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Th e issue of mass migration is ex-
tremely topical in Europe at present. 
Although migration has been a problem-
atic question for many years, especially 
in Western Europe, it has reached such 
an intensity since the end of World 
War. Hundreds or even thousands of 
migrants from all over Africa and the 
Middle East set off  on their journey to 
Europe for economic, safety, political or 
climatic reasons every day. Th e situation 
arising in Europe in relation to this phe-
nomenon has polarised the professional 
community as well as the general pub-
lic, creating disagreement amongst the 
countries of the European Union, raising 
countless questions, and bringing about 
fear and uncertainty in relation to every-
thing new and unknown. An informa-
tion vacuum, particularly in the environ-
ment of Central Europe, has come into 

existence, resulting in the establishment 
of a distorted and often negatively toned 
image of migrants as modern occupants 
of Europe, terrorists who have come to 
destroy Western civilization. In order to 
preserve traditional liberal democratic 
values, there is a need, however, to un-
derstand what drives these people to risk 
their own lives, and what they undergo 
when searching for dignifi ed living con-
ditions. 

Th e New Odyssey by Patrick Kingsley, 
a foreign correspondent for Th e Guard-
ian, is focused on monitoring the migra-
tion crisis, providing detailed, compre-
hensive insight into the issue. Th is book, 
partly popularising in style, aims to map 
as faithfully as possible the odyssey every 
individual migrant must undertake to 
achieve their goal. Th e author focuses 
on each phase of the journey. He defi nes 
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the causes of migration with an empha-
sis on the nationality aspect and the 
country of origin and refl ects on their 
specifi c features. Based on these factors, 
he subsequently clarifi es the distorted 
perception of the concept of a migrant/a 
refugee. He describes various aspects of 
the pitfalls of the individual migration 
routes across the continents, specifi cally 
taking into account natural conditions, 
the political structure of the individual 
transit countries, the role of smugglers 
and human traffi  ckers, the behaviour of 
public authorities, the attitudes of the 
EU member states, national and interna-
tional organizations, but also the mental 
and personal circumstances of migrants. 
He guides the reader to the apparent 
end of the journey in the target country, 
where the quest continues with asylum 
proceedings. 

Th e introduction is followed by the 
central part of the book divided into 
ten chapters and a conclusion. All the 
chapters are based on the author’s years 
of fi eld work. Th ey include direct quota-
tions drawn from dozens of interviews 
with migrants, smugglers, politicians, 
scholars and professionals. Th e golden 
thread running through the book is the 
story of Hashem, a Syrian refugee from 
Damascus, who is used repeatedly by the 
author to illustrate all the phases of the 
Mediterranean migration route.

Th e reader initially encounters 
Hashem in the initial chapter devoted 
to Syria in the fi rst years of civil war. It 
describes the expressions of civil resist-
ance and the outburst of demonstrations 
against the Assad Regime following the 

gradually deteriorating safety situation, 
arrests and torture. Th e chapter clarifi es 
why escape from Syria became the only 
possible solution for common people, 
mostly not politically engaged, so as to 
save their own lives. An important fact 
mentioned in this chapter is that in the 
years 2011–2013, when this chapter was 
written, the majority of Syrians still be-
lieved that they could fi nd refuge in the 
neighbouring countries: Lebanon, Jor-
dan or Egypt. Migration to Europe only 
became the goal for many of them after 
restrictive policies were introduced in 
Egypt and the neighbouring countries. 

