the rest of this paper, following a brief 
historical-contextual overview. 
 
 
Brief historical overview of migration processes  
 
To understand the migration flows in the Balkans and Baltics, we need to briefly review the history 
of migration in these regions.23 Before the First World War the most desirable destination of the 
migrants from the Balkans was the USA; whilst from the Baltics, the USA, Latin America and 
Russia were preferred. Two different processes took place: forced migration, usually due to 
conflicts prior to the creation of nation-states and Yugoslavia emerged, and migration for economic 
reasons. 

During the interwar period the European core economies, especially France and Germany, 
were attractive to both Baltic and Balkan migrants, often including the middle class, students and 
those in creative professions. After the Second World War, large volumes of forced migration in the 
form of deportations from the Baltics took place, along with refugee streams towards Western 
Europe, some of the latter then re-distributed to other Western countries globally. At least 200,000 
from the three Baltic states were deported, mainly in two waves in 1941 and 1949; and even more 
escaped as refugees. ‘Free’ emigration was severely restricted to individuals, with the exception of 
Soviet Jews, until the end of the Soviet Union in the late 1980s.  

After the Second World War, socialist Yugoslavia did not open its borders until 1963-64, 
after which West Germany became the main target for emigrants. Between 1963 and 1981, around 
4 per cent of the total population left the country.24 Return migration also took place: from 1981, 
about 280,000 returned but up to an estimated one-third of the returnees went abroad again, unable 
to adapt to the socialist system any more. Albania, on the other hand, did not allow emigration; as a 
consequence, its population grew fast: from 1.2 million in 1950 to 3.2 million in 1989.25 

While in some parts of former Yugoslavia, especially in Slovenia and also Croatia, 
migration was less restricted and people could move also to ‘Western’ countries, cross-border 
mobility was anyway controlled with other means, including currency exchange rates. However, 
emigration was almost completely impossible from Albania; in fact, it was effectively the most 
isolated country in Europe throughout the second part of the 20th century, until around 1990.26 
Emigration was also severely restricted from the Baltic states during Soviet times, and even 
travelling to other socialist countries was rather limited and privileged, often as a reward for good 
work in building communist futures. Yugoslavia and the Western Balkans were seen as more 
developed, with a better climate and amenities that appealed to northerners from the Baltic region 
along with access to better goods produced outside the Soviet Union. In the meantime, there was 
considerable regional migration within former Yugoslavia, the Baltic states and the wider USSR, 
including exchanges of students and workers in the creative professions. However, nowadays the 
realities of mixed emigration from the Western Balkans – a recent history of forced migration due 
to wars, and continuing economic reasons to emigrate – pose the biggest challenges for the region’s 
development, while population decline is an issue overshadowing the future development of the 
Baltics. As the result, emigration has profoundly changed these countries and regions during past 
two decades. Besides, the process of migration itself has changed over time, ‘maturing’ from 
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temporary to more permanent forms in the Western Balkans, and especially in Albania where the 
scale and suddenness of mass emigration have been greatest.27 
 
 
East-West migration 
 
I begin with the Baltics. It is evident that local migration scholars were mainly preoccupied with the 
central statistical representation of the volume and structure of migration flows from the Baltic 
states with respect to EU enlargement.28 Emigration increased rapidly after the Baltic states joined 
the EU in 2004. It was further boosted during the financial crisis in 2009-2011, especially from 
Lithuania and Latvia. Censuses in these countries showed that at least 213,000 left Latvia between 
2000-2011, while 615,000 left Lithuania between 1990-2011.29 The direction was towards the West. 
Furthermore emigration from the Baltics was represented as involving a substantial number of 
young and low-skilled workers.30 ‘Old’ member states in the EU received large numbers of 
migrants from the Baltic countries, with the UK being the most important destination for Latvia and 
Lithuania, while most Estonians went to neighbouring Finland. Mainly young, not likely to be 
welfare recipients, yet working for wages which were relatively low compared to those of the local 
workforce, these new European migrants were a gain for EU core economies. Hence EU 
enlargement clearly contributed to the growth potential and output of the ‘old’ member states, while 
the human capital consequences in the Baltics remain yet to be explored in depth.31  Moreover, even 
during the global economic and financial crisis, which hit the Baltic states, especially Latvia, very 
hard, new waves of migrants continued to make a solid economic contribution to their various 
destinations.32  Namely, they were not a burden to the recipient country, while they were a human 
loss to rapidly depopulating regions of origin.  

