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Abstract

This thesis deals with the construction of ethnic identities of Polish migrants 

in Belfast. It proposes an understanding of identity as a multidimensional and 

multilayered entity, and focuses on the processual nature of shaping of one’s sense of 

belonging, where different kinds of identities are in dialogue. My study then centres 

on the array of possible identities that migrants in Belfast tend to embrace: Polish, 

regional (representative of small homeland), Slavic, European, and cosmopolitan 

self. In relation to the emphasis on the dynamic nature of one’s belonging, the thesis 

also tackles the issue of dialectics inherent in migrants’ attempts to maintain their 

culture. It focuses on the dialectics between people’s efforts to preserve rigid 

boundaries of their culture and the tendency to transgress them, present both in 

everyday life, and in religious holidays and ethnic festivals. Furthermore, the thesis 

examines the role of religion as an important factor in shaping ethnic identities of 

Poles, focusing also on the migrants’ perceptions of the Catholic-Protestant conflict 

in Northern Ireland. Finally, it raises the issue of narrative construction of self-image 

of a victimized social group, depicting certain cultural scripts that migrants employ 

in their interpretation and dealing with perceived discrimination and hate crime.

I conclude that self ascription as Polish remains a powerful building block of 

identity In the context of Northern Ireland’s sectarian division, migrants’ 

Catholicism becomes a salient feature of their experienced identity, and due to the 

longstanding linkages between Catholicism, notions of victimhood and Polish 

nationalism, this heightened experience of Catholicism, feeds a heightened sense of 

Polishness. Nevertheless, Polish migrants are open to potential movement beyond the



ethnic group, and to the accretion of additional, contextually moulded, layers of 

identity.

This research includes both qualitative and quantitative methods: in-depth 

interviews, participant observation, textual analysis and structured questionnaire.
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Introduction

1 May 2004, the date which marked the accession of the eight new member states to 

the European Union, ushered in remarkable changes which are now evident in the 

socio-cultural map of Europe. The accession has been followed by rapid acceleration 

in migratory movements across the continent. As a result, the United Kingdom 

experienced a huge migration wave. Between May 2004 and December 2008, a 

cumulative number of 965,000 migrants from the accession countries applied for the 

Worker’s Registration Scheme; of this number 66% were Polish (UK Border Agency 

2008). Whilst some parts of the UK, especially England, had a long history of 

immigration, dating back to the post-war period, Northern Ireland’s socio-economic 

instability meant it was long excluded from the influx of workers of other 

nationalities. However, the opening of the labour market that followed the accession 

of the new member states to the EU has dramatically changed the ethnic situation of 

Northern Ireland, as this time it was not excluded from the migratory influx. 

Currently, the largest immigrant ethnic group is the Polish community, having 

overtaken the Chinese community, the most numerous of the minorities during the 

1990s (Svasek 2009). The fact that the migration was a relatively new phenomenon 

for Northern Ireland together with the specific context of the sectarian divide and 

history of the Troubles, became a challenge that both the migrants and the members 

of the local community had to face. This doctoral thesis will focus upon the process 

of construction of ethnic identities among the Polish migrants in Belfast, treating 

identities and cultures as dynamic, dialogical and multilayered entities, and focusing 

on the religious element as potentially crucial aspect of ethnic identifications.



The structure of the thesis is as follows. In the first chapter I review the 

literature on ethnicity and identity, and the empirical studies carried out on Polish 

migration to the United Kingdom, discussing their relevance to my own research. 1 

indicate the gaps in the existing scholarship and point at the possible areas of the 

existing body of anthropological knowledge, to which my study will contribute. In 

the second chapter, the background to migration from Poland is sketched, focusing 

on the economic and political conditions in Poland following the fall of communism, 

during the ‘transformational period’. Subsequently, an account of the migration to 

the UK after the enlargement of the European Union in 2004 is given, referring to the 

statistical data from the Home Office. Next I discuss the specificity of the Northern 

Ireland context for migration, touching upon the issue of the religious conflict in this 

area. I sketch the ethnic makeup of the inhabitants of Belfast, paying particular 

attention to the situation of Poles. I present basic characteristics of the Polish 

minority, drawing upon the MIGPOL research conducted by Michal Garapich and 

Dorota Osipovic in the autumn of 2007 (Garapich and Osipovic 2007). The results of 

this survey of 100 respondents are then compared to the findings of my own survey 

carried out in 2009 after the credit crunch. In the third chapter, the fieldwork 

methods used in my research are considered. I discuss the concept of the ‘native 

anthropologist’ and tackle the issues related to my positionality in the field, de

constructing the essentializing notions of ‘native anthropology’ through a discussion 

of the dynamics inherent in the process of negotiation of different aspects of my 

identity throughout my fieldwork. I also present the methods used in my research, 

which are a mix of qualitative and quantitative methods, a kind of bricolage; and 

subsequently discuss the practical and ethical issues related to them. In the fourth 

chapter I question the traditional concept of identity as a static and monolithic
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construct. Following alternative theories and perspectives I envision identity as a 

multidimensional and multilayered entity and discuss the kinds of identities that my 

informants constructed in Belfast (i.e. as Poles, representatives of small homelands, 

cosmopolitans, Europeans and Slavs), emphasizing the fact that these identities are in 

process. In chapters 5 and 6 I explore the malleability of socio-cultural boundaries in 

the everyday lived experiences of the migrants as well as in the events that take place 

beyond their ordinary lives, such as religious holidays and ethnic festivals. In chapter 

7, the role of Catholic religion in the formation of the migrants’ ethnic identities is 

discussed. In relation to this I analyze their representations and perceptions of 

sectarian division of urban space in Belfast, paying attention to the contextual 

character of the situations in which their discourses are produced. In chapter 8, the 

ways the Polish may construct identities of a victimized social stratum are explored. 

This refers to the narratives of ethnic discrimination and racism, and links this issue 

to the importance of victimhood in Polish nationalist discourse, and the legacy of 

communist period.

My research contributes to current anthropological debates about migration 

and a sense of belonging in a world in flux. It challenges the essentialising notions of 

cultures and identities and foregrounds the dialectical tension between the fixity and 

fluidity of cultural and social boundaries inherent in the process of negotiation of 

ethnic identities by the migrants. It also provides a valuable insight into the 

transformations currently underway in Northern Irish society.
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Chapter 1

Migration and identity: existing theoretical and empirical 
literature

In this chapter I critically examine, appropriate and extend literature relating to 

migration and ethnicity in the postmodern world. 1 open this chapter with theoretical 

considerations on the nature of identities, introducing the conceptual framework for 

my research. I then discuss the malleable nature of cultures and sense of belonging in 

the postmodern world, dwelling upon the role of ethnicity in contemporary society. I 

subsequently examine empirical studies carried out on Polish migrants in Europe, 

underlining the ways in which my research advances contemporary debates around 

migrant identity.

Conceptuaiizingidentity

Richard Jenkins (1996, 2004) points out that the term “identity” has the Latin root of 

“idem” and “identitas”, which mean “the same”. Identity entails two meanings: ‘the 

first is a concept of absolute sameness: this is identical to that. The second is a 

concept of distinctiveness which presumes consistency or continuity over time’ 

(1996: 3). From this point of view, discussion about identity can be meaningful only 

if there exists an ‘Other’.

The practical significance of men for one another... is determined by both 
similarities and differences among them. Similarity as fact or tendency is no 
less important than difference. In the most varied forms, both are the great 
principles of all internal and external development. In fact the cultural history 
of mankind can be conceived as the history of the struggles and conciliatory 
attempts between the two (Simmel 1950: 30, cited in Jenkins 1996: 5).
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Within such an understanding, identity emerges as a dynamic entity; as Jenkins 

points out, "identity can in fact only be understood as process; as 'being' or 

'becoming'" (Jenkins 1996: 4). Identity has been often referred to as something that 

“just is" - a social phenomenon that is final or static. Such an assumption is evident 

in the primordial theories of ethnic identity formation (see Geertz 1963, Narroll 

1964), which envision identity as something natural, given or unchangeable. 

According to Clifford Geertz:

primordial attachment means one that stems from the givens - or, more 
precisely, as culture is inevitably involved in such matters, the assumed 
givens - of social existence (immediate contiguity and kin connection 
mainly), but beyond them the given-ness that stems from being bom into a 
particular religious community, speaking a particular language, or even a 
dialect of a language, and following particular social practices (1963: 109- 
110).

Jenkins (1996) cautions against this approach, and works towards an understanding 

of personal and collective identity in terms of a working process that revolves around 

social interaction. He embraces instrumental and constructionist views of ethnic 

identity formation. Following Fredrick Barth (1969) he believes that ethnic identity 

is contextual and dynamic; and the construction of identity involves an on-going 

process of negotiation of boundaries between groups of people. Barth's view is that 

such groups are not discontinuous cultural isolates, or logical a prioris to which 

people naturally belong. In his seminal work Ethnic Groups and Boundaries he 

argues that:

[...] categorical ethnic distinctions do not depend on an absence of mobility, 
contact and information, but do entail social processes of exclusion and 
incorporation whereby discrete categories are maintained despite changing 
participation and membership in the course of individual life histories (1969: 
9).
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The groups then are the outcome of a process of inclusion and exclusion (Donnan 

and Wilson 1999: 21-23) which takes place across the boundaries. The metaphor of 

the boundary in a conceptualization of community and identity was later used by 

Abner Cohen, who maintains that:

The sense of difference [...] lies at the heart of people’s awareness of their 
culture and, indeed, makes it appropriate for ethnographers to designate as 
‘cultures’ such areas of distinctiveness [...]. People become aware of their 
culture when they stand at its boundary (1982: 2-3).

Such a conceptualization of ethnic identity is axiomatic to an understanding of the 

Polish migrants in Northern Ireland, who, due to the highly politicized nature of 

space find themselves standing in, challenge and recreate multiple boundaries. 

Another important aspect of Cohen’s understanding of the boundaries is that:

The boundary thus symbolizes the community to its members in two quite 
different ways: it is the sense they have of its perception by people on the 
other side - the public face or ‘typical’ mode; and it is their own sense of 
community as refracted through all the complexities of their lives and 
experience - the private face, and ‘idiosyncratic’ mode (1986: 13).

This part of the definition is particularly relevant to the construction of multilayered 

identities among my informants (as Polish, Europeans, Slavs, cosmopolitans, 

representatives of small homelands), who are often viewed only as Poles by the 

members of the local community. The examination of this is in chapter 4 of this 

thesis.

Such an understanding of ethnic identity that shifts away from the discussion 

of its cultural content towards a consideration of boundary processes between groups 

requires further reflection on the changes that cultures and identities undergo in the 

contemporary world, in the epoch generally referred to as postmodernism (see for
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example Baudillard 1994; Bauman 1995, 1997; Jameson 1991), to which I turn in the 

next section of this chapter.

Identities and ethnicity in the postmodern world

The nature of the contemporary world is linked to its mobility (see for example 

Appadurai 1996, Bauman 2000, Hannerz 1996). The postmodern condition is 

characterized by the mass mobility of people, objects and information no longer 

constrained by temporal or spatial limits. In James Clifford’s apt expression, we are 

all 'sedentary in travel’ (Clifford 1997). Because of ‘time and space compression’ 

(Harvey 1990), changing locations become central experiences in individual lives. In 

this way the trope of displacement appears to be central to social scientific thought 

nowadays, and therefore postmodern theories are permeated with the concepts of 

dwelling, nomadism, exile, and so on.

In the midst of these displacements new concerns over boundaries, borders 

and identities arise, as ‘cultural action, the making and remaking of identities, takes 

place in the contact zones, along the policed and transgressive intercultural frontiers 

of nations, peoples, locals’ (Clifford 1997: 7). An understanding of cultures as 

discrete phenomena, occupying discrete spaces, in which the terms ‘society’ and 

‘culture’ are ascribed to particular nation states is no longer relevant under the 

conditions of the growing interconnectedness of the various places of the world 

(Gupta and Ferguson 1992: 7).

At the same time, as the boundaries of cultural entities become permeable and 

ambiguous, the identity of an individual tends to be fragmented. In fact, in the 

contemporary world it is more appropriate to speak of multiple identities rather than 

of identity, and they are often referred to as contested, uncertain, and in flux (Gupta
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and Ferguson 1992). Seen from this angle, identities, are constructed as a result of a 

‘collage effect’ (Giddens 1990), whereby components from the most disparate and 

remote discourses with no spatial or temporal continuity are placed together. Or, as 

Gergen puts it:

Under postmodern conditions, persons exist in a state of continuous 
construction and reconstruction; it is a world where anything goes that can be 
negotiated. Each reality of self gives way to reflective questioning, irony, and 
ultimately the playful probing of yet another reality (Gergen 1992: 7).

In this way, the self becomes scattered and loses its coherence, an effect which has 

been denoted by Gergen as ‘multiphrenia’ (1992). This means of conceptualizing 

‘the self corresponds to the notion of a dialogical self, where different cultures come 

together and meet each other within the self of one and the same individual. A 

dialogical self is not only symptomatic of society as a whole but in fact functions 

itself as a ‘society of mind,’ with tensions, conflicts and contradictions being 

intrinsic features of a healthily functioning self (Hermans 2002). This approach is 

particularly relevant to chapter 4 of my thesis, in which I discuss the dialogical 

character of constructing of identities among the Polish migrants in Belfast.

In such a context of fluidity of identities and cultural entities, the clarity, 

certainty and defensibility of the boundaries between the familiar and the unknown 

have been undermined. The figure of the foreigner is emblematic of the postmodern 

condition. As Zygmunt Bauman claims following Georg Simmel, a foreigner is ‘a 

man who comes today and stays tomorrow, a potential wanderer’ (Bauman 1995). A 

foreigner is unsettled, as by staying he encounters the unfamiliar and the unknown. 

The situation of a foreigner, being both an insider and an outsider and a synthesis of 

remoteness and nearness (Simmel 1971 [1908]), is thus characterized by a high
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degree of ambiguity. Belonging to more than one category means ambivalence, 

inconsistency and indeterminacy, both for the stranger as well as for the members of 

the local community.

In Bammer’s words, home ‘is nether here, nor there (...) rather itself a 

hybrid, it is both here and there- an amalgam, a pastiche, a performance’ (1992: ix). 

The anthropologists’ focus has shifted then from territorially defined nation states to 

cultural borderlands (see Donnan and Wilson 1999). As interstitial zones, 

borderlands are areas of diverse political, economic and cultural systems that provide 

illuminating insights into the processes by which identities and cultures are 

negotiated. The new conceptual apparatus has been invented to refer to the processes 

of mixing, crisscrossing and crossing-over and consequently, terms like ‘hybrid 

cultures’, ‘creolization’, ‘melange’ (see Garcia Canclini 1993, Nederveen Pieterse 

2004) have been applied to refer to the changes that the identities and cultures 

undergo nowadays. There is a huge body of literature analyzing this process in 

relation to the Mexican-US borderland (see Alvarez 1995, Anzaldua 1987,). As 

Gomez-Peha claims,

las fronteras are the zones where there are no "others”, or better put, the only 
true "others" are those who resist fusion, mestizaje, and crosscultural 
dialogue. In this utopian cartography, hybridity is the dominant culture; and 
monoculture is a culture of resistance practised by a stubborn or scared 
minority (1996: 7).

In view of this, the Mexican-US border is ‘a membrane, a Ninth nation, Mex- 

America, and a list of traits that often included tamales, Texas chile and Kentucky 

Fried Chicken’ (Alvarez 1995: 450; on cultural mixing see also Vargas 2002).
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However, despite the globalising tendencies and boundary blurring, in many 

cases people still persist in maintaining their cultural differences. This is well 

reflected in the words of Marian Kempny, who argues:

One can look at collective cravings for fixed, bounded entities to identify 
with as manifestations of the spread of the Western concept of a person or 
self, which although contestable, still induces a quandary so as to how to 
square the notion of shifting identities with the demand of stable core of self. 
It seems that despite the claims of heralds of postmodern identity, the image 
of the self as a more or less completed unified structure still sticks with us 
(2002: 10).

This statement is in line with the theoretical approach of Meyer and Geschiere, who 

have referred to the precarious balance between global flows and cultural closure 

(1999). They contend that in a paradoxical twist, ‘the process of globalization itself 

appears to lead to a hardening of cultural contrasts or even to engender new 

opposition’ (1999: 2). Accordingly, open-ended global flows seem to trigger a search 

for fixed orientation points as well as a determined effort to affirm old and construct 

new boundaries. It leads to the solidifying of identity boundaries that were previously 

more permeable and flowing. Within such a context, the act of migration is 

problematized in its inevitable creation of boundaries. Caroline R. Brettell comments 

that ‘it is the negotiation across such boundaries, themselves shifting, that is at the 

heart of ethnicity’ (2001: 114). This problem of the dialectical tension between one’s 

attempts to maintain fixed boundaries of culture and the fluidity of these boundaries 

will be tackled in chapters 5 and 6 of this thesis in my analysis of migrants ’ everyday 

lives and special events, such as religious holidays and ethnic festivals.

The formation of we/they dichotomization that goes hand in lhand with 

boundary maintenance between the members of different ethnic .groups is 

constructed around an overarching symbolic system of cultural consciousness, often
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termed as ‘ethnic markers’, or ‘cultural umbrellas’ (Sommers 1991: 116). This could 

be attained through language, ethnic clothing, ethnic food, ethnic festivals and so on. 