While the fi rst chapter is devoted to 
the causes of migration of refugees escap-
ing war and religious extremism (p. 37), 
the second chapter focuses on migration 
of people from Africa, who are often 
labelled by Western media as so-called 
“economic migrants.” Th e author traces 
in detail their journey beginning on the 
eastern or western coast of the African 
continent. In comparison with refugees 
from the Middle East, most Africans 
have a clear target for their quest estab-
lished already at the beginning of the 
journey: the EU countries. Th e author 
emphasizes, however, that their journey 
does not begin in Libya on the coast 
of the Mediterranean. He describes the 
journey from the state of origin across 
the entire African continent. When us-
ing the western route, they fi rst have to 
fi nd their way to Agadez, the last city of 
the West African Union and the starting 
point for crossing the Sahara Desert. 
A similar journey awaits migrants travel-
ling from eastern countries across Sudan 
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to Khartoum in the North. Both routes 
thus require crossing the Sahara under 
inhumane conditions. As quoted by the 
author: “Th ink of Libya as having two 
seas” (p. 38). Among other things in this 
chapter, of particular value is the infor-
mation on the prices of the individual 
parts of the journey, as well as interviews 
with the corrupt police and army, and 
an introduction to the political games of 
transit countries. In my opinion, how-
ever, the main idea is the statement that 
it is impossible to label people, willing to 
sacrifi ce their lives on a quest for a digni-
fi ed life, as only economic migrants in 
search of a generous social system. Not-
withstanding the fact that, in accordance 
with the 1951 Geneva Convention these 
people are frequently not entitled to any 
international protection, they face hu-
man tragedy, oppression and death in 
their home countries. 

Th e third chapter is focused on hu-
man traffi  cking and smuggling networks 
on the North African coast, an insepa-
rable part of the migration crisis. Libya 
has always been infamous for human 
traffi  cking. Th e author explains the vari-
ous increases in smuggling on the Libyan 
coast, from the historical perspective up 
to the present day. He describes the Ital-
ian government’s eff orts for a construc-
tive migration agreement with Gaddafi , 
as well as the increase in migration prior 
to the dictator’s overthrow. Th e author 
continues with a discussion of how the 
smuggling was easier during the time 
of civil war, the infl uence of an ISIS’ 
off shoot, the breakdown of the central 
government, and the fi nancing of mi-

litia through the infl ow of money from 
human traffi  cking. He highlights the 
fact that smuggling is advantageous for 
all groups of Libyan inhabitants, from 
smugglers and the armed forces to the 
political representatives of the country. 
A similar situation is occurring in neigh-
bouring Egypt. Th e chapter is presented 
in a comprehensible manner even for a 
reader without a wider knowledge of the 
politics in these two countries. 

Th e fourth and the fi fth chapter deal 
with the crossing of the Mediterranean 
Sea. In these chapters, the reader is pro-
vided with information about the prob-
lems migrants encounter before board-
ing the boats, the undignifi ed conditions 
in confi ned fi shing boats, the fear that 
the signal might be traced prematurely 
by the wrong member state, the fear of 
drowning, and the hierarchy amongst 
passengers on-board. Th e author draws 
attention to the inner mental state of the 
migrants themselves and also describes 
the activities of organizations providing 
rescue of these people. He aptly describes 
the ineffi  ciency and the fragmented 
behaviour of the EU, as well as the des-
perate defi ciency in human and material 
resources on the part of the rescuers.

Th e sixth chapter is devoted exclu-
sively to Hashem, the Syrian, and his 
journey across Europe. It focuses in 
particular on his eff orts to get from Ger-
many to France and explains especially 
the technical problems on this part of 
the journey.

In the seventh chapter, the focus of 
the book shifts from the environment 
of the Mediterranean migration route to 
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the Balkan migration route in the East. 
Th e author provides the reader with the 
opportunity to compare the individual 
routes. Th e Balkan route is used mostly 
by refugees from Syria, Afghanistan 
and Iraq. Th e initial part of the chapter 
describes the two-edged role of Turkey 
as the last country on the way across 
the Aegean Sea into Europe, the para-
doxical behaviour of the inhabitants of 
Izmir and their fl ourishing “migration 
business,” the ambivalence in behaviour 
of the local governments of the Greek 
islands and their inhabitants, the role 
of modern media as “tour guides of the 
refugee era” (p. 185), the crossing to 
Gevgelija in Macedonia, and the con-
tinuation of the journey mostly towards 
Serbia, which they cross and join other 
refugees in inhospitable Hungary, an EU 
member state.1 Many refugees undertake 
the journey across the Hungarian border 
several times due to arrests and deporta-
tions conducted by the local police.

