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Summary

Migration from the new European Union (EU) Member States to the United
Kingdom (UK) has been identified as one of the most significant social phenomena
of recent times and has been studied extensively, particularly since 2004. Although
gendered studies of migration are now gaining recognition, there is limited litera-
ture in relation to Polish women. There is now much evidence to support the view
that migrant women constitute a large proportion of international migrants; within
the European context, migrant women already outnumber their male counterparts.

Drawing on a review of secondary literature and preliminary findings from new
qualitative research undertaken in Poland and the UK, this paper explores how Pol-
ish migrant women negotiate their lives in regard to work and welfare responsibili-
ties when exercising their rights as EU citizens. It is argued that migrant women
should be seen as active decision makers and that migration may be considered as
an opportunity to bring about change in relation to gender roles. It is concluded that
migration presents an opportunity to re-evaluate gender norms.
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Introduction

It can be argued that in the last two decades, immigrant communities and as
a result, the characteristics of diversity in Britain have changed considerably (Ver-
tovec, 2007). Since the 1990s, there has been a rise in net immigration recorded with
a greater variety of countries of origin. As a consequence, new immigration laws
have been designed (e.g. the Asylum and Immigration Acts of 1993, 1996, 1999; the
Borders, Citizenship and Immigration Act 2009). There has been a rapid increase
of different immigration statuses and migration channels. For labour migrants, the
UK remained an attractive destination for most of this time due to the relatively
low unemployment rate, labour shortages and generally high economic performance
(Ryan, et al., 2009). There has been increasing multilingualism, religious diversity and
a vast variety of different categories of immigrants (i.e. migrant workers, international
students, family joiners, asylum seekers, etc.), where the type of migratory movement
determines their legal status and what comes with it, their eligibility to make use of
public services and resources which then has an impact on their likelihood to stay
or re-emigrate. Noteworthy is the fact that “over the past thirty years, more females
than males migrated to the UK” (Vertovec, 2007, p. 1040).

The classic theories of migration may have become redundant in light of contem-
porary international migratory movements (Morokvasic, 2004). It could be asserted
that there is no single consistent theory of international migration but rather a group
of theories developed independently from each other (Massey, ef al., 1993) and their
usefulness is contingent on what is being studied. Arguably, classic migration theo-
ries do not adequately account for the experiences of women. Gendered theories of
migration build on these earlier theories adding a new dimension to understanding
migration (Ryan & Webster, 2008). The majority of classic migration theories rec-
ognise and focus on economic imperatives as the predominant reasons for migra-
tory decisions. It could, however, be that in the ‘age of migration’ (Castles & Miller,
2009) people decide to migrate out of curiosity or simply because they can (Kindler &
Napierata, 2010). When considering migration theories, it is important to distinguish
economically motivated and forced migratory movements (Castles & Miller, 2009).
The former is the focus of this research project and refers to those who decide to
migrate to improve their economic situation. It is noteworthy that the classic migra-
tion theories do not account for actors’ ‘agency’, they focus very much on the rational
decision making thus do not illuminate people’s lived experiences of migration which
is an important part of this research.

This paper presents a review of literature relevant to Polish migration to the UK
and gender. The following section outlines A8 and particularly recent Polish migration
to the UK. Then the concept of gendered migration is explained. A section on method-
ology provides an explanation of the chosen philosophical framework, methods of data
collection and sample composition. After that the idea of migration as an opportunity
is introduced. The paper is concluded with some emerging themes from early analysis.
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Polish migration to the UK

Accession 8' (A8) migration to the UK has been studied extensively, particularly
since 2004 and the European Union expansion (Slany, 2008; Grabowska-Lusifiska &
Okdlski, 2008; Drinkwater, Eade & Garapich, 2006). In fact, migration from these
new EU member states to the UK has been named one of the most significant social
phenomena of recent times (Pollard, Latorre & Sriskandarajah, 2008). There have
been a number of studies focusing on migrant workers from the new A8 countries
(Cook, Dwyer & Waite, 2011; Scullion & Morris, 2010). In recent years, there has also
been much press coverage on A8 immigration to the UK, particularly from Poland
(Bakalar, 2013; Pidd, 2011; Ramesh, 2010).