An example of such a ‘cultural umbrella’ is the Guelaguetza festival in Fresno, 

California, celebrated by Mexican migrants from the state of Oaxaca, which is a 

simulacrum of fiesta that takes place in their place of origins every summer. As 

Framboise Lestage observes, this is a means by which the Oaxacenos in the US 

sustain and enact their ethnic identity (2001). Use of ethnic markers (ex. Polish 

language and food) is also pervasive among the Polish migrants in Belfast, to which I 

will come back in chapters 5 and 6 of this thesis. Often particular material objects 

can serve as ‘cultural umbrellas’, contributing to strengthening of individuals’ ethnic 

identities. As Hardin and Arnoldi observe, ‘objects when coupled with human 

agency, become powerful allies in construction of identity, meanings and culture 

itself (1996: 16). These observations appear to be in line with the findings of my 

own research, according to which different elements of Polish culture (such as 

oplatek, holy images, books, etc.) are powerful tools in constructing a sense of 

belonging of migrants.

The use of ‘cultural markers’ is also significant in the process of home

making, through which the migrants abroad may feel like at home, although they are 

displaced from the physically bounded territories of their nation states. This is 

frequently achieved by ethnic groups through carving out of their own space within 

the urban areas. For example, Caroline Nagel, when writing about Arab minority in 

London, maintains that the members of this minority form neighbourhoods of their 

own, like North Kensington, ‘where Arabic signs can be found on cultural centres, 

store fronts, and in the local primary school, where students may opt to attend after

school Arabic classes’ (2002: 275).
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Within the migrant spaces, individuals engage in activities that aim to express 

their identities. In this context, Brettell (2001: 119) emphasizes the importance of 

religion and its vital role in the process of construction of a sense of belonging 

among the members of the ethnic minorities. Religious rituals often induce powerful 

emotions, a state which Durkheim (1912) termed as ‘collective effervescence’ and 

the integrated, individual experience of cultural harmony, which Turner refers to as 

‘communitas’ (Turner 1967). This in turn strengthens cohesion of the individuals 

taking part in the religious rituals. From this point of view, immigrant religious 

institutions can be considered as ethnic fortresses where immigrants can enact, 

preserve and pass on their cultural traditions (see Chong 1998, Jacobson 1998, 

Warner and Wittner 1998). For example, Min in his article, ‘The structure and Social 

Functions of Korean Immigrant Churches in the United States’ (1992), discusses the 

pivotal role that the Korean immigrant churches play in migrants’ maintenance of 

their native culture. The author comments that this happens through the use of the 

Korean language during the sermons, and by providing Korean language 

programmes for children. In addition to this, the church exposes migrants to Korean 

culture through the celebration of religious and traditional holidays. Furthermore, 

pastors often emphasize Korean values in their sermons, and bring their 

congregation’s attention to their homeland in many different ways (through prayers, 

sermons and lectures). In a similar way, in chapter 7 I discuss the role of the Polish 

mass service in Belfast in the construction of migrants’ ethnic and national identities, 

mostly conspicuous in the sermons and prayers.

However, a caveat is necessary: in spite of these romanticizing stories of 

migrants’ deep emotional attachment to their homelands, this kind of fortification of 

the frontiers between the dominant and minority ethnic groups in many cases may be
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a result of an uneven power distribution and what goes with it, a marginalization of 

the Other. As Rabinowitz points out, commenting on the ethnically mixed town in 

Israel,

national frontiers, within states or across international borders, must be 
understood as peripheries shot with inequalities, hegemonies and power 
structures emanating from the centre. Nimble, vital and subversive as 
minorities can be in terms of penetrating the dominant culture, the advantages 
possessed by states and nations in their struggle to keep Others excluded and 
thus protect themselves are powerfully resistant (Rabinowitz 1998: 158).

This is clearly seen in the situation of many illegal Mexicans migrant labourers, who 

work in the US (mostly in the American south-west). They are usually confined to 

the farms where they work. As they poignantly put it: ‘We are trapped in this place, 

in a very small circle’, ‘Right now we’re, as they say, in a chicken coop’ (quoted in 

Donnan and Wilson 1999: 112). In this way, the Mexican migrants interact little with 

the wider society, ‘remaining outside the social structure of the communities in 

which they work, socially marginal despite playing an integral role in the local 

economy and doing the menial but necessary tasks shunned by those for whom they 

work’ (1999: 112). The problem of unequal distribution of power between the 

migrants and the majority is a crucial part of understanding of the process of 

migration and cannot be missed out. I touch on this issue in chapter 8 of this thesis, 

dealing with the narrative construction of a self-image of victimized group among 

the migrants, also discussing the attempts of the local bodies to negotiate these 

structural constraints.

Finally, when discussing ethnic identities in the postmodern world, it is also 

worth noting that a process referred to as ‘layering of identities’ is often inherent in 

construction of one’s belonging. As Joane Nagel observes,
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the individual carries a portfolio of ethnic identities that are more or less 
salient in various situations and vis-a-vis various audiences. As audiences 
change, the socially defined array of ethnic choices open up to the individual 
changes. This produces a “layering” of ethnic identities, which combines with 
the ascriptive character of ethnicity to reveal the negotiated, problematic 
nature of ethnic identity (1994: 154).

Examples of this can be found in patterns of ethnic identifications in many US ethnic 

communities. For instance, Pedraza (1992) observes the layering of Latino or 

Hispanic ethnic identity. A person of Cuban ancestry can be a Latino (referring to 

non-Spanish speaking ethnic groups), a Cuban-American (referring to other Spanish 

speaking groups), a Marielito (vis-a-vis other Cubans) and white (vis-a-vis African 

Americans). Such an approach is pertinent to the concept of ‘dialogical-self that I 

discuss in chapter 4, when I explore how Polish people define themselves in relation 

to other minorities and the majority. Among a repertoire of possible identities that I 

single out are: Polish, Slav, European, representative of small homeland, and 

cosmopolitan.

Having presented the theoretical studies on the nature of ethnicity and 

identity in the postmodern world I will now turn to the second part of this section, 

and will discuss empirical research done on the Polish migrants in the United 

Kingdom.

Research on Polish migrants

Recently the issue of Polish ethnic minorities occupied an important place in the 

contemporary social scientific debates. It was a subject of interest of major centres 

for migration research in the UK (more specifically of Centre for Research on 

Nationalism, Ethnicity and Multinationalism (CRONEM) at the University of Surrey 

and Roehampton, and the Centre of Migration, Policy, and Society at the University
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of Oxford (COMPAS), Poland (Osrodek Badan Migracyjnych - Centre of Migration 

Research at the University of Warsaw) and Europe (European Research Centre on 

Migration and Ethnic Relations and Hellenic Foundation for European and Foreign 

Policy). The researchers tend to categorize Polish migrants as a part of larger group 

of Europeans, focus on the Polish community within the UK in general, or on the 

Polish communities dispersed in various countries. What seems to be missing from 

the existing literature is in-depth, locally grounded ethnography. The studies that are 

anthropological accounts of context specific socio-cultural realities (see for example 

Svasek 2009) are usually parts of larger research projects and, although they are 

valuable for their ethnographic description, they lack the intensity and in-depth 

characteristic of Malinowskian fieldwork. Seen from this angle, this doctoral study is 

more extensive in its scope than any existing research on the Polish community in 

the UK context. Furthermore, it is rooted in the unique local context of Northern 

Ireland, where religion is treated as an important aspect of ethnic identities.

Polish migrants as a part of larger migrants’ collectivities 

This section will outline studies carried out on larger communities of migrants, 

wherein Polish migrants were classed as yet one more ethnic minority group within 

the mainstream society.

The research done by the Institute for Conflict Research on migrant 

communities in Northern Ireland is a characteristic example. Studies carried out by 

this institution are usually aimed to make recommendations for public policy bodies 

(see for example Holder 2007, Jarman 2004, Jarman and Byrne 2007, Jarman and 

Martynowicz 2009). They contain an overview of the demographic make up of 

migrants’ communities and point to difficulties in the provision of social services
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that they may face. Some of the authors also discuss the interactions between the 

local community and migrants, and often deal with the issue of hate crime and racism 

(see Bell, Jarman and Lefebre 2004, Holder and Khaoury 2005, Jarman and 

Monaghan 2004). I will refer later in this thesis to some of these studies, but at this 

point it is worthwhile mentioning Jarman’s article ‘Migrant workers in Northern 

Ireland’, where he conceptualizes the difference between terms ‘immigrant’ and 

‘migrant’. He writes:

There is an ongoing debate as to what differentiates a ‘migrant worker’ from 
an ‘immigrant’. The term 'immigrants' is sometimes used to imply long-term 
settlement and integration, while ‘migrant worker’ sometimes has 
implications of temporariness or the possibility of return migration. However, 
viewing migrant workers as ‘temporary' workers is not straightforward. 
Some migrant workers come on short-term contracts before either returning 
to their country of origin or migrating to a third country. Others have fixed 
contracts lasting a couple of years, which may or may not be renewable. In 
short, the length of time a migrant worker stays in Northern Ireland will 
depend on a range of factors - job opportunities, immigration status and 
experience of Northern Ireland (2004: 10-11).

For these reasons, I find it more appropriate to use term ‘migrant’ rather than

‘immigrant’.

The studies done by Institute for Conflict Research are important sources, as 

they provide a general overview of migrants’ situation in Northern Ireland. However, 

as they are aimed at the public policy makers they lack characteristics that 

anthropological research, whereby individual experience of Polish migrants is 

grasped and details of their everyday lives are presented and analyzed.

Similar is the case with the research conduced by the Centre of Migration, 

Policy and Society at the University of Oxford, as the reports presented by the centre 

concentrate on Central and Eastern European migrants as a single monolithic entity. 

While some of the insights yielded may be valuable, the risk inherent in such an 

approach is the possibility of essentialising notions about Polish people, who are thus
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considered as members of the post-communist bloc. The research projects carried out 

by the centre tended to conceptually unite Polish, Lithuanians, Ukrainians, etc. What 

such an approach omits from its considerations are the specifics of the situation of 

each individual country. The very legal status of the members of these countries in 

the UK varies. Namely, Poland and Lithuania are members of the EU, and therefore 

their nationals can freely work in the UK, while the nationals of Ukraine need work 

permits and often their status is illegal. Needless to say, while the Ukraine and 

Lithuania belonged to the USSR, Poland did not, which has implications regarding 

the varying degree to which civic freedoms and democracy have been consolidated 

in these countries.

Notwithstanding these shortcomings, the research conducted by COMPAS 

had merits which must be acknowledged. The report by COMPAS ‘Fair enough? 

Central and East-Europcan migrants in low-wage employment in the UK’, presented 

by Bridget Anderson et al. (2006), is a study based on interviews and surveys with 

over 600 migrants and 500 employers, carried out before and after the enlargement 

of the EU on 1 May 2004. This research touches upon important issues: the legal 

status of the workers, the reasons why employers seek migrant workers, and the 

reasons why the employees decide to work abroad. The authors observe that many 

migrants consider their situation as a ‘trade off - an opportunity to save money, 

learn English or study. Furthermore, the authors maintain that in many cases 

employers prefer particular nationalities for certain kind of jobs, referring to their 

‘work ethic’ and reliability, hence contrasting foreign nationals favourably with UK 

citizens. The research, although mainly quantitative, was comprised also of in-depth 

interviews, which were useful in exploring motivations and aspirations of the 

migrants. However, although 1 do believe that the economic aspect of migration is
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important, in my research I decided to diverge from such a focus, which until very 

recently was prevalent in the study of migration to the United Kingdom, and 

concentrate instead on other realms of social realities in which the migrants are 

immersed, that is, cultural and social life.

The further elaboration of the aforementioned project, ‘Migrants’ lives 

beyond the workplace: The experiences of Central and East European Migrants in 

the UK’, is the report from May 2007 which deals with the ‘lived experience’ of 

migrant workers employed in low paid jobs: agriculture, construction, hospitality, 

and domestic work, such as au pairs (Spencer et al. 2007). The research tackles many 

important issues: having practical information upon arrival, accommodation, 

language skills, leisure-time activities, sociability and the migrants’ plans for the 

future. What seems particularly significant for my own research is the part of the 

research which concerns the relations between Central and Eastern European 

migrants and members of local communities. The findings of the research indicate 

that there is very little interaction between Polish people and the British; Polish 

people tend more often to spend time with members of their own or other ethnic 

minority groups, rather than mix with the British. The suggested reason for this is 

that migrants usually work in occupations staffed mostly by other migrants. British 

citizens working there are in most cases low skilled, and migrants, frequently 

graduates of the Polish universities, are often unable to find common ground with 

them. It is further suggested that there is a belief among the migrants that the British 

people are aloof and unwilling to make friends with them. Many of the migrants 

regret not having British friends, which raises the issue of whether it is the migrants 

who avoid intermingling with the locals, or the other way round. This matter will be 

of crucial importance to my research, as I will also deal with interethnic relations. In
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my study, however, I will contribute to this kind of approach by also looking at 

religion as an important constituent of ethnic identity.

One other interesting study worth mentioning here is Kathy Burrell’s Moving 

Lives (2006), done in collaboration with the European Research Centre on Migration 

and Ethnic relations (ERCOMER), which focuses on three ethnic minority groups in 

the UK: Polish, Italian and Greek Cypriot migrants. Although the same 

methodological problems can be attributed to her work as to the previously 

mentioned research carried out by COMPAS (as the specificity of the situations of 

these groups vary regarding their socio-economic and political context), there are 

several crucial points that the author makes regarding the experiences of migration 

that may be relevant to my research. Using oral history interviewing methods, 

Burrell analyses the migrants’ representations of migration, the ways that they 

maintain national consciousness, and the ways they establish community ties in their 

new locality. She depicts how reminders and embodiments of a national 

consciousness are present in the everyday lives of the migrants. Burrell claims that:

even away from the homeland, everyday life continues to hold the key to 
national identity, ensuring that although the nation cannot be seen or touched 
it can be still imagined, remembered, celebrated, performed, painted, spoken, 
eaten, and above all, felt (2006: 99).

Another important aspect of Burrell’s work is her discussion of how the sense of 

collective identity is enhanced by the spatial organization of the urban cartography. 

She emphasizes the role of the geographical proximity of the residences of the 

individuals, as well as symbolic appropriation of place to certain rituals, in keeping 

the community together. This focus will be of special importance to my research, as I 

will deal with the issues of space not only in the context of cultural identity of Polish
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migrants, but also in the context of their religious background relating it to the spatial 

segregation of the urban areas of Belfast. Jones refers to it as ‘emotional spatialities 

of becoming, the transaction of body(ies), space(s), mind(s), feeling(s) in the 

unfolding of life-in-the-now, are the very stuff of life we should be concerned with 

when trying to understand how people make sense of/practice the world’ (Jones 

2005: 206, compare further Low and Lawrence-Zuniga 2003).

Polish diasporas

Having discussed how different studies treated Poles as a part of a larger collectivity 

of ethnic minorities, 1 will now examine the research conducted solely on Polish 

migrants in many different locations. The book edited by Anna Triandafyllidou 

Contemporary Polish Migration in Europe: Complex Patterns of Movement And 

Settlement (2006) is worth referring to as it deals with lived experiences of migrants, 

and its authors approach migration process by looking at it through the eyes of 

informants. More specifically, the study deals with the livelihoods of migrants using 

life history interviews, conducted with Poles living in Germany, Italy, Greece and the 

United Kingdom. The contributors of the book concentrate on the meaning of 

migration as constructed through the individual migrants themselves. Kosic’s chapter 

Migrant Identities is particularly pertinent to my study. The author argues that one 

should move beyond assumptions of homogeneity of the Polish migrants on the basis 

of their ethnic backgrounds. She advocates an approach founded upon the identities 

of individuals considered as social actors and listening to their individual 

experiences. She maintains that ‘identities refer to what people conceive themselves 

to be in a specific context’ (2006: 246) and states that:

20



Individuals confront the reality that identity is not a stable set of 
characteristics attached to an individual but is hybrid, multiple and shifting. 
Although identity may have constancy, its content varies, and the 
construction of identity is a continuous effort to synthesize opposites, 
differences and similarities (2006: 247).

The author envisions the self as a complex structure, containing not only awareness 

about the actual, but also about past and future selves. Kosic analyzes how Polish 

minorities make sense of themselves as migrants, workers and as individuals 

engaging themselves in relations with host nationals and other compatriots, thus 

dealing with the ethnic, national, personal and professional character of migrants’ 

stories. Although in my research I focus mainly on the ethnic identities of the 

migrants, such an approach is relevant to my discussion of dialogism and the 

contextual nature of identities in the fourth chapter of my thesis. Despite the fresh 

insights that Kosic’s study yields into the migrants’ lived experiences, its main 

drawback is the loss of the depth that a single ethnographic context might have 

provided. By focusing on diverse narratives of the migrants located in Germany, 

Greece, Italy, and the United Kingdom, it sacrifices specificity and the detailed 

analysis of one social microcosm in order to facilitate inter-societal comparisons.

Whereas Anna Triandafyllidou’s book concentrates on the migration of Poles 

to Europe, a recently published study, edited by Kathy Burrell and entitled Polish 

Migration to the UK in the 'New' European Union (2009) presents the findings of 

multisited research on Polish migrants in the UK, undertaken across a wide range of 

disciplines - history, economics, sociology, anthropology, film studies and discourse 

analysis. The following chapters are particularly relevant to my thesis: Maruska 

Svasek’s 'Shared History? Polish Migrants Experiences and Politics of Display in 

Northern Ireland’, Bernadetta Siara’s: ‘UK Poles and the Negotiation of Gender and
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Ethnic Identity in Cyberspace’, and Marta Rabikowska and Kathy Burrell’s ‘The 

Material Worlds of Polish Migrants: Transnationalism, Food, Shops and Home’.