Albania, and Kosovo, but for very different reasons and with contrasting migration 
dynamics, are the most extreme cases of emigration from the Western Balkans after the collapse of 
the communist regimes. The Kosovo war unleashed large-scale refugee movements in the 1980s-
1990s.33 In the late 2000s this resulted in the situation where every third household in Kosovo has 
migrant family members, with consequent dependence on remittances and a household economy 
and family-social relations strongly linked to transnational ties abroad.34. The Albanian case vies 
with Moldova for being the European country where the relative impact of post-communist mass 
migration has been relatively greatest: according to World Bank figures, a ‘stock’ of Albanians 
living abroad of about 1.4 million, equivalent to nearly half of the Albanian resident population of 
just less than 3 million.35 But also Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and the newly-named Republic 
of Northern Macedonia continue to show high emigration levels, albeit with strong signs of decline 
of emigration at the beginning of the 21st century. 

In the 2000s representations of the Balkan model of migration have tended to portray stages. 
For instance, the fact that quantitatively emigration flows from Serbia tend to be predominantly 
males is interpreted that migration is still in early stages.36 Later studies were also analyzing how 
emigration from the Balkans normalized and matured in its trends, representing the positive 
dynamics of broader stabilization processes in the region. Accordingly, a stage-type of 
representation of migration reveals novel aspects, especially with respect to how migration can 
contribute to processes of peripheralization.  Similarly, forecasts of future emigration trends as 
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continuous contribute to such ‘peripheralist’ representations, whether emigration is caused by push 
factors of an economic, political, or nationalistic nature, or other factors.37 Migrants from post-
socialist countries are also represented as ‘learning migrants’, engaged in capitalist learning 
processes, both those searching for better economic opportunities and those facing the harsher 
reality of unemployment.38  

According to the World Bank, labour markets in the Western Balkan countries are 
characterized by low employment rates and high unemployment by European standards. 
Emigration, depopulation, and deindustrialization lead to representations of a kind of ‘super-
periphery’ in the Western Balkans,39 while the Baltic states of Latvia and Lithuania are more seen 
as semi-periphery, with Estonia striving towards the status of a Nordic core economy.40 Clearly, 
emigration trends play a role in representations of both cores and peripheries. But emigration, 
together with low birth rates, go hand-in-hand with another peripheralization process, namely 
depopulation, whose effects are generally less thoroughly researched than those attributed more 
directly to migration. The representation that such modes of migration imply is that these countries 
are not doing well economically, experiencing brain drain and youth drain, which further lead to 
depopulation and rapid ageing. 
 
 
Depopulation and ‘brain drain’ 
 
In the Baltic discourses, but not in Estonia, depopulation trumps ‘brain drain’. Both are present in 
Western Balkan discourses, but here there is more emphasis on ‘brain drain’.  
 
Table 1. Population: Western Balkans and Baltics (millions) 
 

Country 2005 2015 

Albania 3.01 2.88 

Bosnia and 
Herzogovina  

3.78 3.54 

Croatia 4.44 4.20 

Kosovo 2.00 1.80 

Montenegro 0.613 0.622 

The Republic of 
Northern Macedonia 

2.04 2.08 

Serbia 7.5 7.10 

Estonia 1.36 1.32 
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Latvia 2.30 1.98 

Lithuania 3.41 2.91 

Sources: European Commission key figures on enlargement countries, 2017; Statistical offices of 
Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania 