However, gender and gender roles, in particular in relation to A8 migration and
CEE welfare states, remain an under-researched area (Pascall & Kwak, 2005). For
the purpose of this paper, gender is seen as something subjected to the expectations
from the surrounding social structure (e.g. culture, tradition, religion, society) in
respect of behaviour, certain qualities or lack thereof that are associated with that
particular gender (Cooke, 2011, p. 26).

“Gender denotes an unequal and largely hierarchical division between women and men,
which is embedded in social practices and institutions. (...) Gender is embodied and lived
through everyday interactions and, although it is characterised by the endurance of ine-
qualities such as patriarchy, it is also subject to change and is a fluid concept, which can
be negotiated and transformed as well as reinstated” (Woodward, 2011, p. 4).

Post 2004 EU enlargement, the UK proved to be the most popular destination
country for Polish migrants (CBOS, 2006). The post-accession migration was “the
largest ever wave of immigration to the UK” (Drinkwater, Eade & Garapich, 20006,
p. 2). It was estimated that between one and two million Polish nationals left Poland
for the West (Isanki & Luczys, 2011). The majority of post-accession migrants to
the UK were Polish nationals (Trevena, 2009); hence the Polish community is the
most rapidly growing migrant community in contemporary Britain (Isafiski & Luc-
zys, 2011). That is not to say that Polish migration to the UK is a new phenomenon.
In fact, previous waves of Polish migration to the UK can be traced back to the
16™ century (cf. Trevena, 2009). However, it was not until the EU enlargement in
2004 that the idealised stereotype of a Polish migrant worker was coined. It points
to a hard-working, educated, compliant worker, who makes few demands on wel-
fare services in the UK (Drummond & Judd, 2011). Among those who registered?,

! The term Accession 8 (A8) countries refers to the eight former Eastern Bloc states in
Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) that joined the European Union on the 1% May 2004.

2 Post 2004 all A8 migrants to the UK were obliged to register under the government
Worker Registration Scheme (WRS), this was part of the transitional arrangements and ended
on the 1st May 2011.
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there was a slight gender imbalance (Drinkwater, Eade & Garapich, 2006), but it is
presumed that women were under-represented due to moving as partners and pos-
sibly not taking up work immediately after arrival (Ryan, et al, 2009). In regard to
women, it has been noted that migration may be a way to escape from the Polish
patriarchal society (Kindler & Napierata, 2010). The analysis of discussions on inter-
net forums confirmed the fact that Polish women see their emigration to the UK as
an opportunity to ‘leave behind’ traditional gender roles (Siara, 2009). Despite this,
the majority of Polish research does not take into account gender as an important
factor determining migratory decisions (Kindler & Napierata, 2010).

Gendered migration

Arguably, migration is gendered (Caritas, 2011; Ryan & Webster, 2008; Kof-
man, 2004; Pessar & Mabhler, 2003). Although women play a crucial role in con-
temporary migrations, previously they have been “sociologically invisible, although
numerically and socially present” (Morokvasic, 1983, p. 13). The presence of women
has been finally acknowledged when they entered waged labour market (ibid.). For
many migrant women the change from unpaid work in the home to paid work in the
labour market came about through migration (Phizacklea, 1983). The assumptions of
a male breadwinner family model and traditional gender roles have dominated classic
migration theories (Ackers, 1998). Until the 1970s, most research and publications
on international migration focused on male migrants only (Zlotnik, 2003). Female
migrants began to appear in the literature from mid 1970s, whereas previously they
were portrayed as “followers, dependants, unproductive persons, isolated, illiter-
ate and ignorant” (Morokvasic, 1983, p. 16). More recent studies consider women
to be active decision makers (Kindler & Napierata, 2010). It can be asserted that
paid work in the developed world offered to migrant women from less developed
countries is one way for them to escape the oppressive patriarchal traditions in their
homeland (Morokvasic, 1983). However, the labour migration literature fails to rec-
ognise whether the dominant economic model of migration — male breadwinning and
profit-maximising — evident in academic literature, is founded on empirical evidence
or is simply a convenient ideological construct. Hence, additional studies on migrant
women and their strategies of negotiating gender norms in respect of paid employ-
ment and unpaid informal familial care work are needed.