Svasek’s study tackles the issue of the sectarian divide in Northern Ireland 

and explores the politicization of settlement processes, by presenting an ethnographic 

account of the Shared History project launched in Belfast in 2006. Svasek examines 

‘the emotional dimensions of the interaction’ within the Polish group taking part in 

the project and investigates how ‘emotional motifs informed their representational 

politics in a context of increasing public and media attention to racial intolerance and 

anti-migrant feelings’ (2009: 130). The insights which this study provides regarding 

the positioning of Poles within the sectarian divide of Northern Ireland, will be 

incorporated into chapter 2, in which 1 discuss migrants’ situation in Belfast.

Siara’s chapter analyzes how the Internet forms a part of migrants’ everyday 

life experience. The author demonstrates how the identities and the values of 

migrants ‘come into contact with a new reality of a multicultural society’ and how 

the forum discussions ‘appear to be a crucial part of negotiation of their own 

identities’ (2009: 183). Siara examines the dialectical process of the liberation of new 

and fluid identities, which is accompanied by the reparation of the allegiances. 

Moreover, she emphasizes that:

Many of these internet portals also host various forums and chat rooms, 
which Poles not only use instrumentally but also socially for keeping in touch 
with the Polish community in the UK. This may seen as especially important 
not only for creating a feeling of belonging to the Polish community by being 
able to meet other fellow Poles and make friends but also for discussing a 
variety of issues related to their everyday lives in the UK (2009: 170).

This study appears to be relevant to the chapter 5 of my thesis on the ways that Poles 

maintain their identities in everyday lives.
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Finally, worth mentioning is research done by Marta Rabikowska and Kathy 

Burrell: The Material Worlds of Polish Migrants: Transnationalism, Food, Shops 

and Home. The study raises important issues that I also discuss in my thesis, such as 

the importance of ethnic shops in migrants’ everyday life experiences. The authors 

argue that:

This research keeps returning to the concept of home, and this is where Polish 
shops especially have proved to be so influential. These shops have provided 
new outlets which offer a possibility of finding an element of home away 
from Poland, and which, unlike the transnational mechanisms of carrying 
food back and forth, are firmly located in Britain (2009: 230).

The question of how ethnic food is a significant tool in the reinforcement of 

migrants’ identities is also raised in my thesis. However my research suggests that 

some of my informants step away from what they perceive as ‘traditional Polish 

food’ and consume local culinary products or elsewhere develop so-called 

‘cosmopolitan tastes’.

Overall I believe that while the studies presented in this section represent 

individually valuable contributions to research on the migration of Poles to Europe 

and the UK, they do not provide in-depth ethnographic knowledge about Polish 

migrants in a single locale.

Other studies

Another research centre on migration which focuses its interest on Polish migrants is 

CRONEM. The projects launched by this centre are mostly survey-based and large 

scale, aiming at the identification of social policy issues, such as the survey for 

Institute of Public Policy Research 2008 (CRONEM 2008), the survey commissioned
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by borough council of Hammersmith and Fulham 2008 (CRONEM 2008a), the 

survey commissioned by BBC Newsnight 2006 (CRONEM 2006).

Among the studies done by CRONEM, the project entitled ‘Class and 

ethnicity - Polish migrants in London’, carried out by John Eade, Stephen 

Drinkwater and Michal Garapich is of particular interest. The report constitutes an 

original approach towards the issues of class and its delocalization. As the authors 

observe, Polish migrants understand class in terms of opportunities that lie ahead 

rather than an occupational or economic position in the present. In relation to this, 

they present a typology of the migrants on the basis of their migratory strategies. 

Inspired by Marek Okolski’s approach, they categorize Polish migrants into ‘storks’, 

‘hamsters’, ‘searchers’ and ‘stayers’ (2001). ‘Storks’ constitute about 20% of all 

migrants and they are mostly found in low-wage occupations, staying from 2 to 6 

months and treating their stay as a capital-raising activity (2006: 11). This includes 

all the types of seasonal migrants, for example students, who work during the 

summer to pay their tuition fees in Poland. ‘Hamsters’ are those who ‘treat their 

move as a one-off act to acquire enough capital to invest in Poland’ (2006: 11). They 

constitute 16% of the Polish migrants, and are often embedded in Polish networks. 

They consider their stay in the UK as a source of social mobility back home. The 

difference between this group and the storks is that their stays in the UK are longer 

and uninterrupted. ‘Searchers’ (42%) are all those who keep their options 

deliberately open (working either in low waged or highly skilled jobs), a strategy that 

Garapich et al. termed ‘intentional unpredictability’. They are usually young people, 

who embody the Simmelian concept of a foreigner who refuses to confine himself to 

one nation-state and easily adapts to flexible, ‘deregulated, and increasingly 

transnational, post-modern capitalist labour market’ (2006: 11). Finally, ‘stayers’
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(22%) are those who have been in the UK for some time and decide to remain for 

good, believing that through the social meritocracy system they will advance on the 

stratification ladder. I will refer to this typology in chapter 2 of this thesis, discussing 

Poles' migration strategies and plans as a part of general background to my research.

Research on Polish migrants: suggestions for new directions 

To recapitulate, the studies carried out on Polish migrants in the UK usually focus 

either on the economic aspects of their stay in Great Britain, often treating Polish 

people as a part of a larger population (whether Central East European or European). 

They also tend to concentrate either on the Polish community in London, leaving out 

the other parts of the UK or they focus on the ‘grand scheme’ of things investigating 

the experiences of Polish migrants in multiple locations, thus missing out on locally 

embedded in-depth ethnography. Therefore my PhD research seeks to fill in the gaps 

in the existing scholarship on the issue of Polish migrants. Its aim is to study the 

Polish community in Belfast through an examination of the migrants’ everyday lived 

experiences, where the sensitivity to the specific nature of the Northern Irish political 

context enables particular attention to be given to the religious aspects of identity. 

Furthermore, it contributes to the academic debate on the nature of identities and 

cultures in the contemporary world, by drawing on the postmodern theories of self 

and the analyses of culture and society.
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Chapter 2

Background to migration: the situation back home and the 
situation here

In this chapter I discuss the context for the migration from Poland to the UK. I 

describe the period in the recent history of Polish society after the fall of 

communism. Verdery maintains that:

The year 1989 was the sign of a thoroughgoing change in the contemporary 
world, one that affects former Soviet block and fundamental Western 
concepts and ways of life as well. At its heart is a change in the global 
economy, sometimes called a shift to ‘’flexible accumulation”, its 
implications flow well ‘’beyond the economy” into political organization, all 
manner of social institutions, and systems of meanings (1996: 230).

In relation to this, in this chapter 1 include the description of the political, economic 

and structural changes that took place over that time. This will provide a background 

necessary to understand also migratory patterns in Poland and will be followed by 

my discussion of the influx of Polish migrants to the United Kingdom, with 

particular focus on post-accession migration trends. Subsequently, I sketch the socio- 

historical background for Northern Ireland, describing recent changes in ethnic 

composition of the population of Belfast. Finally, I discuss specific situation of 

Polish migrants in Belfast, presenting the findings of MIGPOL project survey 

(Garapich and Osipovic 2007) and comparing them with the findings of my own 

survey carried out at the end of the year 2008.

Transformational period in Poland: transition from communism to 
market economy
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In this section I draw the background for migration from Poland, discussing the 

specificity of the post-communist period in their home country. After the fall of 

communism ‘the idea that change for good equals more like Western Europe or the 

United States has become the backbone of transition in Poland' (Dunn 2004: 162). 

From this perspective, ‘the idea of convergence, of getting back ‘on the road’ to 

Europe, has been the driving metaphor of postsocialist transformation’ (2004: 162). 

When discussing transformational period in Poland, Buchowski comments on the 

consequences of this approach:

Perhaps Poland is crossing uncharted waters, and will eventually end up in 
some exciting new location. But its present form of society remains a hybrid 
of old and new elements which, like that of the recent past, fails to fit any 
philosophers’ model (1996: 94).

In order to discuss these old and new elements that were present in the 

postcommunist Poland, 1 focus in particular on the changes that the Polish society 

underwent in its path from state-regulated, centrally planned economy to the market 

economy. I also explore the political and social transformations that took place as a 

result of this transition.

The political background

In the 1970s and 1980s there was a sudden economic decline in the Eastern Block. 

The government’s inability to prevent the worsening of the economic situation in 

Poland led to a wave of strikes in the whole country in April, May and August of 

1988. In order to control the situation, the government recognized Solidarity (the 

independent self-governing trade union), and in February 1989 a series of ‘round 

table’ talks started. These talks produced an agreement in April for partly open 

National Assembly elections. The election produced a Sejm (lower house), in which
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one third of the seats went to communists and one third went to the two parties which 

had been their coalition partners. The remaining one third of the seats in the Sejm 

and all those in the Senate were freely contested; the majority of these were won by 

candidates supported by Solidarity. General Jaruzelski became the President and 

Tadeusz Mazowiecki (the advisor of Walesa, the President of Solidarity) became 

Prime Minister. This was the first government in Poland led by a non-communist 

since World War II (Szawiel and Grabowska 2001).

In October 1990 the constitution was amended to curtail the term of President 

Jaruzelski. In December Lech Walesa became the first popularly elected President of 

Poland. Poland's first free parliamentary elections were held in 1991. More than 100 

parties participated and no single party received more than 13% of the total vote (cf. 

Raciborski 2002). In consequence, the election resulted in representation for 29 

political parties. Efforts to turn Poland into a market economy led to a worsening of 

the economic situation and widespread discontent. Following the political and social 

turmoil, in 1993 there was the second group of elections, and the first parliament was 

set up to serve a full term. The Alliance of the Democratic Left (SLD) received the 

largest share of votes. After the election, the SLD and the Polish Peasant Party (PSL) 

formed a governing coalition.

In November 1995, Poland held its second post-war free presidential 

elections. The SLD leader, Aleksander Kwasniewski, defeated Walqsa by the narrow 

margin of 51.7% to 48.3%. In the parliamentary elections of 1997 two parties with 

roots in the Solidarity movement - Solidarity Electoral Action (AWS) and the 

Freedom Union (UW) - won 261 of the 460 seats in the Sejm and formed a coalition 

government. Jerzy Buzek of the AWS became Prime Minister. In June 2000 UW, 

disillusioned by the worsening economic situation in Poland and the slow pace of
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reforms, withdrew from the governing coalition, leaving AWS at the control of a 

minority government. The new government continued the economic policies of its 

predecessors since 1989, focusing on further privatization of industries and services. 

It also launched a series of major reforms aimed at renovating the state 

administration and welfare services (cf. Grabowska 2006).

The reform of the state structure, effective 1 January 1999, introduced a 

three-tier system of administration and local self-government. The health care, 

pension, and education systems also began undergoing reform in 1999. The most 

significant changes were those in the agricultural policy, which were designed to 

facilitate Poland’s accession to the EU. In 2000 Kwasniewski was re-elected 

president. In the 2001 parliamentary elections a coalition of candidates from SLD 

and the Union of Labour (UP) were the majority winners, with Leszek Miller of SLD 

becoming prime minister.

In a nationwide referendum, in 2003, the Polish electorate approved 

European Union membership, which came into force in 2004. Both President 

Kwasniewski and the government supported this cause. The only party opposed to 

entry into the European Union was the populist right-wing League of Polish Families 

(LPR) (see more Golahska-Ryan 2006). Despite broad support for joining the EU, 

the government rapidly lost its popularity due to incompetence on various issues (e.g. 

building of motorways and an unsuccessful reform of the health system), a general 

economic decline, and corruption scandals. The cabinet led by Leszek Miller 

resigned on 2 May 2004, just after Poland's admission into the European Union.

A new cabinet was formed with Marek Belka as prime minister. However, 

support for SLD was dropping rapidly. In consequence, in the next set of elections 

the SLD fell to the centre-right party Law and Justice (PiS) (27%), with its founders,
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identical twins, Lech and Jaroslaw Kaczyhski, attaining the posts of president (2005) 

and prime minister (2006) respectively. This continues the trend in every free 

parliamentary election of the Polish electorate voting against the current government, 

turning to the left in 1993 and 2001, and to the right in 1997 and 2005 (Grabowska 

2006: 268). As a result of the election, PiS formed a coalition government with the 

support of League of Polish Families and Self-Defence of the Republic of Poland 

parties. This coalition fell apart in 2007 due to the corruption scandals and internal 

leadership disputes. These events led to the new elections on October 21, in which 

Civic Platform (centre-right, pro-European business party) defeated PiS and formed a 

ruling government with the Polish Peasant Party. It won 41.51 % of the popular vote 

and 209 out of 460 seats in the Sejm and 60 out of 100 seats in the Senate of Poland.

Jaroslaw Kaczyhski submitted his resignation and was replaced by Donald 

Tusk, who received more than 534,000 votes, which is the best individual result in 

the electoral history of the Third Polish Republic. While during their time in power 

the Law and Justice Party pursued relations with former communists and adopted a 

sceptical approach toward the EU, the Civic Platform aimed at repairing Poland’s 

poor relations with Germany and other EU neighbours.

In addition to that, the Tusk government took a firmer stand than its 

predecessor in foreign affairs policy, especially concerning Polish-American 

relations. It looked forward to the completion of the mission of Polish troops in Iraq, 

which came to an end in October 2008.

Transitional period and economic transformation 

Frances Pine argues that:
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In a sense [...] transition to capitalism is in fact taking place as anticipated in 
1989, but that the form of western capitalism which the former socialist 
countries are approximating is not that of Fordism, or the post-war boom 
period, but of disintegration, polarisation and fragmentation of the late 
twentieth century (1998: 108-109).

This quote well reflects the reality of the transformational period in Poland. After the 

fall of communism in 1989, the programme of radical reform of the economic system 

in Poland was introduced. Its principal policies included macroeconomic 

stabilization, microeconomic liberalization and structural reform (Pahkow and 

Ziolkowski 2001). The aims of this shock therapy, introduced by Leszek 

Balcerowicz in 1990, were to implement the market economy and curb high 

inflation. Subsidies were eliminated and a programme of privatization, financial 

restructuring, and tax reform was outlined. As Pahkow and Ziolkowski claim, ‘high 

indicators of GPD in the mid 90s contributed to Poland being perceived as a symbol 

of the triumph of transformation’ (2001: 105).

Flowever, the increase in GDP was achieved at the expense of the 

restructuring of the labour sector, with rapid deindustrialization and the development 

of the service sector being a phenomenon closely related to the transformation. The 

driving force behind the economic development was the private sector, which was 

created as a result of the privatization of the public sector, leading to the formation of 

small and medium-size companies. In this way, while in the late 1980s the public 

sector employed 69% of the working people, in 1998 only 29.3% of those active on 

the labour market were employed in the public sector (cf. Blaszczyk 1999). These 

changes led to high unemployment and as a result to the formation of a new 

underclass.

As Stenning maintains, ‘research in Poland has suggested that this underclass 

finds itself in precisely those two locations, identified above as key spaces of
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socialism - in housing districts in old industrial cities and on former state farms’ 

(2005: 989). According to Domahski (2004), the new underclass is ‘lacking’ in both 

material and cultural assets, they are not only poor but also marginalized through low 

levels of education and restricted access to employment. The core of the underclass 

is seen to be made up of the long-term unemployed, who are unable to adapt to the 

changes in the economy, and are therefore dependent on benefits, transmitting this 

poverty through the generations. In the 1989 to 1995 period the decrease in 

employment amounted to 14.8%, of which 45.9% was the public sector. 

Unemployment in Poland continued to rise, reaching a peak of 18.1% in 2002 

(Central Statistical Agency (GUS), 2002). According to the data provided by the 

Survey of Economic Activity of the Population, the unemployment rates at that time 

in Poland were 2.5 times greater than the EU average.

The highest unemployment rates are in northern and western Poland, the 

areas of former state farms. According to data published in November 2004, 

unemployment was highest in the municipalities of Warmihsko-Mazurskie (28.7%), 

Kujawsko-Pomorskie (22.9%), Lubuskie (25.6%) and Zachodniopomorskie (27.0%) 

(GUS 2004). Such a high unemployment rate was the push factor for Polish people 

leaving the country. A massive emigration from these areas has contributed to the 

decline of the unemployment rate in Poland and as a result, to a labour shortage (see 

Diagnoza 2007). The latest indicators of unemployment for these regions are 11.1% 

for Lubuskie, 15.4% for Warmihsko-Mazurskie and 12.2% for Zachodniopomorskie 

and Kujawsko-Pomorskie (GUS 2008).

Elowever, a more favourable situation on the labour market did not prevent 

people from migrating from Poland. 'Phis may be attributed to the high poverty level 

of Polish society. In 2005 the percentage of people living below subsistence level
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equalled 12.3% (GUS 2005). This means that the income level of every eighth Pole 

did not let them satisfy their basic needs. While these are objective measures, 

according to more subjective indicators, 51% of household units assessed their 

financial situation as hard or very hard, and 31% pointed at having some difficulties 

to make the ends meet. This adds up to over 80% of household units seeing their 

financial situation as difficult and unsatisfactory.

Kideckel maintaints that:

East Europe is thus caught up in a system whose basic characteristics are 
capitalist, but clearly not of Euro-American variety. The new principles of 
property and governance appear to be the same, but the conditions and 
identities of the working classes are shaped by their rapidly diminishing 
access to resources - material, social and symbolic (2002: 115).

While at the beginning the high unemployment rate was a push factor, currently in 

most cases the migrants and their families are looking for a more prosperous quality 

of life, and they are driven by the need to secure income or to increase their 

household income (see further Galasihski and Galasihska 2007).