 
For comparative reasons, population trends in both regions are presented in Table 1. This 

shows widespread and notable population decline in most of the countries listed. Slight increases of 
population are recorded only in Montenegro and The Republic of Northern Macedonia for the ten 
years 2005-2015. Moreover, much of the emigration took place before these years and thus the most 
recent decade simply continues the declining trend already apparent in the early 1990s. In relative 
terms, there has been an at-least 12-16% population decline in Latvia and Lithuania due to 
emigration since the 1990s. But apart from statistical representation, depopulation is ‘felt’ across 
much of the Baltic region, where emptying towns and villages are observed away from the national 
capitals and other main cities.41 Hence peripheralization has a ‘structure of feeling’, which goes 
above and beyond the picture yielded by scientific portrayals and periodic census data, which can 
be several years out-of-date.  

According to Eurostat data published in 2018, population decline continues rapidly and the 
Baltic and Balkan countries are in leaders in this trend: the steepest decrease was in Lithuania – 
13.8 per 1,000 residents per year, followed by Croatia – 11.8, and Latvia – 8.1. All figures are for 
the year 2017. And yet, Estonia's population increased by 2.7 per 1,000 residents. However, 
Estonia’s specific situation is related to ‘commuter migrants’ between Estonia and nearby Finland, 
who are not always counted into the statistics of emigration. While on average the EU population 
grew by 2.1 per thousand in 2017, decline was observed in many Southern and South-Eastern 
member-states: Bulgaria (-7.3 per 1,000 residents), Romania (-6.2), Greece (-2.7), Hungary (-2.0), 
Portugal (-1.8), and Italy (-1.7).42 

Depopulation is generally linked to weak development, especially in Western Balkan 
discourses, as the latest surveys of graduate migration and intentions to leave show.43 Suggestions 
to boost jobs in order to tackle structural brain drain due lack of opportunities are highly visible in 
Balkan representations of this issue.44 They are less apparent in the Baltics despite broadly similar 
structural conditions. Brain drain has been an ongoing concern for the Balkans for several decades 
now, while the broader emigration trend changed around the 2000s when also more less-skilled and 
older people emigrated.45 

In the Baltics, more focus is on the issue of skills-mismatch and the record emigration; for 
Lithuania, this is related to the over-education of transferable skills of Lithuania’s workforce.46 
‘Brain drain’ as such was less evident in the Baltic scientific discourse on migration, overtaken 
instead by skills-mismatch and the deskilling of Baltic migrants already working abroad.47 During 
the economic crisis in the Baltics, a strongly neoliberal approach was taken, representing emigration 
as a rational choice: to put it simply, if there are reduced chances to get a job at home, then go 
abroad. However, when analysing ‘brain drain’ through educational differences among emigrants 
and those who stayed put, Estonian migration scholars came to the conclusion that there was no 
significant brain drain after the EU enlargement.48 Differences, however, have been found in 
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relation to return migration intentions and integration levels in the host countries; ethnic Russians 
tend to express lower return migration intentions compared to ethnic Estonians.49 Similar trends 
have been found also in Latvia.50 

  
 

Transit migration: the very Western Balkan ‘problem’  
 
For some time the dominant representations within the Balkan field of migration research were 
concerned with wars, nationalism, displacement and geographical mobility rights.51 This creates a 
particular mode of peripheralization: the Western Balkans as periphery outside the ‘club’ of fortress 
Europe, and the construction of regional stability needs in terms of migration.52 Dominated by 
discursive representations of ‘illegal migration’ and conditionality for institutions in the region to 
deal with it,53 transit migration poses a special additional challenge to the above-discussed 
processes of East-West migration, depopulation and ‘brain drain’. While emigration has clearly 
been associated with weak development in the Western Balkan region, discourses of ‘crisis’ in the 
Western Balkans have seen particularly linked to ‘refugee crises’: in the 1980s and 1990s as 
‘exodus’ from the Balkans, and in 2015 as a transit route via the Western Balkans.54  It is estimated 
that over a million migrants and asylum seekers transited the Western Balkan route in 2015 and 
2016.55 The flanking peripheralization effect is that these processes lead towards restrictive 
migration policies and requirements to increase capacities to deal with migration in Western Balkan 
countries which have yet to receive any specific time-frame for potential EU accession.   Moreover, 
this mode of peripheralization – constructed as a strategic geopolitical location for 
migration/refugee routes along with considerable ongoing emigration and weak development – 
gives rise to discourses on the lack of capacity and even willingness of the Western Balkan 
countries to deal with requirements to process asylum applications.56 