It can be asserted that migrant women who are EU nationals migrating between
different EU countries are an “under-researched group in their own right” (Ackers,
1998, p. 1). “It is not the absence of women, however, but their invisibility in the
research that is at issue here ...” (ibid., p. 139). Recent studies agree that female
migration was previously dictated by purely economic reasons; now however, women
migrate out of curiosity and interest in other cultures and foreign languages, for
instance (Kindler & Napierala, 2010). Furthermore, Anthias and Yuval-Davis (1992)
argue that the existing literature considers migrant women to be incorporated in an
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ill-defined category of women, despite the fact that their migratory experiences are
very much affected by their individual circumstances (i.e. the intersection® between
their ethnicity, nationality, religion, culture, tradition, etc.).

According to some previous studies, migrant women, in contrast to men, are often
over-represented in the low-paid and low-skilled occupations (Castles & Miller, 2009).
However, more recent studies on A8 migration question this view (cf. Grabowska-
Lusinska, 2012; Kindler & Napierata, 2010) and certain evidence suggests that Polish
women who have migrated to the UK post 2004 have higher levels of educational
qualifications than their male counterparts (Grabowska-Lusifiska & Okdlski, 2008;
CBOS, 2006). Moreover, Castles and Miller (2009) suggest that we can now observe
a ‘feminisation of migration’. Others reject this view as misleading, as it suggests
a sudden large overall increase in the number of female migrants, whereas there have
long been a significant proportion of women among migrants (UN-INSTRAW, 2007).
Zlotnik (2003) however, notes the increase is nonetheless substantial: in the 1960s
women constituted 47 per cent of all international migrants; by 1990 that number
had increased to 48 per cent and in 2000 to almost 49 per cent. Nevertheless, when
taking Europe into account, in 1990 female migrants constituted almost 52 per cent
of all migrants and by 2000 the figure had reached 52.4 per cent (ibid.).

Despite this, women are seen as the carriers of tradition rather than change
(Yuval-Davis, 1997). Engle (2004) indicates that the contrast between women’s migra-
tions in the 19% and 21* centuries lies in the reasoning of their travels. She writes,
“in fact, gender (i.e. perceived roles, responsibilities and obligations — or the lack
thereof) may be the single most important factor influencing the decision to migrate”
(ibid., p. 6) and that:

“Women have always migrated; but, whereas in the past their movement was often more
directly related to family reunification or depended on a male migrant, today they are
moving as primary migrants in their own right” (ibid, p. 17).

Methods

An abductive research strategy was employed. This strategy was chosen as the
researcher is interested in social actors’ meanings and interpretations of reality. This
strategy allows movement from the social actors’ interpretations (i.e. Polish migrant
women’s) to more scientific understandings of the social world (i.e. academic theo-
rists). It was chosen over the inductive and deductive strategies as it requires the
researcher to step into the research participants’ world and “discover their con-
structions of reality” (Blaikie, 2007, p. 10). This research strategy is particularly well
suited to the chosen philosophical framework (i.e. idealist ontology, epistemology
of constructionism).

3 A discussion of the concept of intersectionality is outside the scope of this article.
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This qualitative study explores gendered experiences of Polish migrant women in
relation to work (paid/unpaid) and welfare (formal/informal). This approach is suit-
able for examining gender roles and migrant women and particularly relevant because
migration has, for a long time, been androcentric, with women essentially being invis-
ible (Morokvasic, 2004; Phizacklea, 1983; Oakley, 1981). Feminist researchers argued
that their research has to be based on women’s experiences and that “the cultural
background of the researcher is part of the evidence” (Blaikie, 2007, p. 166). This is
important in light of the fact that the researcher is also a Polish migrant woman who,
in 2008, decided to make the UK her home. Feminist scholars recognise that women
cannot be treated as research objects and that subjectivity is not necessarily unscien-
tific or unwanted (Stanley & Wise, 1990). The project was underpinned by the view
that knowledge in social sciences has a male bias and balance is needed (Finch, 1991).