Migratory patterns in Poland and the UK

Having sketched the background for migration from Poland, I now discuss the actual 

migration trends from Poland abroad and immigration patterns to the United 

Kingdom. I also consider the implications of the world crisis in global economy, 

which has also affected the United Kingdom, for the prognosis concerning migration 

to this country.
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Migration from Poland

As Kaczmarczyk and Okolski put it (2008: 605), Poland is one of the European states 

that can still aptly be called an ‘emigration country’. Indeed, due to the economic and 

socio-political difficulties, migration has always played a vital role in Polish society. 

In the twentieth century it was constrained during the first three decades after the 

Second World War due to the political restrictions imposed by the communist 

regime. It only intensified in the early 1970s with liberalization of cross-border 

movements and normalization of Polish-German relations, reaching its peak in the 

late 1980s.

According to the information presented by Kaczmarczyk and Okolski (2008), 

the long-term outflow of people in the 80s amounted to between 1.1m and 1.3 m (i.e. 

3 per cent of the total population). In addition, more than a million Poles became 

short-term migrants during that decade (Kaczmarczyk and Okolski 2002). After the 

fall of the communist system in Poland, certain fluctuations in migration trends could 

be noticed, however with a positive net balance. According to the data obtained 

from the national census, in the years 1989-1990 about 50,000 migrants left Poland, 

then in 1993-1996 this number dropped to 20-25,000 per annum. From 1997 there 

has been sudden rise of migration: in 2000 it amounted to 61,000; and in 2001 - 

80,000. The main destination countries were Germany (37%), USA (20%), Italy 

(5%) and Canada (4%).

On 1 May 2004 Poland, along with a group of Central and Eastern European 

countries, entered the European Union. A large-scale increase in migration of Poles 

ensued and is ‘perceived today as spectacular and largely unexpected’ (Kaczmarczyk 

and Okolski 2008: 602). According to the Labour Force Survey in 2004, an estimated 

number of 250,000 Polish citizens were staying abroad for longer than two months.
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This was 20% more than in 2003. This trend continued over the next three years. The 

total number of migrants reached 522,000 in the third quarter of 2007 (K^pihska 

2007).

Whereas prior to accession to the EU in 2004 the main destination country 

was Germany, in 2006 the United Kingdom became the most important destination 

country (30%), while Germany hosted only 23% of the stock. Also a notable increase 

of migration was observed in Ireland, the Netherlands, and Sweden. The migration 

has mostly been of an economic character, the migrants usually going abroad to look 

for better work opportunities and better life conditions. According to Labour Force 

Survey, around 80% of migrants take up various forms of employment while staying 

abroad. However, the short term character of migration, prevalent before 2004, is 

now gradually being replaced by longer term migration. According to K^pihska 

(2007), the proportion of short-term migrants in the total decreased from 63% in 

2005 to 54% in the second quarter of 2007.

EU enlargement and Polish migration to the UK

The last decade of the twentieth century in the UK was a period marked by economic 

prosperity (Ruhs 2006). This created a favourable situation for the labour market. In 

2005 unemployment stood at 4.5%, which has been the best unemployment indicator 

among the Western countries (Owen, Fihel and Green 2007). As a result, the UK 

quickly became a destination spot of the migrant workers. This has been reinforced 

by the fact that in May 2004 the workers from the member countries were granted 

free access to the British labour market and could take up employment in the UK 

without a work permit.
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According to the information provided by the Worker’s Registration Scheme, 

a cumulative total of 932,000 applicants have applied to work in the UK between 1 

May 2004 and 30 September 2008. 66% of these applications came from Poland. 

The number of work applications tends to peak in the summer months, and is 

relatively low in the winter months, as most migrants look for job opportunities in 

agriculture and tourism related industries in July and August. At the same time, the 

overwhelming majority of Polish migrants are aged between 18 and 34, with only a 

small percentage (less than 18%) aged over 35, and without dependants in the UK 

(93%) (Ruhs 2006: 11). According to Fihel (2007), 25% of Polish migrants hold 

higher education diplomas, but despite their higher education, work in blue-collar 

sectors, mostly in construction, agriculture, hospitality and cleaning (see further 

Kaczmarczyk 2005, Lukowski 2004). More specifically, according to the data 

provided by the Home Office, the top five occupations are as follows: process 

operative (28%), warehouse operative (8%), packer (6%), kitchen and cleaning 

assistant (6%) and cleaner (6%). However, the data provided by the Labour Force 

Survey (2006) presents a different picture. The top male occupations are building and 

construction (19.1%) and hospitality services (10.9%). The top female occupations 

are hospitality services (14.1%), and health and social care (12.6%).

The United Kingdom has been the most popular destination spot for the 

inhabitants of the counties with high concentration of industry: Kujawsko-Pomorskie 

(49%), Lodzkie (42%), Sl^skie (39%), Mazowieckie (35%) and Dolnosl^skie (34%). 

It was less popular among inhabitants of strictly agricultural areas: Opolskie (11%) 

and Podkarpackie (21%) (for the map of Poland see figure 1 in the appendix 3) 

(Grabowska-Lusihska and Okolski 2008).
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Polish workers usually settle in three main regions of the UK: Anglia, 

Midlands and Central. Before the migration boom started, in 2002-3, 70% of Polish 

people applying for a national insurance number were based in London, but the 

significance of London as the centre of migration has been gradually decreasing. 

Polish migrants began to choose other regions of the country as their destinations 

(Owen, Fihel and Green 2007). While in 2005-6, the number of applications made by 

Polish people in London amounted to 16% of the total number of the applications 

made by foreigners, in the East Midlands this number reached 36%, and in Northern 

England and Northern Ireland 30% (Owen, Fihel and Green 2007). This shifts the 

focus of attention from London to other areas of the UK, where Polish minorities 

outnumber other ethnic minorities.

The period of economic prosperity that was characteristic for the UK at the 

dawn of the twenty first century has suffered from major decline in 2008. Along with 

the global crunch in the world market, the United Kingdom also found its economy 

contracting. BBC reported that the research institute has predicted that UK domestic 

gross product will contract by 4.3% in the whole of 2009 and then grow in 2010 by 

0.9% (BBC 2009). The crisis in the economy has led to an increase in 

unemployment, which reached a 10-year high of 1.86 million in October 2008. 

Adding to the worsening economic situation in the United Kingdom was the 

weakening value of the pound sterling in relation to the Polish zloty. On average in 

2004, 1 Pound was equal to 7 zlotys, while in May 2009, the rate of exchange was 

equal 1 to 4.9.

As a result of these changes, according to the information provided by mass 

media (see example Queteville 2008); about 400,000 Polish migrants were to leave 

the UK by the end of 2009. According to the professor from the Centre for
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International Relations in Warsaw, Poland, Krystyna Iglicka, the estimated number 

of Poles currently living in Great Britain and Ireland is 1.2 million, one-third of 

which may become unemployed. However, she does not agree with the assumption 

that they will return to Poland, she instead maintains that the migration to the UK is 

becoming a long term migration and many migrants are familiar with the local social 

security systems (Martynowicz and Jarman 2009:5, Rozalski 2008, Slack and Hall 

2008). Also, from the psychological point of view, returning to Poland may not be 

satisfying for the migrants, as coming back from abroad without having saved a 

significant amount of money, may be a source of shame and criticism by the other 

members of the society. Krings et al. seem to share a similar opinion when 

discussing the effects of the economic recession on the migrants’ decisions whether 

to stay in Ireland or leave:

[...] the decision to 'stay or go' is more complex than any simplistic 
assumptions about 'Poles going home' allow for. For a start, a significant 
majority of migrants remain in employment, in spite of the downturn, and the 
situation in the home countries may be even worse. Furthermore, even if 
migrants should lose their job in Ireland, welfare arrangements offer some 
protection against unemployment. Moreover, the longer migrants stay in the 
host country, the more non-economic factors such as social networks and 
quality of life take on a greater importance (Krings et al. 2009: par.4.1).

Situation of Polish migrants in Belfast, Northern Ireland 

As my research focuses on the Polish ethnic minority in Belfast, Northern Ireland, in 

this section I discuss the specificity of the local context related to the sectarian 

division and the history of the Troubles. I then present the ethnic composition of the 

population in Belfast. Finally, I refer to the situation of the Polish migrants, by 

referring to the official and other estimates. I also discuss the findings of the
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MIGPOL survey organized by Michal Garapich and Dorota Osipovic in 2007 as well 

as the results of my own survey carried out in 2008/9.

The Northern Irish context: ethnic identity and religion 

On the surface, the Northern Irish conflict is often considered as a dispute over the 

maintenance of UK membership for Ulster versus unification of ‘the North’ into a 

sovereign Irish nation state. However, this kind of approach is simplistic, as the 

conflict is multifaceted and there are many other aspects of the phenomena that lie at 

its heart. As Siobhan McEvoy observes, it is a conflict about identity and territory 

with economic elements (McEvoy 2000: 86). The identity is principally determined 

in terms of religious affiliation, as the two local main groups define themselves 

nominally as Catholics or Protestants (cf. Whyte 1990). However, according to 

Richard Jenkins, religious labels are not the only signifiers of identity; depending on 

the context, ‘British’, ‘Ulsterman’, ‘unionist’, ‘loyalist’ or ‘Orangeman’ may equate 

with Protestant, whereas ‘Irish’, ‘republican’ or ‘nationalist’ may stand for Catholic. 

Hence, in Northern Ireland, ‘group identity is complex rather than simple, multiplex 

rather than single-stranded’ (Jenkins 1996: 111) and in relation to this one should 

consider the Northern Irish conflict as generated by complex political, religious and 

ethnic factors.

The times of the Troubles have been marked by violent clashes between 

security forces, paramilitaries and civilians, as well as by street violence and 

demonstrations, assassinations and bomb explosions or scares, and by organized and 

random intimidation (McEvoy 2000: 86). O’Leary and McGarry argue that Northern 

Ireland should be classified along with Lebanon, Cyprus and Sri Lanka as ‘an ethnic 

war, a communal war, or an inter-national war’ (O'Leary and McGarry 1993: 18).
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It must be emphasized that ‘the worst periods of ethnic violence in Northern 

Ireland - in the early 1920s and since 1968 - have focused on Belfast’ (Doherty and 

Poole 1997: 522). During those years, the rate of fatal incidents per 1,000 people was 

2.95 in Belfast, and approximately 1.02 in the remainder of Northern Ireland 

(Doherty and Poole 1995: 31-33). Each new outbreak of violence in this city has 

maintained and increased the segregation of the inhabitants of Belfast along ethnic, 

political and religious lines. As Maruska Svasek argues,

Memories of past and present aggression influence emotional dispositions of 
local residents, as well as their use of space, characterized by spatial 
strategies that involve, ‘complex mapping practices, whereby space is carved 
into safe and unsafe zones, where both macro and micro-territorial 
considerations exist, involving respectively ‘’the other side of town” or ‘’ the 
other side of street” (Svasek 2009: 130).

Such a spatial segregation of Belfast still persists, and as a result the locations are 

divided between Catholics and Protestants, and they become zones that are often 

demarcated by ‘flags, painted curb stones, murals and parades’ (Svasek 2009: 130). 

This kind of arrangement of the urban area of the city has been important in my 

research, as Polish migrants are situated within this mosaic of safe and unsafe zones, 

which is often a cause of conflicts and tensions along the lines of ethnicity and 

religion. These tensions may at times trigger off sectarian attacks, to which I return 

in chapter 8 of this thesis.

Nowadays only West Belfast has a Catholic majority, but this is quite 

substantial (82.7%) (Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency (NISRA) 

2001). While the western part of the city has been the Catholic heartland, the number 

of Protestants is particularly high in east Belfast (84.6%) and the Mount Ward 

(89.7%). The remaining parts of Belfast lie between these two extremes with a
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tendency for those within the local government district to have larger Catholic 

minorities and for the more suburban areas to have larger Protestant minorities (see 

Byrne, Hansson and Bell 2006). Such a social construction of urban spaces, 

informing the experience of belonging and identity, is of crucial importance to my 

PhD research.

Cultural minorities in Northern Ireland

Due to its specific situation of sectarianism and ‘religious’ conflict, Northern Ireland 

for a long time has not received a significant inflow of people. Apart from the 

continued social instability that came with the Troubles, there was also the physical 

remoteness of the region, and its unfavourable economic situation (with Northern 

Ireland being one of the poorest regions in the United Kingdom), that has restrained 

people from settling down there.

Also, the issue of ethnic minorities for a long time has been marginal in the 

public discourse. Instead, various spheres of the community life were dominated by 

socio-political debates about the ‘troubles’ and sectarianism. Until 1997 race 

relations were not even included in the Northern Irish legislation (Hainsworth 1998: 

3). The situation changed after the Good Friday Agreement in 1998. The author of 

the editorial of the Cultural Traditions Journal Causeway argued that:

There is a myth that the society in the North consists of two monolithic 
communities - Protestant/unionist and Catholic/nationalist. One of the aims 
of Causeway has been to shatter this misconception, to demonstrate through 
the lives and experiences of those who live here that there is much more 
diverse culture than any casual glance at a newspaper or a TV bulletin would 
lead you to believe... Within Northern Ireland, there are many sizeable 
minorities, people who contribute to our culture in many surprising ways yet 
lie outside the concept of a two-tradition society (1998 quoted in Hainsworth 
1998:4)
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According to the National Census from 2001, there were 14,532 people who

belonged to ethnic minority communities in Northern Ireland (compare Jarman 2005,

Martynowicz and Jarman 2009: 2). One third of them lived in Belfast - that is, 4,584

or 1.3% of its population. The largest ethnic minority group at that time was the

Chinese (1,318), who constituted 0.48% of Belfast’s population. People from a

mixed background were the second largest group at that time and made up 0.25% of

the population. The Indian community constituted 0.14% of the city’s population and

most of its members were located in South and North Belfast (NISRA 2001).

In recent years, with the stabilization of the political situation in Belfast, and

with the EU accession, the ethnic composition of Belfast’s population has been

undergoing substantial changes. More specifically, a ‘“conservative estimate” of

7,500 migrants arrived in Belfast between April 2004 and March 2006’ (Belfast City

Council 2007). Neil Jarman comments that

the speed and scale of current immigration is much more rapid than has 
previously been the case for Northern Ireland and (...) because most migrants 
are coming from countries without a recent history of immigration to the UK 
and Ireland. The current migration is not simply an increase in scale of the 
previous patterns, but rather represents new trends, with migrants coming 
from Eastern Europe rather than Eastern Asia, from non-Commonwealth 
countries and from countries that do not necessarily have widespread use of 
the English language. Each of these factors adds new dynamics to the patterns 
of demography, service use and social diversity in Northern Ireland (2005a: 
17).

This seemed to be true, as in 2009 the Polish ethnic minority overtook its Chinese 

counterpart, which had been the largest ethnic minority group in Belfast in the 1990s. 

This new migration has changed the ethnic landscape of the city in a considerable 

way. Councillor Pat McCarthy, the mayor of Belfast, said that from now on ‘one of
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the biggest challenges facing Belfast is in fostering a sense of belonging for all of the 

different communities who share the city space’ (Belfast City Council 2007).

Due to the rapid changes that the city of Belfast experienced in such a short 

time, incidents of hate crime and racism became new social problems that its 

community has to tackle. A number of organisations and authors underlined the 

issues of racism towards migrant workers in particular (Betts and Hamilton 2006, 

Holder 2007, McVeigh 2006, Watt and McGaughey 2006). Martynowicz and Jarman 

report that examples of unfair treatment due to prejudice and racist attitudes include 

the ‘denial of access to employment rights, difficulties with accessing health service 

provision, being subjected to inappropriate questioning in job interviews and the 

exploitation on the housing market’ (2009: 23).

Prejudice is often triggered off by the process of categorizing the other:

On another part of the spectrum to actual physical attacks migrant workers 
seem subject to widespread cliched myths and rumours at level of social 
discourse. Such myths are often repeated without conscious malicious 
intention. [...] the myths are in fact the base of racism and create 
demonisation and hostility that can lead to the climate of hostility where 
people are demonised as being less human than others [...] (Animate 2004).

I will return to the issue of ethnic discrimination in the last chapter of my thesis. I 

will now sketch general situation of Polish migrants in Belfast.

Polish migrants in Northern Ireland

According to the information gathered by the Annual Population Survey, the 

estimated number of Polish people living in Northern Ireland between April 2007 

and March 2008 was 13,000 (Office for National Statistics (ONS) 2008). However,
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the estimates of the Polish Association1 2 of Northern Ireland place this number at 

40,000 , with a majority located in Belfast. As there are no official data available on 

the number of the Polish people in Belfast, I can only refer to the statistics obtained 

from the association’s database, which places this number between 8,000 and 10,000 

(depending on the season of the year - in the summer this figure is higher than 

during the winter months, due to the fact that many Polish students take up seasonal 

jobs during their vacation).

From October to November 2006 I conducted 100 questionnaires among 

Polish migrants in Belfast as a part of larger project, the MIGPOL research, 

organized by Michal Garapich and Dorota Osipovic. Amongst others, the survey 

contained questions regarding the general characteristics of the respondents, such as 

age, education, their current situation in Belfast (whether they are alone or with 

families, housing issues, etc.), their links with Poland, and their plans for the future. 

The results of this survey were as follows. First of all, it transpired that the vast 

majority of the migrants (80%) belonged to the age group from 18 to 35 years with 

43% of the respondents being the holders of third level education diplomas 

(including undergraduate and postgraduate studies). Secondly, the questionnaire 

included questions regarding the migrants’ marital status and family situation. 47% 

of the respondents lived in the UK with their partners. 14% were so-called ‘stayers’ 

as they intended to stay permanently in the UK (Garapich 2006); while 33% were 

‘searchers’ - they were not sure how long they were going to remain in the UK, a 

tendency to which Garapich (2006) refers to as ‘intentional unpredictability’, noting 

that migrants often keep their options deliberately open to adjust to the changing

1 For the list of all the organisations please see appendix 1B.
2 This information is obtained from the association’s database. It is worth mentioning that the 
discrepancy between the data obtained from the Home Office and the Polish Association of Northern 
Ireland may derive from the fact that many migrants do not register with the Home Office.
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circumstances in the global economy. Only 7% of respondents intended to stay for 

less than 6 months and 24% would like to stay from 2 to 5 years. This suggested that 

migration of Poles to Belfast is a long term one rather than seasonal (see table 1 in 

appendix 2).