Conversely, a major decline in irregular migration implies the effective willingness to 
control migration along with the capacity to fight organized crime related to some irregular 
migration processes, and thus move away from a periphery-as-transit migration discourse.57 
Prevention and control of irregular migration were among the pre-accession objectives in the 
Western Balkans in the late 2000s.58 Migration control is also a factor which leads towards the EU 
(or away from it if unsuccessful); hence prepheralization is constructed as a mode of lack of 
‘Europeanization’ trends.59  
 
 
Return migration 
 
While in the Balkans emigration was possible throughout the 20th century, except Albania, mass 
labour emigration from the Baltics began again only in the 1990s, accelerating sharply after joining 
the EU in 2004. While some ‘guest-workers’ from Balkans did return in the 1970s and 1980s, as 
already mentioned, some of them left again, unwilling or unable to adjust back to socialist rule. But 
return took place also among more recent migrants, including refugees from Bosnia.60 Return in 
later life, post-retirement, also is a trend, if not yet large in numbers in the Balkans. 
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But returns to peripheries or semi-peripheries are more complex than theories which take the 
core-periphery imaginary as a standard of migration dynamics have often imagined. The Balkans, 
again, are a good example. During the severe Greek economic crisis, return migration to Albania 
also occurred, on a larger scale than from Italy or the ‘core’ economies in Europe or elsewhere 
where Albanians had emigrated.61 Greece, along with Italy, host most of the Albanian migrants, 
partly related to geographic proximity, but many Albanian men lost their jobs during the crisis in 
Greece. Many of them returned to Albania to explore work opportunities there.62 Crisis-induced 
returns from Greece to Albania signify the necessity for a more nuanced analysis of how migration 
and return migration flows are embedded within core-periphery dynamics. In this particular case, if 
we class Albania as periphery and Greece as semi-periphery, then migration from the former to the 
latter creates a fragile dependency which is exposed when the semi-peripheral country stumbles into 
a deep crisis.63  

It has been noted that the countries of Eastern Europe seems to be slower than other 
European countries not only in return trends but also in attracting immigration flows.64 
Accordingly, peripheralization, seen from the migration perspective, persists over time in these 
regions. The exception is Estonia, where immigration has overtaken emigration in 2017. Return to 
the Baltics is still rarely discussed in scientific texts on migration. When the issue of return has been 
mentioned in international publications, the focus has been on high aspirations to return and high 
selectivity towards young and entrepreneurial talent in Lithuania65 and Estonia,66 with somewhat 
more cautious discourses on the actual potential to transfer skills back home in Latvia.67  Quality of 
life in the Baltics upon return can indeed be somewhat higher, but mainly for certain groups, usually 
the higher skilled and those working in highly demanded and well-paid professions.68  

The young and highly skilled aspire to return to Serbia too, as Prelec’s research 
demonstrates in this special issue.69 However, they are highly critical towards nationalistic stances 
in their country of origin, which leaves a gap between their high aspirations and the actual decisions 
to remain abroad and engage in home politics through transnational links, such as external voting.   

The transnational migration perspective, where permanent return is not envisaged as the 
primary option, is gradually emerging in both the Balkans70 and the Baltics71.  This approach can 
also be seen in a variety of diaspora initiatives in both regions. There is no lack of initiatives for so-
called global leaders,72 diaspora youth, talent return migration and work opportunities for high 
skilled.73 Civic Innovation Incubators, global diaspora strategies,74 high-level political 
representation – all these are rather similar in all countries but still with rather minimal actual 
results to report. 