Qualitative in-depth semi-structured interviews were the chosen research tools.
Each interview, on average, lasted 45 minutes. Firstly, interviews in the North West
of England were conducted. This part of England was chosen as the area with the
second highest population density in England (ONS, 2011). What is more, this area
was chosen due to the established links with the migrant community. This was fol-
lowed by interviews in Poland. The empirical research focused on the migratory
movements of women moving between Poland and the UK and the way in which
these movements may shape their perception of gender roles.

Strategic purposive sampling was adopted (Mason, 2002). Snowballing was also
used to identify suitable individuals who fit the selection criteria to be included in the
sample (Ritchie, Lewis & Elam, 2003). Snowball sampling proved to be particularly
useful for accessing Poland based participants. The sample consists of two groups of
Polish migrant women: migrants who at the time of the interview were based in the
UK (16 interviews); and returnees* who were based in Poland as they migrated to the
UK post 2004 but have subsequently relocated back to Poland (16 interviews). The
sample consists of a wide range of individuals who are between 20 and 57 years of age
(with the majority between 26 and 33 years old); and have been (in case of migrants)
or were (returnees) in the UK for a period of between six months and nine years.
Exactly half of the interviewees whose views are presented in this article have second-
ary education, the other half higher education; half of them come from small towns
or villages, the other half from cities. The majority of the migrants have been in the
UK for more than 4 years. All of the return migrants lived in the UK for more than
3 years. The data is anonymised, all names are pseudonyms chosen by the respondents.

Women’s perceptions of gender roles in Poland

Many interviewees perceive the division of responsibilities to be relatively tradi-
tional in Poland (cf. Kindler & Napierata, 2010). It seems as though the respondents

4 In this paper return migrants are not dealt with separately.
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think that household tasks are almost entirely taken care of by women. However,
a number of the women interviewed pointed out that this is currently undergoing
change. Wiktoria for instance, described her very traditional arrangements back in
Poland but explained that in her opinion, it has been undergoing change in the light
of women’s greater engagement in paid work which has often been facilitated through
migration. Wiktoria’s views reflect the pressure put on women to ‘have it all’.

I’d come home from work and I’d have to look after the house [laughs] and the child and
everything, mostly it is like that, so really they [men] do very few of those jobs, very few
I think because they think that they work [in the paid labour market] so they only have to
sit around, come home and lie down and don’t give a crap about anything, that’s the truth.
That’s true, but women have to do it all. (Wiktoria, UK based, 48)

Barbara was positively surprised with what she experienced in the UK. Having
had rather negative experiences in Poland and having moved to the UK to join her
husband after selling all they had in order to afford the flight fares, she was aston-
ished by the way she has been treated in the UK. She emphasised the importance of
what people observe at home and explained that the movement to the UK impacted
positively on her life.

Finally after all these years I'm starting to open my eyes and I say, “Why did I go through
all that? Why so many tears? Why does my back hurt? Why did I have a stroke? So what
if he [the husband] had a job?” Sorry but he’s also got 2 hands, 2 feet and a head (...) but
there’s also a lot of influence on our behaviour from stereotypes we pick up at home, things
our mothers or grandmothers or great-grandmothers taught us and then we go backwards,
there are stereotypes passed down from generation to generation. (Barbara, UK based, 37)

Kornelia explained that she always questioned the traditional domestic arrange-
ments in Poland. She was not in favour of this clear delegation of different tasks
between men and women with women doing the lion’s share of housework. When
Kornelia contrasted Poland with the UK, it was clear that she preferred the British
arrangements.