Because of the crisis in the world economy, which also affected Northern 

Ireland, the findings of this research needed further corroboration in the year 2008/9. 

In order to meet this aim, I conducted a smaller scale survey with 50 Poles living in 

Belfast. Apart from the questions included in the questionnaire devised by Garapich 

and Osipovic, 1 also appended different ones, including respondents’ place of origin 

in Poland, the reasons for migration, their religious affiliation and the part of Belfast 

in which they live.

The findings of the survey indicate that the vast majority of migrants come 

from the Central (Mazowieckie county). Northern (Kujawsko-Pomorskie and 

Pomorskie) and Southern Poland (Malopolskie, Podkarpackie, Dolnoslqskie and 

Slqskie) (see table 2 in appendix 2). 44% of the informants are in Belfast with their 

families, and 22% with their partners, which leaves 34% of singletons. This may 

suggest that the migration is becoming a long term phenomenon due the practicalities 

involved in moving back to Poland, especially in the case of families with children, 

who were often bom and raised in Northern Ireland. This thesis could be further 

corroborated by the respondents’ answers given to the following question ‘How long 

do you intend to stay in Belfast?’ Despite the economic crisis, the breakdown of 

responses was as follows. Still a significant percentage of informants intend to stay 

in Northern Ireland for a longer period of time (from to 2 to 5 years) and there is a 

salient tendency to postpone the decision as to whether or not leave the UK (see table 

3 in appendix 2). One can however observe a visible decline in the proportion of
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those who would like to stay permanently in Northern Ireland to the advantage of 

those who intend to stay in Belfast from 6 months to 2 years. In conclusion, it does 

not seem that the crisis will hasten migrants’ decisions about returning to Poland, as 

the percentage of so-called ‘seasonal migrants’ has risen only by 2%, which is a 

minor difference. In the conversations that I had with my informants, it was also 

evident that the majority of them will choose to stay in Belfast for an undefined 

amount of time.

Another question that I included in my questionnaire was ‘What is your 

religious affiliation?’ and 93% chose the option ‘Catholic’. This figure reflects 

general trends in Poland, to which I return in chapter 7. Taking into account specific 

context of Northern Ireland, I also amended a question: ‘Which part of Belfast do 

you live in?’. Most common locations were Ormeau Road area (where many other 

foreigners choose to live), The Donegal! Road area, East Belfast (Woodstock and 

Cregagh Road) and North Belfast (Shore Road and Antrim Road).

Conclusion

In this chapter I discussed the reasons for migration from the perspective of the 

sending country as well as through the lens of the receiving country. While it appears 

that the push and pull factors that contribute to the decisions about migration have an 

economic character, it also seems undeniable that the process of migration becomes a 

long term phenomenon rather than a seasonal one. Despite the social forecasts and 

information disseminated by mass media predicting a sudden decrease in migration 

due to the credit crunch, Poles appear to choose to stay in the United Kingdom, as 

they are familiar with the local social security system and state benefits. The results 

of 100 questionnaires among Polish migrants in Belfast that I carried out as a part of
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the MIGPOL research among Poles in the United Kingdom show that the vast 

majority of Poles are of productive age, have partners and frequently have children in 

Northern Ireland, which also suggests that they may start to settle down in the United 

Kingdom. This raises many questions and concerns regarding the relations of the 

members of the local community in Belfast with Poles, who find themselves in a still 

segregated and highly politicized space in terms of the sectarian divide in Northern 

Ireland, often choosing Protestant areas of the city to live in (frequently motivated by 

the lower price of rent in the parts of Belfast such as the Donegall Road area or East 

Belfast).
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Chapter 3

Epistemology and methods

In this chapter I focus on the methodological and epistemological issues related to 

my research. I describe my mixed methodology, which included participant 

observation and interviews, and to a lesser extent the analysis of internet forums and 

structured survey. I also dwell upon my positionality in the field and the ambiguity 

of the concept of a ‘native anthropologist’. Finally, I discuss ethical issues related to 

my research.

Mixed approach: including both qualitative and quantitative 
methods

A common perception among social scientists is that there is a tension between 

quantitative and qualitative methods. Anthropological and ethnographical research is 

usually associated with qualitative methods, while sociology is traditionally 

associated with quantitative analyses. The rifts in the methodological preferences 

between these disciplines of social sciences stem from the following perceptions of 

each other:

Quantitative researchers have seen qualitative researchers as too context 
specific, their samples as unrepresentative and their claims about their work 
as unwarranted - this is judged from the vantage point of statistical 
generalization. For their part qualitative researchers view quantitative 
research as overly simplistic, decontextualized, reductionist in terms of its 
generalizations, and failing to capture the meanings that authors attach to 
their actions and circumstances (Brannen 2005: 7).

The underlying reason for this gap between the qualitative and quantitative analyses 

is that in the two approaches different methods of social inquiry are chosen:
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The quantitative approach typically uses random sample surveys and 
structured interviews to collect the data - mainly, quantifiable data - and 
analyzes it using statistical techniques. By contrast the qualitative approach 
typically uses purposive sampling and semi-structured and interactive 
interviews to collect the data - mainly, data relating to people’s judgments, 
preferences, priorities, and/or perceptions about the subject - and analyzes it 
usually through anthropological research techniques (Caravhallo and White 
1997: 1).

However I believe that rather than focusing on the rifts between the quantitative and 

qualitative methods as representatives of two hostile camps within the social 

sciences, one should focus on the advantages emerging from using each one of them. 

In relation to this, a number of researchers recommend the use of multiple methods - 

or triangulation - in order to ‘increase recognition and understanding of the diversity 

and complexity of experiences’ (Wadsworth 2000: 653; see also Babbie 2000). 

Multiple methods work to enhance understanding both by adding layers of 

information and by using one type of data to validate or refine another. With these 

considerations in mind in my research I included mixed qualitative and quantitative 

methods. The qualitative methods let me engage with the meanings that the 

individuals make out of their life-worlds, while quantitative methods allowed me to 

complement the findings of the former.

Qualitative methods 

Methodological bricolage

To explore in more depth the range of the meanings intrinsic in the identity 

construction of Polish migrants in Belfast, I adopted mixed qualitative research. 

Denzin and Lincoln observe that the social researcher reminds of ‘scientist, 

naturalist, fieldworker, social critic, artist, performer, jazz musician, filmmaker, quilt 

maker, essayist’ (2005: 4). Researcher may be considered as a bricoleur, as a maker
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of quilts, or as in filmmaking, a person who assembles images into montages, while 

the result of his work gives a beginning to bricolage, ‘a pieced-together set of 

representations that are fitted into specifics of a complex situation’ (2005: 4). 

Bricolage is an emergent construction that ‘changes and takes new forms as different 

tools, methods and techniques of representation and interpretation are added to the 

puzzle’ (Denzin and Lincoln 2005: 4). According to Joe L. Kincheloe:

ethnography, textual analysis, semiotics, hermeneutics, psychoanalysis, 
phenomenology, historiography, discourse analysis combined with 
philosophical analysis, literary analysis, aesthetic criticism, and theatrical and 
dramatic ways of observing and making meaning constitute the 
methodological bricolage. In this way bricoleurs move beyond the blinders of 
particular disciplines and peer through a conceptual window to a new world 
of research and knowledge production (2005: 1).

In my methodological bricolage 1 included ethnographic methods (participant 

observation and unstructured interviews) and textual analysis. I return to this in more 

detail later in this chapter. I precede the discussion of methodology by 

epistemological considerations related to my research, by disentangling the layers of 

complexities inherent in the concept of the ‘native anthropologist’.

Away from home: 'native' anthropology in unknown settings 

As Jeremy MacClancy holds, ‘for too long, social anthropology has been seen as an 

academic discipline dedicated to the study of abstruse customs of out-of-the-way 

tribes’ (MacClancy 2002: 1). In relation to this, a lot of work has been ‘done beyond 

the confines of Europe and that the potentially more sensational and colorful of that 

work (especially those in particularly distant, even mysterious settings) has received 

greater publicity’ (2002: 1). However, the task of contemporary anthropology is to

50



make a valuable contribution to a range of social issues and for anthropologists to 

focus also on their own societies. This is the approach that I take in my research.

Nevertheless, since we live in the world where cultures and societies are often 

delocalized and taken out of their own context, my position in the field was 

somewhat ambiguous. More specifically, my research was situated at a sort of 

cultural crossroads, where on one hand 1 was doing research on members of my own 

ethnicity (with all the epistemological complexities involved in that, which I discuss 

in the following section), but at the same time I was exploring the exotic and 

unknown, somehow distant location of Belfast. Therefore my investigation was a 

dialectical process, in which I was engaged in understanding the familiar in the 

unknown setting.

Being Polish, in certain circumstances I did not possess enough knowledge to 

be fully familiar with the local specifics. Namely, in my participant observation I was 

sometimes wondering if certain phenomena were typically Polish or were they also 

characteristic of Northern Ireland. For example, at the end of December in Polish 

Saturday School, children organized the nativity scene performance. I was not sure if 

this was something typically Polish or not. In a similar way, a teacher at Polish 

Saturday School during one of the lessons introduced a song to the students about 

‘golden fish’; I also did not know then if the story about the golden fish is something 

commonly known all over the world or just in Poland. In addition to that, I lacked the 

local knowledge about the traditions in Northern Ireland, which made more difficult 

my attempts to analyze certain phenomena. For example, when I was attending the 

Christmas dinner organized by Krzysztof and Monika, I saw that the Christmas 

crackers lying on the dinner plates and was wondering whether this was a cultural

3 For the profiles of my informants please see appendix 1 A.
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incompetence on their part, as during the Christmas party at my supervisor’s house, 

the crackers were sitting next to the plates. Also during Halloween trick and treating, 

I was uncertain as to whether or not it is typical of all the children to treat this 

tradition as a competition as to who receives more sweets. I was also wondering if 

the groups of children who trick and treat prefer to stay away from other groups of 

youngsters in order to increase their haul.

There were numerous other examples, when 1 was learning along with my 

informants about life in Northern Ireland. In most of the cases I was clearing my 

doubts by bombarding my local friends with strange questions, such as ‘Where do 

you usually locate the Christmas crackers: on the plates or beside them?’, ‘Do you 

believe in golden fish in Northern Ireland?, or ‘Do you stage nativity scenes in 

Northern Ireland?’ On the other hand, the lack of local knowledge on my part led to 

more in-depth interviews in some situations and facilitated my concentration on the 

indigenous exegesis of my informants in others. For example, when I saw Christmas 

crackers on Monika’s table arranged in a strange way, I asked her where she found 

out how to arrange them, a question that I may have not asked otherwise. Thanks to 

this, I found out that she prepared her Christmas decoration by following different 

instructions presented in magazines and in TV programmes. Or, because I was not 

sure whether nativity scenes were also performed in the UK, when my informants 

told me that they were exclusively Polish I did not object, which could have 

disturbed the free flow of our conversation. Overall, by sharing elements of cultural 

incompetence with the migrants I could then find out more about their own 

interpretations of certain cultural phenomena.
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Native anthropology? Outsider/ insider dilemma

In this section I discuss the issues related to the construction of the insider/ outsider 

status in anthropological research, and retlexivity, linking these to my own status in 

the context of my PhD project.

It has been a common assumption of anthropologists for many years that the 

shared culture between interviewers and interviewees can provide a fertile ground for 

gaining access, establishing good rapport, asking meaningful questions and reaching 

empathetic understanding. Especially in cases when interviews are conducted ‘away 

from home’, at first glance it seems that mutually perceived homogeneity can create 

a sense of community, which further enhances trust and openness throughout the 

research process. Marjorie Mandelstam Blazer aptly asserts that:

As old national boundaries erode and new ones emerge, new voices of 
anthropologists, ethnographers and ethnosociologists studying their own 
cultures have begun to be heard more clearly. Indigenous anthropologists, as 
representatives of their own cultures, are often representatives of traditions 
that they themselves choose to describe and interpret. With anthropological 
training, they are both of their cultures - culture incarnate - and in position to 
critique those cultures in times of turmoil (Mandelstam Blazer 1995: 3).

However, such an assumption is rooted in an essentialist mode of thinking and 

considering ‘the self and the belief that native anthropologists are always insiders 

regardless of their complex backgrounds. Kirin Narayan in her groundbreaking essay 

‘How Native is a Native Anthropologist?’ (1993) maintains, following other 

scholars, such as Messerschmidt (1981), that the extent to which a native 

anthropologist can be considered as an insider is questionable. She claims that 

‘factors such as education, gender, sexual orientation, class, race, or sheer duration of 

contacts may at different times outweigh the cultural identity we associate with 

insider outsider status’ (1993: 672). Hence, it should be always kept in mind that ‘we
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all belong to different communities simultaneously [...]’ as the anthropologist 

develops multiplex subjectivity with many crosscutting identifications (1993: 676).

In connection with this, a core element of anthropological epistemology 

nowadays is engaging in reflexivity. Reflexivity, whereby the researcher engages in a 

meta-analysis of the research process, offers a tool for analysing how the researcher’s 

identity influences the process of the construction of anthropological knowledge (cf. 

Marcus and Fischer 1986). Overall I believe that my status as a native anthropologist 

helped me especially at the initial stage of my research in establishing rapport with 

gatekeepers, in particular the Polish Association of Northern Ireland, and the Polish 

Saturday School. As a native speaker of the Polish language, employed as an 

interpreter, I was also able to collaborate closely with the organizations dealing with 

the issues concerning migrants, such as the Northern Irish Council for Ethnic 

Minorities (NICEM), PSNI (Police Service of Northern Ireland), and CAB (Citizen 

Advice Bureau). In addition, the fact that Polish is my native language contributed to 

my ability to communicate easily with my informants, who often do not speak 

English well.

At the same time, thanks to my knowledge of the tacit rules - ‘unspoken 

traditions imposed by myriad social forces on past, present and future’ (Wolcott 

2005: 53), or ‘socio-cultural grammar that guides behaviours and interpretations of 

these behaviours’ (Fleisher 1995: 12) among the members of my society, I had a 

better awareness of how these tacit rules constrain meaningful interpretations of the 

events and serve as a guide to action. In practical terms, I was able to maintain good 

relations with my informants, as I possessed intuitive knowledge about what kind of 

behaviours were acceptable in particular social situations and which are not.
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Another advantage emerging from my status as a native anthropologist is that 

of ‘epistemic privilege’ (see Narayan 1998). Griffith, while discussing issues of 

epistemological privilege potentially connected with insider status, points to the 

following questions that frequently come up in the debates on insider and outsider 

status:

Does the biography of the researcher - their race, class, gender, sexual identity 
and history - privilege or disqualify their knowledge claims? Do researchers 
with an intimate, often tacit knowledge of a group construct accounts that are 
more authentic or trustworthy? (Griffith 1998: 361-362).

What is at stake with the insider/outsider debate, is the claim that insider status 

equals epistemic privilege. I believe that my status of native anthropologist did 

bestow me with advantages in producing a more authentic account. However, it goes 

without saying that the process of constructing an ethnographic account, although it 

may be facilitated by an ethnographer’s insider status, is not just as easy as that. 

There are other aspects of the anthropological self that come into play and undergo 

constant negotiation during the research.

In terms of my own fieldwork, especially in the initial phase, different 

dimensions of my identity, such as my status as a middle class female researcher 

coming from the capital of Poland, were, to use Narayan’s terms, ‘tugged into the 

open’ (1993: 673) and at some points became an impediment to making my 

informants open up. This has been especially visible in relations with the 

representatives of a lower class, coming from the rural areas of Poland, who often 

distrusted me as a middle class anthropologist. I gradually gained their trust and 

friendship by referring to the situations that we had in common. For example, I often 

shared with my informants the fact that apart from being a researcher, during the first 

year of my PhD, I was working at a local shop as a sales assistant, engaging in
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burdensome tasks. It was particularly helpful in establishing rapport with the 

representatives of the working class, who understood my position and could easily 

relate to it.

Also, in case of particular informants with lower class background, 

especially Zosia, Sebastian, Krzysztof and Monika I gained their trust by using 

words and phrases in their class dialect, frequently slangisms and vulgarisms. As I 

was gradually, rather than promptly introducing these words into my day-to-day 

vocabulary, it did not give an impression of unnatural strain and rather than 

occasioning mockery, 1 was gaining recognition in the eyes of my informants. In one 

instance, Sebastian told me: ‘With us you will learn how to swear’. These attempts 

decreased the social distance between my informants and myself. Naturally, the 

changes I made to my register were conscious. Outside the fieldwork situations with 

lower class people, I would retain my own identity as a middle class female, and in 

any other contexts, I would not use the same register that 1 used with my informants.

Furthermore, I negotiated my positionality in the field by the means of my 

gendered identity. It was helpful in establishing rapport with lower class women, 

who had rather traditional understanding of gender roles, to take on the role of a girl 

lacking sufficient knowledge about typical female activities, mainly cooking. In this 

way I was able to win trust of Zosia and Monika, respectively 39 and 33 year-old 

women, who had families and children. I got connected with them by spending time 

in their kitchen, learning how to cook Polish traditional meals and while doing so, 

talking about daily lives of Polish migrants in Belfast. Such an access to the private 

sphere of their home space helped me to gain intimate knowledge of intricacies of 

their lives. I was able to reciprocate their help through my command of English, 

which enabled me to assist them in different situations. When their electricity meter

56



caught fire, it was me who called NI Energy. I was also able to help them in 

completing application forms and in accessing a free English language course. The 

women did not feel undermined by my higher educational status as they often 

ridiculed my poor culinary skills. In this way the power relations between us were 

equalled out to some extent.