The impact of the emigration of skilled people on development in the Western Balkans still 
remains to be explored from varied perspectives, including transnational ties which may include, 
but not necessarily result in return migration.75  Yet there are alarming voices that maintain that 
‘knowledge emigration’ could have more adverse future effects on development than overall 
emigration. On the other hand, talent migration, if there are strong diaspora and return incentives, 
can be even beneficial if ties with the country of origin are maintained.76  
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Conclusions  
 
Firstly, the construction of emigration, represented scientifically as the East-West model for several 
decades, reinforces the representation of peripheries. As such, this process is a social construction 
of peripheralization. This is not to say that there are no ‘real facts’ about emigration – this was not 
the main point of the paper. My argument is that socially constructed representations contribute to 
the ways in which we perceive, comprehend and continue to represent peripheralization.  

Secondly, the representation of depopulation adds even more to the perception of continuous 
peripheralization in these regions, along with a narrowed future development potential due to brain 
drain. The latter, however, is represented in more varied ways in the Balkans and Baltics. Estonia 
stands out as an example where brain drain is actually not perceived as an emigration-induced 
problem. 

These seemingly straightforward findings require a theoretical discussion as well. 
Peripheralization, unlike the simple definition of peripheries as territorial units ranked lower than 
cores, is a process and creation of perception. With respect to regional peripheralization, it is 
obvious how representation matters. Both the Balkans and the Baltics have been historical 
peripheries within empires and in socialist unions during the 20th century, with the partial exception 
of Serbia which, as part of Yugoslavia, could be considered as its centre of power. As contemporary 
peripheries these regions can be relegated vis-à-vis the European Union with the Baltics being 
members since 2004, while most of the Western Balkan countries have not yet received a concrete 
time-table for joining the EU (with exception of Croatia, which joined smoothly with rather little 
public notice in 2013). What is important in terms of peripheralization as a process, is how some 
countries, individually and not as regions, are represented as moving away from a periphery or 
semi-periphery, as with the case of Estonia.  Paasi’s questions of ‘who and what constructs regions, 
through what associations/networks and for what purposes?’77 are central here, using migration as a 
lens through which we can think about peripheralization. 

The response from my findings is that making a threshold turn when net immigration 
replaces net emigration, is a milestone event in the ways through which migration matters in the 
representation of countries. Such predictions that successful fulfilling of the required conditions for 
EU accession would make countries attractive to immigrants are widespread. Yet, this has not been 
the case in the Baltics so far, and even in the case of Estonia it is unclear whether EU accession as 
such makes the country more attractive for immigration. The opposite is clearer: nationalistic 
politics deter both return migration and immigration. Staunch opposition to immigration and 
emphasis on diaspora policies and the return of ‘our people’ – co-ethnics – reveal a mode of 
peripheralization which stems from within countries rather than being externally constructed.   

As states, the Western Balkans and the Baltics reveal considerable diversity, 
individualization, and the deliberate choosing of a regional affinity discursively; again, with Estonia 
as a stand-out example, representing itself the most vocally as a Nordic, rather than a Baltic state.  
But there are also similarities, especially due to the geopolitical positioning of these regions as 
‘margins’ of Europe. For the Western Balkans it is especially strong through the mode of transit 
migration which represents the region as a buffer outside the ‘fortress’ EU and yet with limited 
capacities and ‘willingness’ to deal with asylum procedures. Recent transit migration via the 
Western Balkans represents the case of a specific challenge.  
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I want to conclude with two perspectives which could make a difference in reimagining 
peripheralization processes through migration. Firstly, the representation of modes of migration 
takes us beyond current understandings that the periphery as such can remain a relatively stable 
scientific concept, even if ‘never fully complete and stable’.78 The migration perspective not only 
adds a factor on how peripheralization can be measured and interpreted; moreover, it adds a 
dynamic element and destabilizes the otherwise relatively stable thinking on spatial units. And 
secondly, transnational and relational perspectives necessitate that studies of migration to and from 
relatively small states and territories be placed on equal footing with those of core states and core 
languages. When theories and research emerge from such places, and not only about these places, 
we may reimagine cores and peripheries in a different light.    
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