I never understood when I was young, why the roles are so separate and that my dad could
put his feet up, sit there and watch telly and my mum would basically work all night and
do everything at home, I never understood it when the whole family would come round
and my granddad and my dad would sit there and drink vodka and my mum and grandma
basically, from morning ‘til night, would take care of the cleaning, the cooking, getting
lots of things ready for Christmas when they [the men] only had to light the fire, I didn’t
understand it, I rebelled against it. (Kornelia, UK based, 37)

Anna also described Poland as a particularly conservative country, where religion
and what comes with it — the church and the family have a major influence on people’s
lives (Temple & Judd, 2011). In her opinion, because those two institutions: the church
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and the family are highly valued, the majority of people follow the traditional divi-
sion of responsibilities. Anna also pointed to the pressure to start a family at young
age which can disadvantage women in their career attainment (Irek, 2011).

Religion still has a lot of influence [in Poland], honestly the church has a hell of a lot to
say in the country and makes a hell of a lot out of it. Also family is really important there,
it seems to me that in the UK family relationships are such that kids grow up, they go
and do what they want and if their folks want to visit them they have to call first to see if
they’re even home and in Poland it’s different, there are a lot of very tight relationships
between the close and wider family, girls still get married very young, right after univer-
sity or even when they’re still at uni, it’s sick, and mum chooses their wedding dress and
mum is more involved in their lives than their husbands, it seems to me that we’re really
conservative. (Anna, Poland based, 31)

Many respondents show evidence of being socialised into being ‘the guards’ of
cleanliness, food and the children. Lena for example, was taught traditional gender
roles at home but now shares responsibilities with her Polish partner and notices lit-
tle things she does that remind her of her mother (e.g. being unable to relax when
the flat is untidy). Perhaps this confirms the fact that, throughout their lives, women
actively engage with the roles they have been assigned. Another interviewee, Ola
noticed that women are encouraged to go on maternity leave very early in Poland.
This may affect them negatively when competing with men in the paid labour mar-
ket. She observed positive differences in the UK in this respect.

In Poland it’s normal to leave work as soon as you’re pregnant, that’s how it was for me,
the doctor wanted me to leave right away basically (...) I know that in the UK it isn’t like
that, I know women who worked almost until the end, two weeks before labour they went
on maternity leave... and [in Poland] as soon as they’re pregnant they leave (...) I think
that in that sense women in England are less discriminated against than in Poland, that’s
what it seems to me. (Ola, Poland based, 29)

Women’s perceptions of gender roles in the UK

A number of respondents pointed to the positive differences between Poland
and the UK in respect of gender roles. Kinga, quoted below, was taught traditional
roles at home; however, she talked with jealousy about some British women’s lives.
Kinga clearly sees domestic work (i.e. washing, cleaning, and cooking) as tradition-
ally women’s responsibilities in Poland. It is evident that Kinga (as other research
revealed cf. White, 2011) perceives the UK to be more equal in respect of the divi-
sion of gendered roles in regard to paid work and unpaid care between partners in
a relationship.
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I think it’s good that women can drive buses here in England, they are not discriminated
as much, it’s not like in Poland that a woman won’t be able to handle things, like a woman
behind the wheel, is terrible right? And here [UK] women drive those buses and it’s no
surprise you know. (...) I really think a lot of Brits, which is strange for me, here, I see a lot
of young guys with prams, pushing those prams around so that women can have a break
at home, the guy takes the kid out for a walk and that’s a real shock for me, ‘cos I've got
a Polish husband myself and I don’t remember him ever taking our kid in the pram and
just going to the park for example, the majority of roles, in terms of Polish culture, are
done by me, even when I had a job I'd go to work [paid work] then I’d come home and
do the housework and then there’s the kids, and my husband ... everything is really down
to me and here relationships seem to be more equal. (Kinga, UK based, 25)

It appears that some respondents think that British men are more helpful and
supportive when compared to Polish men whereas British women are viewed as less
hardworking when compared to Polish women. As a result this may help to facilitate
a more equal division of responsibilities. Making comparisons can sensitise women
and make them realise that what they were taught is not necessarily the only or the
best way forward.