Another context which afforded me opportunities to establish rapport with 

some of my informants was my work at a call centre as a technical support 

representative for a broadband service. Many Polish migrants worked at the same 

call centre. They were more than willing to help me and contribute to my research, as 

I was one of them. I was experiencing the same kind of stressful conversations with 

the customers, but was also doing my research, which for them was something worth 

appreciation, disposing them to support my efforts.

The final aspect of my identity that came into play during my research was 

my place of origin. In many instances the fact that I lived most of my life in Warsaw, 

the capital of Poland, reinforced the social distance with my informants, who often 

came from rural areas. To avoid this distance, 1 often referred to my place of birth 

and the towns associated with my early childhood. For example, whenever I could 

sense a certain dislike from my informants when they found out I was from the 

capital (this was usually visible in a grimace they made), I would immediately add 

that I was born in Busko-Zdroj, a small spa town in the Swi^tokrzyskie County. This 

was effective especially in cases when my informants came from the same region. In 

a similar way, when I was interacting with Ania, a 25 year-old migrant female from 

Cieszyn Silesia, I found common ground with her referring to the fact that I had 

spent holidays with my paternal grandparents, who were from Cieszyn, a town in the

57



Czech-Polish borderland region. She appreciated my use of a few words of her 

dialect.

Despite these divisions with my informants along lines of locality and class, I 

believe that overall my status as native anthropologist was an advantage in my 

research. It facilitated my entry into the field, and was also useful in establishing 

initial contacts and maintaining relationships with my informants. My knowledge of 

the cultural grammar regulating their lives helped me to construct a more ‘authentic’ 

account.

Having examined the epistemological issues related to my fieldwork and 

explored the issues related to my positionality in the field, in the following sections 1 

will focus on the qualitative methods used in my research, that is, participant 

observation, interviews, and the textual analysis.

Participant observation

During my participant observation, I aimed to understand the meanings associated 

with the worldviews and ways of life of the members of the Polish ethnic minority in 

the context of their everyday, lived experience, by immersing myself into their day- 

to-day rhythms and routines. As Spradley remarks:

The essential core of ethnography is this concern with the meanings of 
actions and events to the people we seek to understand. Some of these 
meanings are directly expressed in language, many are taken for granted and 
communicated only indirectly through words and actions. But in every 
society people make constant use of these complex meaning systems to 
organize their behavior, to understand themselves and others, and to make 
sense out of the word in which they live (1980: 5).
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My fieldwork was conducted in urban settings. This made my participant observation 

distinct from the kind that is conducted in small and remote villages, more closed off 

communities. Therefore the questionable ideal of total immersion, whereby an 

anthropologist is able to observe most of the interactions between the members of the 

community, turned out to be unachievable in the impersonal and sprawling city of 

Belfast and in the dispersed Polish community. I had to abandon a naive assumption 

that my fieldwork would be all-encompassing and had to choose particular locations 

as my field sites.

Accordingly, I attended all formal and informal meetings organized by the 

Polish migrants. 1 started my research in December 2008, by moving into shared 

accommodation where other Polish migrants lived. The property was a six bedroom 

house and people of different nationalities (Italians, Austrians, British, Irish, Indians, 

etc.) were constantly moving in and out. However for a significant amount of time I 

shared this house with two Polish girls, which allowed me to interact with them on a 

daily basis. After the year of fieldwork 1 was forced to move houses for the reasons 

beyond my control, and again decided to share accommodation with my compatriots. 

I got a room in a two bedroom flat, rented by a Polish female. Although my 

fieldwork was officially over in January of 2009, I was still ‘in the field’ and 

continued collecting ethnographic data. In fact the last couple of months were more 

productive than those that I had spent in the previous accommodation, as relations 

with my new flatmate were more personal, because it was just a two bedroom 

apartment and there was no one else living there with us. She was aware that I was 

doing research on Polish migrants and she was very helpful, often saying: ‘You can 

include it in your research’.
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In terms of other activities in which I took part, at the beginning of my 

research I mostly used a participant observation technique in more or less formalized 

settings. I participated in Polish Saturday School lessons, and in dance and drama 

classes at Rainbow factory. I also attended the Polish Catholic masses (taking place 

at St John’s the Evangelist Church on the Falls Road), which were followed by 

religious education lessons for Polish children and premarital classes. To make 

contacts with people who were not Catholic, I also attended a couple of Jehovah’s 

Witnesses’ meetings held in Polish. Additionally, I visited Friday meetings of Polish 

parents and children at Willowfield Parish Church. Furthermore, I participated in 

other events, such as the Polish film festival, the Polish picnic, Andrzejki, Mikolajki 

and carnival. Although in these situations my participant observation was formalized 

and one could question to what extent it was really participant observation and to 

what just an observation, an element of participation was always there. Even in 

Polish Saturday School classes I could not remain a so-called ‘fly on the wall’. The 

teachers often took advantage of my presence. For example, in order to calm down 

the noisy pupils, the history and geography teacher used to say: ‘Be careful, because 

Marta will take you to the Police Station’, while the Polish language teacher would 

rebuke them by asking: ‘Aren’t you ashamed? We have a guest here and you are 

acting like little rascals’. Especially in the group of 4 year - old children, I was 

playing a role of an additional caretaker. For instance, I often read out books to them 

or played with them. Similarly, although my initial aim at dance and drama lessons 

for Polish teenagers was to observe the classes, after some time I realized that my 

presence was less intrusive when I joined the crowd and danced with them. In other, 

less formalized situations my participation was even more pervasive. For example 

during Friday meetings of Polish parents and children at Willowfield Parish Church,
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I played with mothers and children, often taking care of the kids, when the mothers 

wanted to go out to smoke, etc. I often joined small groups of women for coffee and 

biscuits and had informal chats with them.

While at the beginning of my fieldwork I mostly participated in the more 

formalized events, after a couple of months, I established rapport and developed 

good relations with my informants and often spent time with them on informal social 

occasions. For example, the migrants frequently invited me over for coffee or tea; for 

name’s day and birthday parties. We would go for walks and trips together, and we 

would watch movies. I also was also invited to participate in festive events, such as 

Christmas dinner and Easter breakfast. The most problematic feature of participant 

observation, especially on these occasions, was to reconcile the role of observer and 

participant. On the one hand the role of observer required me to stand back and 

record what was going on, while on the other hand the role of participant involved 

my immersion in the stream of events. According to Hammersley and Atkinson, even 

in the case when a researcher is studying a familiar group or setting, ‘the participant 

observer is required to treat it as ‘anthropologically strange’, in an effort to make 

explicit presuppositions he or she takes for granted as culture member’ (2007: 9). 

Therefore my participant observation entailed precarious balance between the roles 

of participant and observer. Had 1 failed to maintain a sufficient degree of 

detachment and become a ‘complete’ participant I would have lost the ability to see 

social phenomena as an outsider. My observations would have been partial and one

sided.

I also participated frequently in certain situations involving Polish migrants 

which arose at my workplaces. During my preliminary fieldwork it was a Mace shop, 

and at the beginning of my research it was a call centre. Finally, throughout the
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whole period of my fieldwork, there were situations in which I interpreted for Polish 

migrants: mostly at police stations, at GP practices, in the hospitals, courts, jobs and 

benefits offices, and schools. Because of the code of ethics of community interpreters 

I am unable to discuss particular situations in this thesis. However these sessions 

gave me more of an insight into the problems and issues that Polish migrants deal 

with in their daily lives.

Overall, my major task as participant observer was to put myself in the shoes 

of the people under study in order to see the local reality through their eyes. 1 applied 

the methods of so-called 'empathetic understanding’ elaborated by Weber (1978) in 

order to describe the cultural phenomena in terms of the meanings specific to the 

culture under study (see Geertz 1973). Therefore, I attempted to gain a holistic 

perspective on the ‘cultural logics’ (Swidler 2001) that constitute the social life of the 

Polish minority in Belfast, yet at the same time ‘recognizing humbly that cultures 

and social meanings are fragmented and multiplicitous’ (Bourgois 2002: 19).

Interviews

To obtain a better understanding of the feelings, emotions and motives of my 

informants, I conducted unstructured interviews. As Jones puts it:

In order to understand other persons’ constructions of reality, we would do 
well to ask them [...] and to ask them in such a way that they can tell us in 
their terms (rather than those imposed rigidly and a priori by ourselves) and 
in a depth which addresses the rich context that is the substance of their 
meanings (1985: 46).

Interviews are also crucial tools in establishing rapport, stating one’s research goals, 

opening up spaces for reflection and interpretation, providing the opportunity for 

long term contact through the creation of friendships, and establishing a conversation
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in a comfortable environment (Bernard 1998, Hammersley and Atkinson 

2007[1989]). For the purposes of my research project, I conducted in-depth 

interviews with Polish migrants from a variety of backgrounds (class and place of 

origin in Poland) and of different family and work situations in Northern Ireland, 

also maintaining a gender balance. I carried out 35 in-depth interviews (16 with men 

and 19 with women) and most of my interviewees (29) were people whom I directly 

met in the field. I also interviewed 6 members of the Internet forum of Polish Belfast, 

as I was interested in the creation of a virtual Polish community. Interviews were 

conducted at the interviewees' homes, in cafes, pubs, parks or at other public places.

The interviews followed a loosely structured scheme around the set of 

arguments. The wording of the questions and their sequence followed the flow of the 

interview itself rather than some pre-defined structure. I used the interview guide 

consisting of six general themes:

1. Interviewee’s background in Poland (education, family, place of origin in 

Poland, professional background and previous emigration experience) and the 

reasons for migration

2. Interviewee’s situation in Belfast (employment, housing, family situation)

3. Ways of maintaining Polishness (including cultural practices in their 

everyday lives and out of the mundane routines, such as celebrations of 

Christmas or ethnic festivals).

4. Contacts with natives and other foreigners

5. Perceptions of Northern Ireland, of the locals and of the conflict

6. Links with Poland (day to day communication and frequency of travelling to 

the home country)
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If the interview flowed naturally, I did not interrupt my informants, but led them 

continue with their narratives. However if some questions were not answered 

spontaneously or if the interviewee fell off focus, I asked probing questions to bring 

the conversation back on track. The interviews were conducted and transcribed in 

Polish and then translated into English.

In order to supplement data gathered by conducting unstructured and in-depth 

interviews, I also conducted some semi-structured interviews. These were interviews 

carried out with the representatives of Polish community institutions in Northern 

Ireland, including the secretary of the Polish Association of Northern Ireland, Maciej 

Bator; Barbara Snowarska, then the principal of Polish Saturday School; and the 

priest, Mariusz Dqbrowski.

Using textual data

Apart from doing participant observation and conducting interviews, in my research I 

also included the analysis of textual data. Although oral interactions have 

traditionally been considered as “part of the ‘romantic legacy’ of ethnography that 

tend to treat speech as more important than writing” (Hine 2000: 51) increasingly 

the written texts have become valuable accounts of the realities of peoples under 

study. Hine argues that:

Rather than being seen as more or less accurate portrayals of reality, text 
should be seen as ethnographic material which tells about the understanding 
which authors have of the reality which they inhabit. Texts are an important 
part of life in many of the settings which ethnographers now address and to 
ignore them would be a highly impartial account of cultural practices. Rule 
books, manuals, biographies, scientific papers, official statistics and codes of 
practice can all be seen as ethnographic material in the ways in which they 
present and shape reality and are embedded in the practice (2000: 51).
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From this point of view, including online as well as offline texts as a part of broader 

ethnographic analysis means correctly contextualizing and situating the writing and 

reading practices in ways that make the text meaningful (Wilson 2006: 311).

For the purposes of my research, I regularly examined the virtual forum of 

the Polish community on the internet (www.polishassociation.org) and the Polish 

minority newspaper Link Polska (formerly known as Glosik). The detailed scrutiny 

of the internet forum gave me a good insight into the recurrent themes that appear in 

the everyday discourse of Polish migrants and was therefore a valuable source of 

information about the topics and issues that are important to them. For example, 

there is an extensive communication thread devoted to the relations of the Polish 

minority with the locals, and there are also numerous references to the Catholic- 

Protestant conflict and discussions about sectarian attacks on Polish people. 

Although I do not include quotations from these discussions for ethical reasons (to 

which I return in more depth in the section devoted to ethics), they were important to 

my research as they gave me a valuable insight into the wide spectrum of opinions 

and ideas amongst Poles in Belfast. Furthermore, regularly following the updates on 

the webpage enabled me to keep track of the ongoing events, whether regular 

meetings or special events, in the Polish community, which took place offline. For 

instance, it is through the forum that I found out about meetings of Polish parents and 

children at Willowfield Parish Church and obtained information about the Polish 

picnic, or Easter food blessing and midnight Christmas mass.

In a similar way, Glosik served as a useful source of information about the 

events taking place in the Polish community, especially until January 2008, when it 

became known as Link Polska. Often it contained descriptions of special community 

oriented programmes, such as the Rainbow Factory Project or the Polish Saturday
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School. It also frequently included articles about different regions of the world, 

dealing with current social and political affairs in various countries. As such the 

newspaper brought other issues that seemed important to the migrants to my 

attention.

Since in my research I used mixed qualitative methods, there are two dimensions of 

social reality which 1 deal with in my ethnography. The first includes fragments of 

the daily lives of my informants that 1 describe through ethnographers’ lenses based 

on my observation and participation in the stream of events. The second one is the 

reality presented in the way it is interpreted and perceived by my informants. Their 

insights emerge from their narratives which unfold in the course of the interview.

The ethnographic account constructed in such a way is just a possible 

representation of social reality. This representation is an interpretative conclusion 

and description of facts collected in the course of fieldwork. A post-modern 

perspective sees ethnography as only fragmentary, and as Tyler notes: ‘At least we 

may do with a collection of indexical anecdotes or telling particulars, with which to 

portend that larger unity beyond explicit textualization’ (1986: 131). It is worth 

emphasizing here that ethnography can never produce universally valid knowledge 

by accurately capturing the nature of the social world ‘as it is’. All accounts are 

constructions and the whole issue of which account more accurately represents social 

reality cannot be demonstrated. As Wetherell, Taylor and Yates maintain:

No single truth is possible because reality is neither single nor regular: there
are multiple realities and therefore multiple truths. Truth claims cannot be
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checked because accounts of the world are not simply reflections or records 
of what already exists (2001: 12).

While this quote reflects well the epistemological specificity of an ethnographer’s

positioning in the field, it is also relevant to the realities presented in the narratives of

my informants. Catherine Kohler Riessman notes that:

Narratives do not mirror, they refract the past. Imagination and strategic 
interests influence how storytellers choose to connect events and make them 
meaningful for others. Narratives are useful in research precisely because 
storytellers interpret the past rather than reproduce it as it was. The “truths” 
of narrative accounts are not in their faithful representations of a past world, 
but in the shifting connections they forge among past, present, and future 
(2005: 6).

I will come back to this in the last chapter of my thesis, as it particularly deals with 

the narratives of perceived discrimination and hate crime. However, what is worth 

emphasizing is that throughout my thesis I present certain statements of my 

interviewees who present specific opinions and viewpoints. Their ‘truths’ do not 

necessarily reflect social realities in which they are immersed, rather what is at stake 

here are my informants’ interpretations of their life-worlds and experiences and how 

these in turn inform their identities.

Quantitative methods: survey questionnaire

In addition to unstructured and semi-structured interviews I conducted a survey that 

was created on the basis of observations done in the field.

The questionnaire (see appendix 4) consisted of general questions, the 

purpose of which was to map the general socio-demographic situation of Polish 

migrants in Belfast, raising issues such as their intention to stay in Northern Ireland, 

their personal situation (whether they had partners and children), their backgrounds 

(taking into the account the rural/urban divide and the part of Poland they are from),
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and education. I referred to this earlier in this thesis in chapter 2. The other types of 

questions were informed by my in-depth interviews. While the interviews examine 

the meanings that individuals ascribe to certain socio-cultural entities and 

phenomena, it is hard to examine in-depth the relationships between variables in 

more generalized way. The structured questionnaire allowed me to examine 

correlations between different characteristics of the migrants and their 

predispositions. It also served to obtain knowledge about broader group of migrants 

than unstructured interviews. I carried out a total of 50 surveys.

Ethics

Anthropological fieldwork raises ethical concerns that are inherent to the research 

process. The very nature of observing people in order to represent them in 

ethnography is intrinsically problematic as when entering the local community, the 

anthropologist may seem intrusive to private and personal domains of its members. 

Another ethical concern is connected with the fact that the discipline of anthropology 

grew from colonialism (Pels and Salemink 2000), and anthropologists usually had 

more power than the people they studied; exploiting knowledge and artefacts of the 

members of the local communities, not giving them anything in the exchange 

(Rabinow 1977, Talal Asad 1973). In addition, for many years it has been a common 

practice for anthropologists to do government related research; they often acted as 

spies, intelligence agents or individual contractors, as in ‘Project Camelot’ (see 

Horowitz 1967). Furthermore, many researchers were doing covert fieldwork, using 

disguise and deception (see Humphreys 1970, Lofland and Lejeune 1960), which led 

to the further vilification of the discipline.
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With a view to upholding ethical regards to the erosion of moral standards in 

anthropology, in 1968 the American Anthropological Association (AAA) appointed 

a committee of ethics, and this was followed by the clarification of professional 

responsibilities of anthropologists in statements on ethics in 1971. The code has been 

regularly reviewed and the last amendments were done to it in 1991, but its main 

regulations remained the same: informed consent and voluntary participation, 

confidentiality and privacy, and causing no harm to the informants. With the 

increasing awareness of the ethical issues in anthropology, the Association of Social 

Anthropologists of the UK and Commonwealth (ASA) also adopted its own set of 

ethical guidelines in 1987. Its main principles entail protecting research participants 

and honouring trust, anticipating harm, avoiding undue intrusion, negotiating 

informed consent, rights to confidentiality, and fair return for assistance.