Th e eight chapter provides the read-
ers with several pages dealing again with 
Hashem and his journey from Germany 
to Sweden.

Th e ninth chapter returns to the 
Balkan migration route several months 
later, in autumn 2015, when the posi-
tions of the individual states changed 
as a consequence of the geometrically 
increasing number of migrants. It de-
scribes the shift on the part of Balkan 

countries towards a pragmatic attitude, 
a redirection of the route from Hungary 
to Croatia, the enormous boom in me-
dia interest and the German open-door 
policy. It also illustrates the statement 
that “people will keep coming, whether we 
like it or not.” (p. 276)

Th e narrative thread ends in the last 
chapter with the story of Hashem, who 
has been living in Sweden for half a year. 
It deals with what comes next when 
a person reaches the target country. Th e 
chapter describes Hashem’s life in a  re-
ception camp for asylum seekers, the 
personal frustration from the long strug-
gle with the Swedish authorities and, in 
his case, the happy ending symbolized 
by a permanent residence permit. 

I am personally of the opinion that 
there is little to criticise when it comes to 
Th e New Odyssey, it being an extremely 
well written popularisation book. Cer-
tain passages involving the author’s un-
necessary personal memories unrelated 
to the topic could be seen as weak points: 
for instance, a description of what des-
sert the author ordered when meeting 
a smuggler from Izmir (p. 192) or the 
topic of his Bachelor’s thesis (p. 231). 

A more serious issue is the confusion 
of the Council of Europe with the Euro-
pean Council (p. 84, the same mistake 
occurs in the index). In this context, the 
author mentions a statement by the chair 
of the Council of Europe2 Donald Tusk, 

1  Th e book was written when there was no fence on the Serbian-Hungarian border.
2 Th e Council of Europe is a body independent from the EU and even contains countries 

that are not EU members.
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when in fact he is the chair of the Euro-
pean Council. It is unclear whether the 
mistake should be attributed to the au-
thor, or to the translator from the Eng-
lish original.

I would like to emphasize, however, 
the strong points of this publication in-
cluding the author’s extensive knowledge 
of the issue based concretely on his long-
term fi eld research and his “hands-on 
experience.” Having encountered person-
ally most of the phases of both migration 
routes, the author manages to describe 
with deep humanity the life stories of 
modern migrants and raise moral ques-
tions which the world has to deal with 
at present. He does not, however, merely 
perceive the facts unilaterally, but is able 
to critically refl ect on the safety and cul-
tural risks related to migration.

Kingsley successfully combines a va-
riety of techniques used in qualitative 
research. He is also aware of the limita-
tions of these methods, such as subjective 

perception and withholding information 
on the part of smugglers and members of 
the armed forces.

I greatly appreciate, with regards 
to clarity, the numerous maps in the 
book illustrating the most important 
geographical points (for instance p. 36 – 
African migration routes; p. 64 – Libyan 
ports from which migrants sail across the 
Mediterranean Sea; p. 201 – a detailed 
map of the Greek-Macedonian border). 

Th e fi nal part of the book contains an 
index of primary resources used in the 
book.

Th e multidisciplinary Th e New Odys-
sey is undoubtedly a publication benefi -
cial to professionals in the fi eld as well as 
to the interested public. Although it is 
not a scholarly publication in the strict 
sense of the word, it off ers the reader the 
advantages of a case study, as it “captures 
the complexity of the case and describes 
relationships in their entirety.” (Hendl 
2008: 102)3.

3 Hendl, Jan (2008): Kvalitativní výzkum: Základní teorie, metody a aplikace [Qualitative 
Research: Basic Th eories, Methods and Applications]. Praha: Portál