I see here in England that it’s different, there aren’t those roles, ‘cos I've spoken to Eng-
lish people [men] at work, I asked them about different things, one’s got a girlfriend, the
other’s married and I’d ask: “so what do you do at home?” “Well, when I come home
from work I cook dinner”, and I’d always blink and say: “you cook dinner?” “Every day?”
“Yeah, every day because I get home earlier (...) so I cook everyday ‘cos dinner’s got to
be made right?”, the same with a lot of different chores, like cleaning or whatever ... that
they made cakes and cooked, and they weren’t at all embarrassed, they didn’t say that
they thought it was unmanly or whatever ... err those are I guess big differences between
British men and Polish men. (Kornelia, UK based, 37)

Although many of the migrant women interviewed recognise that gender divisions
operate in the UK too, gender roles are perceived as less rigid in the UK compared
to Poland (cf. White, 2011). As the interviewees explained, in the UK they cannot be
distinguished as easily and domestic tasks are not as clearly divided between partners
as they are in Poland. In Poland it is expected of women that they do the care and
domestic work, whereas in the UK it seems that it all depends on partners achieving
a balance and agreement in respect of their shared responsibilities.

There is patriarchy here [UK] but women are more cunning, which doesn’t mean it doesn’t
affect their femininity in some way, they are aggressive [women in the UK], I hate this
aggression in women here but it’s [gender roles] here all more blurred than in Poland for
sure. (Oliwia, UK based, 37)

Respondents are rather clear about the differences they observed between Poland
and the UK. Ariela noticed more equality in the UK when compared to Poland. She
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talked about less pressure on women who are expected to take care ‘of everything’
in Poland. A number of respondents claimed that British women are more relaxed,
they do not take on too many tasks, do less at home. Women in the UK are seen to
have either careers or tidy houses; at least this is how many interviewees see British
women’s lives.

I think that this migration has had a big impact because people have gone back and look
at things differently, just the fact that they travel... there’s definitely a difference between
English and Polish women because a woman in England doesn’t have the same pressure
on her to take care of everything, to sort everything out, she ether has a career or she
takes care of the house but in Poland there is the tradition that a woman looks after the
house that she washes and cleans, and on top of that she works. (Ariela, Poland based, 26)

Migration as opportunity

Having recently completed fieldwork (Oct 2012 — Feb 2013) and conducted 32
in-depth interviews with Polish migrant women, the researcher would like to share
some preliminary findings in regard to the impact of the migratory process on gen-
dered lives of migrant women. This and the following section reflect initial results
that emerge from the data in respect of the impact of the migratory process. Argu-
ably, the process (or processes, cf. Ackers & Gill, 2008) of migration gives women the
opportunity to question and potentially re-define their gender roles (Ryan et al., 2009).
Migration can be viewed as an opportunity to re-evaluate women’s gendered respon-
sibilities in respect of work and welfare. Through migration, women are exposed to
different social settings with often different gendered responsibilities (Datta, 2009).
They can then compare and contrast how gender roles have played out in the UK in
comparison to Poland. This could provide an opportunity to question their current
arrangements and perhaps over time change expectations in respect of the gendered
division of labour. Within the sample it is evident that migration has made women
realise that gender roles are less rigid in the UK which can have a positive impact.
In the UK, gendered responsibilities do not seem to be as cemented in place as they
are in Poland (White, 2011). Therefore, through migration to the UK, Polish migrant
women often start to re-evaluate their gender roles.

What women were taught in their home country matters greatly; as they observed
their mothers and grandmothers then they often duplicate the same roles. Some
respondents admit that migrating has taught them a lot. Being able to observe how
others arrange their lives makes women think of theirs. Knowing that ‘things could be
done differently’ often makes women consider changing their current arrangements.
Kornelia for instance, seems to recognise major differences in gender roles between
the two countries. She appears to realise the value of being exposed to another cul-
ture. It is seen almost as an eye-opening experience and a learning opportunity.
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I came across my friends’ opinions in Poland, friends of course who have never been
abroad either travelling or working and have never come across other cultures, and opin-
ions like if you don’t cook a fresh pork chop on that day then you’re not a real woman.
(Kornelia, UK based, 37)

Certain respondents admit to manipulating the roles they are expected to take
on. Ksenia, for instance, argues with her British partner who expects her to share
responsibilities equally. Ksenia does not seem to be interested in sharing all of the
tasks. However, she admits that she would like to take care of the children herself
when they come. The women in this study seem to be socialised into mostly traditional
attitudes towards their responsibilities but they appear to actively engage with what
they are offered. This means they can choose from both Polish and British traditions
and lifestyles as they deem appropriate.