In relation to this the main ethical concern of anthropologists is that people 

who are studied should always be informed about the research in comprehensive and 

accurate way and should give their unconstrained consent. As discussed in ASA’s 

code of ethics:

Negotiating consent entails communicating information likely to be material 
to a person's willingness to participate, such as: - the purpose(s) of the study, 
and the anticipated consequences of the research; the identity of funders and 
sponsors; the anticipated uses of the data (ASA 1999).

During my research I emphasized to the members of the Polish community that my 

participation in community events was as a researcher gathering data for my PhD. 

This was facilitated by my preliminary fieldwork through which I became known as 

an anthropologist among my fellow countrymen. After my initial research involving 

interviewing and to a lesser extent secondary research, they used to ask me in a
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joking manner: ‘All right, please tell me what kind of survey or questionnaire do you 

want me to complete this time?’ I always asked my informants for their consent in 

the participation in my research, and I made sure they did not feel obliged in any way 

to participate. This was especially problematic in the situations when some of my 

interviewees depended on my help in various situations, especially with the English 

language. I then assured them that their willingness to be interviewed will not impact 

on my readiness to help them. With regard to the informed consent regarding the 

members of the Polish internet forum, I decided not to include the quotations from 

there, because of the difficulties and practicalities related to it. Although it was 

possible to track down the authors of particular quotations by their usernames, it was 

often the case that some of them would not log onto the forum anymore, for the 

variety of reasons (they may not have internet access at their current accommodation 

or they simply left Belfast, etc.) However, their exchange of the information helped 

me to get a fuller picture of the Polish community in Belfast.

Furthermore, according to the Ethical Code of the American Anthropological 

Association,

informants have a right to remain anonymous. This should be respected both 
where it has been promised explicitly and where no clear understanding to the 
contrary has been reached. These strictures apply to the collection of data by 
means of cameras, tape recorders, and other data-gathering devices, as well as 
to data collected in face-to-face interviews or in participant observation 
(AAA 1986).

The anonymity of the informants is often ensured by use of protective devices and 

omissions (Ellen 1984: 151). In order to protect the privacy of my informants, I used 

pseudonyms approved by the members of the Polish community in Belfast, unless 

the person clearly stated that they would like to have their names remain unchanged. 

In addition to that, 1 returned the transcripts of the interviews to the participants so
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they could authorize them, and I also discussed draft chapters with my key 

informants (cf. Ball 1981).

Moreover, I took special care not to cause harm to people with whom I 

interacted as an anthropologist. For example, sometimes an interview may touch on 

sensitive issues, which may cause feelings of distress and emotional harm (see Glaser 

and Strauss 1968). This is especially the case in the context of Northern Ireland, 

where the history of Troubles is inscribed in the relations between the members of 

the local community of Belfast (whether Catholic or Protestant), and raising some 

issues in this area may trigger painful memories in some individuals. I was extremely 

cautious when 1 was talking to the victims of ‘hate crime’. I made sure that it was not 

a problem for them to speak of it, and I assured them that they could stop at any time 

if they felt it was necessary. Also, I always probed if enough time had passed since 

the event in question had occurred. For this reason, for example, I did not interview 

the victims of hate crimes that were inflicted on them after the football game Poland 

vs. Northern Ireland, and I relied instead on the narratives of witnesses.

Finally, following ASA regulations, I always aimed to give fair return to my 

informants for their help and services. I tried within reasonable limits to be as helpful 

as I could to my informants. Most of the time, I helped them with their English, often 

filled out various forms on their behalf, accompanied them to banks, jobs and 

benefits offices, etc. In order to empower my informants, I also located an English 

course taking place in one the Presbyterian churches off Dublin Road and personally 

assisted them at the first lesson.
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Conclusion

In this chapter I provided an account of how the research process unfolded. As my 

fieldwork took place in an urban area in a large community, I positioned myself 

among rather numerous and dispersed smaller field sites than a single location. In 

such a setting, whilst participant observation was an important part of my fieldwork, 

I could not explore the whole realm of the relations between the members of the 

community, having to focus on particular locations as a result of a snowball effect. 

The process of collection and analysis of data was greatly influenced by my 

positionality in the field. On one hand, as a 'native anthropologist’ I had an epistemic 

privilege on the basis of my insider status, which gave me a possibility of gaining a 

'more authentic’ account of the situation of Polish migrants in Belfast. On the other 

hand, other aspects of my identity came into play during my research, such as place 

of birth, gender and education status; and I had to negotiate those in the field.

Apart from the fieldwork methods (in-depth interviews and participant 

observation), I also included textual analysis of data and quantitative survey 

methods. The advantage from integrating mixed qualitative and quantitative methods 

is that they enrich the understanding of the research subject by enhancing construct 

validity and triangulation of data. In my research at all times I complied with the 

ASA and AAA codes of ethics.
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Chapter 4

POLISH' MIGRANTS? - MULTILAYERED AND CONTEXTUAL 
IDENTITIES

In this chapter I problematize ethnic identity as a multilayered and multidimensional 

entity, by calling into question the monolithic approach to ethnicity. As I discussed in 

chapter 2, I examine identity as a dynamic construct, enacted and played out 

contextually in the interaction with others. Joane Nagel comments that:

Ethnicity is constructed out of material of language, religion, culture, 
appearance or regionality. The location and meaning of particular ethnic 
boundaries are continuously negotiated, revised and revitalized both by ethnic 
group members themselves as well by outside observances (Nagel 1994: 
153).

She also points at mutability of ethnicity in everyday life, asserting that the ethnic 

identity may change in accordance to different situations or as a reaction to people 

encountered during the day. In this respect, Nagel argues that:

Ethnic identity is the result of a dialectical process involving internal and 
external opinions and processes as well as the individuals’ self-identification 
and outsiders’ ethnic designations - i.e., what you think your ethnicity is, 
versus what they think your ethnicity is (Nagel 1994: 154).

Ethnicity is from this point of view performed and performative - where ethnic

boundaries ‘are constituted by day-to-day affirmations, reinforcements and

enactments of ethnic differences’ (Nagel 2000: 6). In the next sections I espouse such

a constructionist approach to ethnic identity, drawing on the theory of dialogical self.

This is followed by my analysis of the ethnographic material, where I look into how

my interviewees construct multiple and crosscutting identities as Poles, Slavs,

Europeans and representatives of their small homelands, subsequently examining

contextual and situational aspects of negotiation of migrants’ identities.
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Dialogical self

As mentioned earlier in this thesis, in contemporary anthropological scholarship, 

cultures and selves are often considered as moving and mixing and as increasingly 

sensitive to travel and translocality (see Clifford 1997, Gupta and Ferguson 1992). In 

such a context, the concept of a ‘dialogical self is often a useful tool contributing to 

the understanding of the processes that identities undergo in the contemporary 

societies (Hermans and Hermans-Konopka 2009). More specifically, the theory of 

dialogical self seeks to ‘explain how individuals coordinate their incompatible and 

often conflicting cultural and personal positions in the wake of transnational 

immigration, cultural dislocation and the hybridization of identity’ (Bhatia and Ram 

2001: 298). One major emphasis of this theory is 'that neither can the concept of self 

be treated as atomic, bounded and self-contained nor can culture be analyzed as an 

abstract, reified entity’ (2001: 298). In harmony with this assumption, the concept of 

‘dialogical self proposes to conceive self and culture as a multiplicity of positions 

among which dialogical relationships can be established. According to Bakhtin, ‘the 

very being of man is a profound communication. To be means to communicate. To 

be means to be for the other; and through him for oneself (Bakhtin 1984: 287). 

Hermans (1999) describes the dialogical movement in a three step model: 1) 

positioning, when the self takes a position 2) counterpositioning, when the voice of 

real or imaginary other speaks from counterposition 3) repositioning, when the self 

reformulates its original position. In consequence, in different social situation the self 

assumes different T positions. As Hermans, Kempen and Van Loon assert:

The I has the possibility to move, as in a space, from one position to the other 
in accordance with changes in situation and time. The I fluctuates among 
different and even opposed positions. The I has a capacity to imaginatively 
endow each position with a voice so that dialogical relations between 
positions can be established. The voices function like interacting characters in
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a story. Once a character is set in motion in a story, the character takes on a 
life of its self to tell from its own stance. As different voices these characters 
exchange information about their respective Mes and their worlds, resulting 
in a complex, narratively structured self (1992: 28).

Therefore the theory of dialogical self envisions the self as subjected to constant 

ambivalence, which becomes the basis for negotiations between the different aspects 

of the self. Drawing on such an approach to identities, in the following sections 1 first 

look into the repertoire of the selves that Polish migrants in Belfast appear to choose 

from as informed by research. Then I indicate dynamic and relational aspects of the 

situations in which their identities are constructed and negotiated.

Who do you think I am? - Identities as Poles

Given that the mass migration of Polish nationals to the United Kingdom is still a 

very recent phenomenon, it occurred on many occasions that most of my 

interviewees perceived themselves first and foremost as Poles. It was evident in the 

interviews, participant observation and in the results of the structured survey. 

Polishness is often treated as something taken for granted and immanent in day-to- 

day existence. While other types of identities, such as ‘European’, ‘Slavic’, 

‘regional’ as well as ‘cosmopolitan’ are often a subject of reflection of the migrants, 

and from this point of view allow more for the indigenous exegesis, the ethnic 

identity as ‘Pole’ emerges as a predefined characteristic and therefore it renders 

difficult such an interpretation on the part of my interviewees. I first time realized 

this as a result of the episode with Marzena, a 35 year-old female. Marzena came to 

Belfast in autumn of 2008, after her two-year labour migration to Southern Spain, 

where she worked as a waitress. Her move to Northern Ireland was facilitated by her 

aunt, Magdalena and her boyfriend, Wojtek. They helped Marzena to find a job as a
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cleaner and she is now sharing accommodation with them. When I asked her if she 

felt Polish in Northern Ireland, she answered: ‘Pardon me, but who do you think 1 

consider myself to be? A Chinese?’ I then said: ‘Well, I am not sure, I don’t know. 

For example, some of Poles perceive themselves as Europeans mainly’. She then 

answered: ‘So please bear in mind that I feel myself first and foremost as Polish’. 

Continuing the interview I asked her what in particular made her feel Polish, to 

which she reacted with certain degree of irritation, saying: ‘Sorry, I don’t feel like 

explaining it’. This of course on one hand may have suggested certain laziness of my 

respondent, who did not want to delve into the heart of the matter. However, as it 

later turned out, this question was important to Marzena, having become a mind- 

boggling issue after this incident. A couple of days later, her flatmate, Wojtek, came 

to my house for a cup of coffee. We had a chat, during which he suddenly asked me: 

‘And you? Why do you consider yourself as a Pole?’. He did not ask whether or not 

at all I considered myself as a Pole, it seemed that he took it for granted that I did. It 

turned out Marzena and Wojtek did have a conversation on the issue, but all in all 

could not explain why they considered themselves as Poles. This incident seems to 

confirm what I said earlier about the taken-for-granted and unquestionable nature of 

migrants’ ethnic belonging as Poles.

The fact that the Polish migrants in Belfast consider themselves as Poles 

mainly was well reflected in the structured questionnaire, which I conducted with 

fifty migrants. Most of my respondents (70%) to the multiple answers question: 

Whom do you consider yourself as? 1) European 2) Polish 3) Slav 4) World citizen 

selected ‘Polish’ as one of the options (see table 4 in the appendix 2). Although many 

of Poles intend to stay in Belfast for a couple of years, or for an indefinite period of 

time, they still maintain strong emotional bonds with Poland. Anna, a 26 year-old
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physiotherapist from Krakow, whom I met at a Sunday mass, told me: ‘One can 

never forget his roots and origins. I will feel Polish no matter where I go or where I 

stay. It is something which is in your heart’. In a similar way, Joanna, a 26 year-old 

female, enrolled in the master programme in Medical Education Science at Queen’s 

University Belfast, reflected on her sense of belonging:

I am Polish and I feel Polish. The fact that I don’t live within the territory of 
my home country doesn’t change anything. It is difficult to explain. It is a bit 
like with transplanting a plant. If you transplant it with a root, then you can 
do it a couple of times. But if you transplant it without the root, then it will 
either wither away or the wind will destroy it. My roots are Polish language, 
Polish literature, remembering our great compatriots like John Paul II, 
Kuklihski, Szklarski, Twardowski and Marie Curie-Sklodowska, it is also 
celebrating our holidays, national anniversaries. I also follow up on current 
events in Polish economy and politics. As a physiotherapist I am able to share 
information about my home country with the patients who are interested in 
the Polish minority. I often hear ‘Dzieh dobry’ pronounced with Belfast 
accent.

Joanna has been exposed to variety of cultures during her life. She spent two months 

in the United States at the age of 21, working as a care assistant and travelled 

extensively in Europe (Hungary, Bulgaria, Croatia and Spain). She makes friends 

with representatives of different cultures in Belfast and she is now engaged to an 

Egyptian male, intending to spend the next couple of years in Alexandria. It is 

through the direct encounter and constant dialogue with members of other cultural 

milieus that her ethnic identity grew stronger.

Judyta, a 31 year-old female, working on her doctoral thesis in history at 

Queen’s University Belfast reflected on the process of formation of her ethnic 

belonging as a Pole in the following way:

I feel Polish because of family and cultural affiliations, because of my 
attachment for my relatives, childhood memories and because of my 
familiarity with history and culture in which I grew up. I feel Polish because
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my mum would sing me Polish lullabies, my uncle would take me for walks 
in the forest. The process of shaping of my ethnic belonging was quite long, 
when I was a child or a teenager, it was something taken for granted and was 
not subject for discussion. Then, during my undergraduate studies, I wanted 
to be a ‘world citizen’ or a ‘European’. I was getting irritated by different 
elements of parochialism and backwardness. Then I started travelling around 
the world and I realized that these elements are present everywhere and they 
can even have their own charm, only if it is not connected to xenophobia and 
hostility. In the end I understood that I will never relinquish my memories 
and the context in which I was brought up, and I understood that these 
memories are important to me and define whom I am.

Judyta’s experience was shaped by her numerous trips to Lithuania, Germany, 

Switzerland and France. She is now in relationship with a Mexican and in relation to 

this, also travelled to Latin America.

These examples seem to suggest that Polish migrants often envision ethnic 

identity to be inherent in the process of socialization and constituted by the 

biographical experiences of individuals. The self, then, is often considered as a result 

of different social relationships. Put simply, it is frequently through the encounter 

and dialogue with people of different nationalities that identity is constructed and 

negotiated. Whereas in Joanna’s case this dialogue took form of active questioning 

and ‘seeking out’ her identity, in the case of Judyta the dialogue was less obvious, 

taking the form of cultural exposure to the otherness and variety of cultures. Such a 

cultural immersion and exchange, combined with the open stance of the local 

community to otherness, may contribute to the solidification of their identities as 

Poles.

Identities, then, emerge in the process of socialization, and through the 

biographical experiences of individuals, being further re-constructed in a dynamic 

dialogue with the significant others. As Preston holds, ‘the substantive business of 

identity can be unpacked in terms of the ideas of locale, network and memory’
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(1997: 43). The notion of locale points to the immediate sphere of an individual’s 

activities, and it involves a series of familiar locations and a specific group of people 

that the individual routinely interacts with, which often extends to a network, a wider 

spread of contacts which they have and use. The concept of memory refers to:

the ways in which practical activities deposit residues (individual and 
collective) in memory: a basis for ideas of continuity; a store of experience 
and knowledge to inform future activity; a sphere of reflexive self
understanding; a fluid sphere liable to alteration in the light of new events or 
merely via the passage of time’ (Preston 1997: 52-53).

In the context, where the territory is decentred, memory is the principal ground for 

identity formation. Along this line of thought, in the following section I explore how 

a sense of belonging among my interviewees is often generated by, and 

simultaneously evokes powerful emotions and nostalgic memories of the past.

Memories of homeland: family and friends

In the vast majority of cases, my informants’ identifications with Poland were very 

much stimulated through the emotional attachment they had for their families and 

friends back home. In many instances, especially in the case of migration of single 

people who find themselves away from their relatives and acquaintances, a long term 

migration may induce feelings of alienation and uprootedness, which in turn may 

enhance the sentiments of ethnic belonging. For example, Agata, a 29 year-old 

female, at the time of the interview employed in a human resource sector of a 

company in Belfast, expressed her nostalgia for the homeland in the following way:

Yes, of course I feel Polish. I miss Poland a lot. It is a lot of fun here, and I 
should be happy. But now when I broke up with my boyfriend, I realized that 
all these friendships are very shallow. It is totally different when you know

79



someone from primary school. When there was a bank holiday, my friends 
were out of Belfast. And I thought: ‘Gosh in Poland even if my friends were 
away, 1 could visit my grandma. But here I am on my own’. This is a 
disadvantage of being here.