In my relationship sometimes there are exactly those discussions about roles, my partner
is very very very for equal rights (...) I think that’s the influence of his family because it’s
a completely different type of family in which he grew up, the mother was the father, she
made the money, the roles were reversed (...) because women here [UK] have had pro-
fessional success for a long time now; that’s the British image which goes a little against
mine, but I think it’s a little egotistical on my part because I know that I try to manipulate
the roles and when something is not convenient for me then I try to explain that women
shouldn’t assemble furniture for example. (Ksenia, UK based, 32)

Arguably, and as reported by other scholars (cf. Isaiski & Luczys, 2011), migra-
tion opens up a different way of seeing the world. Migration gives a certain amount
of freedom in respect of gender roles as the available options become greater. Anna
for instance, recognises changes which are in her opinion, the consequence of peo-
ple’s migrations that make them become more open to other cultures and lifestyles.

Because people have started travelling, there are more opportunities, that’s what it’s about
(-..) Jesus, back then [2004] Poles started to fly in planes to wherever, yeah ... it’s great and
that’s why I think that we started to basically open up abroad, to go places, to travel, to
see that it can be different and then you bring it back here [to Poland] basically it seems
to me. (Anna, Poland based, 31)

Some migrant women explained that even though they consider themselves to be
the weaker sex and are in favour of a more traditional division of responsibilities,
they had to adopt some changes as a consequence of the kind of paid work they do
in the UK. This suggests that women’s gendered responsibilities can also be trans-
ferred with them to the UK but often need to undergo re-evaluation adequate to
the new situation (cf. White, 2011).

He [boyfriend] sometimes argues with me because I'm a woman so I should clean more
but it’s that we came here to work, we both work in the same place [factory], do the same
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work [on a production line] (...) But we more or less share the work at home, if anything
he does more than me, it’s like that here, in England, in Poland it was different, he did
manly things like renovating something and I did the cooking and cleaning but now because
we work in the same company, he has to support me more and do more at home, besides
when I carry sacks of potatoes and he packs cheese which happens a lot, then it’s not fair
and he has to help me at home, right? (Ewa. UK based, 25)

Migration proves to be an opportunity to implement changes in the light of adjust-
ments post migratory experience or simply as a result of what women observe and
prefer. It demonstrates a chance to experience new social and cultural setting and
gain an understanding of the new location and its mechanisms. This, in effect, can
have a positive impact on women’s gender ideology and consequently in the long
run, can foster gender equality.

Discussion

The Migratory process, which may include one (or more) international move-
ment, settlement (for shorter or longer periods of time) and everyday life in the host
country, may have a variety of effects on women’s gendered lives. Within the sam-
ple which consists of two groups of migrant women based in two different countries,
Poland and the UK, it is clear that women’s gendered perceptions in relation to work
and welfare are often subject to re-consideration. Migration presents an opportunity
to do that, it gives women the occasion to examine their existing situation (White,
2011). In light of what women experience and observe in the receiving country, they
may be empowered to change their views and challenge their current arrangements.
It can be asserted that migration opens up a different way of perceiving the world,
since: “the flows of people bring an exchange of ideas and influences in both direc-
tions” (Temple & Judd, 2011, p. 16). This research confirmed some earlier studies’
findings (cf. Datta, 2009) which noted evidence of change as the consequence of
encountering new people and social and cultural settings.

The majority of the women interviewed seem to favour a partnership over a more
traditional division of responsibilities but their understanding of a partnership seems
to be somewhat distorted by what they were taught in their home country. The
majority of respondents come from quite traditional families (which, some may
argue, is the norm, CBOS, 2009; Pascall & Lewis, 2004) where the man acts as the
main breadwinner and the woman the caregiver and it seems as though a partner-
ship for them means any relationship that is different from this norm. In this view,
a partnership does not suggest sharing work equally but having some (more or less)
assistance with domestic and care work at home. It appears that as women observed
different norms, different lifestyles that the members of the host population have,
they are now more likely to question their present arrangements (cf. White, 2011).
They appear to become somewhat empowered to challenge the status quo (Kin-
dler & Napierata, 2010). Moreover, through the process of being interviewed and
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questioned about the division of domestic responsibilities, women were encouraged
to think about this particular issue. As a result, they may reconsider their current
situation and their expectations may change.

The preliminary findings demonstrate that the migratory process, which, in this
case, included migratory moves between Poland and the UK, being exposed to a mul-
ticultural setting whereby an individual resides and often works thus comes in contact
with new social norms in a Western setting, often carries the potential to alter people’s
current life arrangements. In the light of what migrants observe in the host country,
they often actively redefine or renegotiate their gendered responsibilities (cf. Ryan,
et al., 2009). Other people’s (e.g. the host population) arrangements often become
a point of reference against which migrant women’s experiences are measured. Being
exposed to the above enables them to question their existing life patterns, which then
may undergo change if they seem to be more advantageous to those in question.

It can be asserted that migration is “an ageless human strategy to improve life”
(Borkert, et al., 2006, p. 1). Kosack (1976) posed the question “the move to Western
Europe — a step towards emancipation?” Arguably, “migration is in direct opposi-
tion to their [women’s, particularly single women’s] gender roles as caregivers and
kin keepers in their families and communities” (Aranda, 2003, p. 624), hence it has
the potential to free them from their present responsibilities as primary care givers
and home makers. Therefore, migration may prove to open up opportunities to bring
about change. It can be argued that through migrating, women are constantly exposed
to new social and cultural norms and different lifestyles which may affect their views
on the values they were taught in their home country. This may have positive conse-
quences when it comes to gender equality in their country of origin (Caritas, 2011).
This may be the case, especially when the women in question decide to return to
their home country and may bring back not only remittances but new ideas in respect
of their life from now on. The reader, however, should bear in mind that those are
preliminary results as a comprehensive analysis has yet to be conducted. Neverthe-
less, in the context of ageing populations and declining birth and fertility rates (Pas-
call & Kwak, 2005), the importance of this research cannot be dismissed. It adds
to the theoretical developments in the area of social policy in relation to gendered
citizenship, gendered migration and Polish migrant women in the UK. In the long
run, it has the potential to contribute to the current debates on gender equality and
the work-life conflict in the two countries under consideration (cf. Plomien, 2009).
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Streszczenie

Migracje z nowych panstw cztonkowskich Unii Europejskiej (UE) do Wielkiej
Brytanii (UK) zostaly okreslone jako jeden z najbardziej znaczacych procesdw spo-
tecznych ostatnich czasow. Migracje te stanowig popularny przedmiot badan szcze-
gllnie po roku 2004. Pomimo tego iz studia genderowe zyskuja uznanie, niewiele
z nich uwzglednia polskie migrantki. Zrodta podaja, ze migrantki stanowia duza czesé
mi¢dzynarodowych migrantdw, za§ w konteksScie europejskim, migrujace kobiety prze-
wazaja nad migrujacymi mezczyznami.

Powyzszy artykul zostat stworzony na podstawie przegladu Zrédel zastanych
oraz wstepnych wynikdw z nowych badan jakoSciowych przeprowadzonych w Pol-
sce oraz w Wielkiej Brytanii. Artykul ten opisuje, jak polskie migrantki negocjuja
swoje obowiazki w odniesieniu do pracy na etacie oraz opieki nad domem/dzieémi,
kiedy przemieszczaja si¢ mi¢dzy krajami UE jako jej obywatelki. Autorka argumen-
tuje, iz migrantki powinny by¢ postrzegane jako aktywne decydentki, za§ sam proces
migracyjny niesie ze sobg potencjal zmian w kwestii ich rol pici. Konkludujac, proces
migracyjny moze zainicjowaé ponowng ocen¢ rol zwigzanych z plcia.

Stowa kluczowe: role pici, migrantki, Polska, Wielka Brytania, dobrobyt