Agata is now going back to Poland with the intention of completing her studies in 

Polish philology, which she interrupted because of her migration to Belfast. She said: 

T could probably stay in Belfast and obtain my degree here, start a new MA course, 

but I’ve seen what I could see here. I learned how to be on my own, but now it is 

time to return home'*. This suggests that displacement from home and isolation from 

one’s family may heighten one’s sense of identity. Alicja’s life-story seems to 

corroborate this thesis. Alicja is a 28 year-old female, working as a care assistant in 

Belfast. She is a graduate of psychology and theology departments in Poland and is 

very active in the Polish parish life, organizing pre-communion religious education 

classes for Polish children. While Agata at the time of the interview was making 

arrangements for her return to Poland, Alicja expressed her disenchantment with her 

life in Northern Ireland, considering also such a possibility:

You know that 1 am here for money mostly. I am wondering how long I will 
continue like this. I feel like I am missing something out of life. My sister is 
getting married and the other one is going to have a baby. Time runs like 
water through your fingers. I feel I should go back.

She then continued:

Maybe you are different. I know you could probably imagine staying outside 
Poland permanently. You are going to Mexico, but I am different. I think I

4 In many cases Polish migrants treat their stay abroad as a kind of cultural capital that they acquire 
and that will help them in their future lives (see further Garapich and Bade 2006).
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couldn’t stay abroad for a longer time. I think that only when you are far 
away from home do you understand where you belong to.

These excerpts may suggest that the stay abroad, far away from migrants’ homeland, 

may be in itself a powerful resource in strengthening their ethnic identities as Poles. 

While ethnic identity at home tends to be taken for granted and not so much the 

subject of reflection, in the situation of being estranged in a foreign country, 

identities that previously may have remained dormant may gain new dimension and 

special importance abroad. Edyta, a 27 year-old female, currently working as a nurse 

at a local hospital, expressed such an opinion. When I asked her for the reason why 

she became more patriotic in Belfast, she said: ‘It is something that one has to 

experience himself. If you leave your homeland, and live far away from it, only then 

do you realize how important it is who you are and what are your roots and your 

home country. ’

Such a way of problematizing ethnic identities appears to go beyond the 

tendencies apparent in recent scholarship to perceive ‘the self as rootless in an 

impermanent world lacking elements that would sustain it, instead ‘proffering only 

spurious tokens of identity’ (Smith 2007: 12). Instead, it suggests that there is a 

parallel process at stake by which migration in the world of flux may solidify old 

identities.

Memory and senses: Polish landscape and climate

Another important aspect of migrants’ identifications with Poland is its landscape 

and specific climate. According to Catherine Palmer landscape confers ethnic 

identities and may serve as powerful ethnic marker (1998). She points out:
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For example, the land as a marker of nationality is often enshrined in a 
country’s national anthem. According to the anthem of Austria it is a nation 
blessed by its beauty, a land of mountains, fields and streams; Denmark is a 
land of charming beech wood; Ireland of green valleys and towering crag; 
Portugal is a happy land kissed by the ocean and Sweden is the fairest land of 
all (1998: 193).

These ‘enshrined’ notions are evident in the comments of my interviewees, as many 

of them referred to the specific geographical features of the Polish natural 

environment they missed the most while abroad.

For example, Robert from Northern Poland, a 30 year-old father of a 7 year- 

old boy, whom I met at Polish Saturday School, confessed:

Of course I feel Polish. The only reason why 1 am here is money. 1 feel Polish 
because this is where I spent my childhood and most of my life. My family is 
here so I don’t miss them. But 1 miss Polish landscape. Here the houses are 
most of the time separated from each other by some sort of fence. In Poland 
you can easily pass through the households and no one will say anything. 
Also the Polish forests are beautiful. There is a different type of vegetation: 
there are plenty of spruces and pines.

Similarly, Oliwia, a 26 year-old migrant from Warsaw with an MA diploma in 

geography, currently employed as an interpreter, remarked:

The landscape in Poland is very special. Here in Northern Ireland, there is the 
ocean but apart from this nothing more. It is generally a flat terrain. They do 
not have high mountains, just hills. In Poland we have everything together in 
one country: seaside, beautiful Tatra mountains, Bieszczady, and plenty of 
lakes in Northern Poland.

Along this line of thought, Malgosia, a 36 year-old female, coming from Central 

Poland and working at a nursing home, made the following remark:

To be honest like, I miss mostly the Polish landscape. I miss forests, 
mushrooms, blueberries, strawberries, and gardens. I miss the Polish autumn, 
especially when it is constantly raining here.
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Differences between the climate in Poland and Northern Ireland were in fact a

pervasive theme in the narratives of my informants. Agnieszka, a 32 year-old female, 

working as a sales assistant at a Mace shop, presented the following opinion about 

the local climate:

In Poland the weather is varied. It snows in winter; it is hot in the summer. 
Here one cannot feel so much the differences between the different year 
seasons. Most of the time it is raining here and it is cloudy. Some of the 
migrants get depressed because of this weather (laughing). And of course 
shoes, most of them have to replace their shoes right away because all of 
them fall apart whenever they come to Northern Ireland.

Many of the migrants lamented on the lack of snow and excess of rain in Northern 

Ireland. Miroslaw, a 35 year-old male, who at the time of the interview was intending 

to go back to Poland, confessed: ‘To be honest, it may sound strange, but I am 

leaving Belfast mostly because of the rain'. Likewise, one chilly morning in 

November, I received a text message from Alicja, who said: ‘Hi, how are you? I am 

fine, I am going to my friend’s house tonight, her mother came from Poland. A bit of 

warmth in the cold of the Northern Irish weather’.

The sense of nostalgia for Polish climate was especially evident in the 

Christmas season. Many migrants expressed their longing for a snowy winter. Zosia, 

a 39 year-old female currently employed as a cleaner, commented:

What kind of Christmas is it when it is constantly raining outside? When I 
was in Poland, we would go to the midnight mass and there was whole other 
world in front of us. It is difficult to feel the Christmas spirit if there is no 
snow outside.

Many Poles freely reminisce about snowy winters and the climate in general in their 

conversations with members of the local community. For example, during the period
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of time when I worked at call centre, there was an occasion when on a gloomy 

afternoon, one of my Polish colleagues, Kaska, a 29 year-old PHD student in 

Philosophy, told to her Northern Irish counterpart: ‘It is constantly raining here, I am 

fed up with this weather’. Her colleague answered to her remark in the following 

way: ‘You’ve been here for two years now, you should have got used to the local 

climate so far. In any case in Poland it constantly snows and it is freezing cold during 

the winter’, to which my compatriot answered: ‘Yes that’s true but this is the whole 

beauty of it, when it snows here, the snow melts right away, when it snows in 

Poland, it is like a beautiful wonderland’. Such a nostalgia for the past leads often to 

idealizations of the migrants’ homeland while abroad.

This section reveals how biographical experiences of individuals may become 

an essential part of identity discourse. The narratives of my informants are informed 

to a large extent by memories of their homeland. While in many cases they found it 

difficult to talk directly about their sense of belonging, quite unwillingly and 

unconsciously they constructed narratives of self and identity by referring to their 

lives back home, compared with their lives in Northern Ireland. It is also worth 

noticing that these memories frequently relate to migrants’ sensory and bodily 

experiences. The self from this perspective is embodied (Csordas 1994). Although 

such a body-based construction of identity is not the main focus of my thesis, the 

further sections, in which I discuss other types of identities that migrants may 

construct while away from home, seem to be in line with such an approach, as the 

references to bodily memories are omnipresent in the accounts of my informants.
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Small homelands

Having discussed in what ways Polish migrants in Belfast perceive themselves as 

Poles, I shall now examine how some of my informants wove their narratives of 

belonging to their small homelands - the towns or regions of Poland. Yi-Fu Tuan 

observes that:

Place exists at different scales. At one extreme a favourite armchair is whole 
place, at the other extreme the whole earth. Homeland is an important type of 
place at the medium scale. It is a region (city or countryside) large enough to 
support a people's livelihood. Attachment to the homeland can be intense 
(Tuan 2007 [1977]: 149).

Small homeland, the equivalent of the German ‘heimat’. is a sort of territorial 

community of people living together within a certain area which is their distinctive 

feature. In German the word ‘Heimat’ exists among such terms as ‘self, I, love, need, 

body or longing’ (Blickle 2004: 4). As Roch Sulima puts it,

small homeland is the unique world, distinguished traditionally by home, 
backyard, interweaving of the childhood paths, and at the parting of the ways, 
the riverside or lakeshore, local horizon, our forest, the ringing of the bell, the 
music and singing of the wedding guests, but also mourning melody leading 
to the cemetery (2000: 151).

Sounds, colours and smells are therefore intrinsic components of the small 

homelands. As Yi- Fu Tuan asserts:

These visible signs serve to enhance a people’s sense of identity; they 
encourage awareness of and loyalty to place [...]. Attachment of a deep 
though subconscious sort may come simply with familiarity and ease, with 
the assurance of nurture and security, with the memory of sounds and smells, 
of communal activities and homely pleasures accumulated over time (Tuan 
2007: 159).
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Reitz notes that ‘Heimat, the place were you were born, is for every person the centre 

of the world’; the idea of ideal is not simply territorial, but rather evokes a ‘memory 

of origin’ and involves the notion of‘impossible return’ to roots or origins (quoted in 

Kaes 1989: 163).

Amongst the Polish migrants, the identification with the small homeland 

seems of great importance. In most of the cases, when two persons were introduced 

to each other, the first question would be: ‘Whereabouts in Poland are you from?’ In 

situations when the region of origin of two individuals corresponded, they would 

usually react with a certain degree of enthusiasm and other questions would follow. I 

will refer here to one instance which exemplifies this kind of attachment to small 

homelands. Namely, on one occasion at Queen’s University, I accidentally chanced 

on Judyta, introduced earlier in this chapter (a PhD student in the History 

department). We both were attending a meeting regarding school recruitment trips. 

Hearing a foreign accent in Judyta’s voice, 1 asked her where she was from, and she 

answered that she was from Poland. I right away said ‘Me too’ and she continued the 

conversation: ‘Where did you live in Poland?’ I responded I was from Warsaw. So 

then the next question followed: ‘Which part of Warsaw are you from?’ I answered: 

‘I am from Ochota’, to which Judyta expressed her amazement as it turned out she 

also came from Ochota. The conversation continued further on, as I immediately 

asked her: ‘What street did you use to live on?’ When she said she used to live on 

Pierwszego Sierpnia Street, I told her, ‘How nice, I used to go to the kindergarten in 

this area’. We were very happy to have met each other. This was of course a peculiar 

encounter that probably does not happen very often among Polish migrants, but it 

does demonstrate the importance of ‘small homelands’. In many cases not so much 

the country of origin is important, as a particular region or city that one comes from.
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Very often such a significance of specific origins of individuals defined by 

their belonging to a particular city of Poland leads to ethnic labelling. For example, 

during last months of my fieldwork, I was sharing accommodation with Magda, a 23 

year-old Polish female from Chelm (a town located in the Eastern part of Poland, 

close to the border with Ukraine). Magda interrupted her studies in English philology 

in Lublin to work seasonally in the United Kingdom. Her stay extended and she 

spent two years in Belfast, working as a receptionist at a local hotel. She went back 

to Poland in May 2009 in order to complete her degree and get married to her 

Yemeni fiance, whom she met in Northern Ireland. At the time when 1 shared 

accommodation with Magda, 1 had become friends with Zbigniew, a 30 year-old 

male from Radom (a town situated in Central Poland), who used to visit me 

frequently. 1 met Zbigniew at the call centre and we shared common interests, as he 

is a Cultural Studies graduate and is very interested in photography. Intrigued by my 

personal situation, Magda asked me where my friend was from. When I told her that 

he was from Radom, she became concerned: ‘People from Radom are the worst pests 

in Belfast. They only cause problems, they are all hooligans’. I had not heard such a 

negative stereotyping of Radomiaks back in Poland, which suggests that the process 

of migration may engender new stereotypes. Of course it is not true that all Polish 

people from Radom are troublemakers. Some of them may be, but surely the same 

may be attributed to migrants from Chelm. However, what is at stake here is that the 

place of origin in Poland may lead to pigeonholing of the migrants by their 

counterparts from other cities or regions in Poland. Such a stereotyping may be 

considered as a coping mechanism, it may be a way of imposing order on the social 

world, especially in the situation when migrants find themselves in the postmodern 

condition of flux and movement.
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Apart from the above-mentioned social occasions, some of the interviews I 

conducted with Poles also exposed the importance of small homelands in the identity 

construction. For example, when I asked Ania, a 25 year-old migrant whether she 

missed Poland, she responded: ‘I miss my family, my friends; I miss my home town 

and Silesia. Um, I feel more Silesian than Polish’. This statement seems to challenge 

the monolithic approach to ethnic identity, whereby the migrants perceive themselves 

mainly as Poles, as was evident in the Marzena’s case. When I asked Ania what 

made her particularly fond of Silesia, she found it difficult to formulate a clear 

answer. She said:

Hum, never thought of it. Of course on surface level there is nothing to miss 
in Silesia. It is an industrial region, it is polluted and ugly. Maybe not so 
much as Silesia I miss Mikolow, my hometown. But 1 feel Silesian, because 
we have our own dialect and our own traditions, for example apart from the 
traditional Christmas Eve dishes, we eat fish soup. It is something typical of 
our region.

I shared accommodation with Ania for two years. She was at that time working at 

GEM, a local call centre for the match.com online dating resource; her educational 

background in German philology let her use this language at work. Ania then moved 

to Norwich to do her degree in Political Sciences at a local university and is currently 

applying for jobs in European Union institutions. This international experience did 

not undermine Ania’s regional identity. As mentioned earlier in this thesis, in our 

conversations she often used words from her dialect, which I understood because my 

father was born and raised in the part of Poland that she was from. She once said to 

me: ‘Even though you are from Warsaw, you could be from Silesia because you 

understand me and I don’t need to explain to you what the particular words mean’. 

This brings attention to local dialects as markers of regional identities. For example,
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the aforementioned Magda from Chehn said with a note of pride: ‘Some people 

notice that my accent is typical of Lubelszczyzna’. Objectively, her accent is not 

strong, and even if there is a trace of Ukrainian twang in her accent it is not obvious 

enough to claim that her accent is typical of that region. However, it is a crucial tool 

for Magda’s strengthening of regional identity, through the distinction she makes 

between herself and other migrants. Reinforcement of her regional identity 

furthermore manifests itself in her use of the possessive adjective 'My Chelm'.

In many instances migrants’ identifications with their small homelands often 

evoke memories of the elements of landscape that seem to be typical of their places. 

For example, Kasia, a 31 year-old female from Mr^gowo, located in Northern 

Poland, expressed her nostalgia for her hometown in the following way: ‘I would 

prefer to live in Poland, but it is not possible to live there at the moment. I miss the 

food, my family, the alleys, lakes, shore, forests, and my home town’. Kasia is in 

Northern Ireland with her family: her husband and their two children, Wiktor and 

Ola, aged 6 and 9 respectively. Her longing for Mr^gowo was so strong that she 

asked their form teachers to let them finish their school year a month earlier in order 

to spend a prolonged vacation in Poland.

I also had the a similar exchange of remarks with Michal, a 29 year-old male, 

coming from Szczecin in Northern Poland:

Marta: Do you miss Poland?

Michal: I definitely don’t miss Poland. I miss my hometown. Especially now, 
during the spring I regret I won’t see magnolia. At this time of the year they 
use to blossom. It is really nice to sit down on a hot day under a magnolia tree.

Marta: Here there are magnolia trees too....

Michal: But it is not the same as in Szczecin.
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Marta: Why are they not the same thing here?

Michai: I don’t know. Maybe it is something related to the place where you 
were brought up, or spend the most of your life. I never thought about it really.

Moreover, although less frequently, some of the migrants appeared to identify 

themselves with the places that they associate with their childhood stories, which 

again suggests that the process of formation of identities is interwoven with 

biographical experiences of the individuals. For example, Oliwia expressed her 

longing for the lost past:

When 1 was a child we used to go to the Beskidy Mountains. We would climb 
Czantoria, Stozek, Barania Gora. My father was always way in front of my 
sister and me. We would eat yoghurts on the mountains trails. We would 
hitchhike on our way back home. I remember black and blue-berries that we 
would pick up on our way in the mountains. It is funny how these memories 
bounce back when I am in Belfast.

Apart from the elements of natural scenery some of my informants point at the 

elements of urban landscape of larger cities such as Krakow or Warsaw, which they 

particularly miss in Belfast, very often emphasizing the rich cultural repertoire 

available in these places. For example Agata commented:

I miss Poland. I also idealize Warsaw and I dislike Belfast. I became 
sentimental. I don’t miss Poland as such but I miss my places, my small 
fatherland. I love Warsaw. I miss musical gardens, street, concerts. One can 
go to the Old Town Market Street. This is a lively city. Not like here.

Naturally, cultural events also take place in Belfast, for example Belfast Festival, 

Queen’s Film Festival, Titanic Festival, Festival of Fools, etc. When I mentioned this 

to Agata, she asserted:
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Of course this is not to undermine cultural life in Belfast. But there is a 
different dimension to it in Warsaw. Cultural life in Warsaw has a longer 
tradition. Belfast is still regenerating after the times of Troubles.

In a similar way, Joanna expressed her nostalgia for Krakow, the city which was 

nominated as a cultural capital of Poland by UNESCO Heritage. When I asked her 

what she missed the most in Belfast, she gave me the following answer:

I miss Teatr Groteska. I used to go there when I still believed that Santa Claus 
brings what every child dreams of and each year during snowy afternoon 
Santa Claus would appear at Grotestka with a bag full of presents. I also miss 
Slowacki Theatre, although I had to be very selective in the choice of 
performances as the tickets were expensive. I also miss cafe Przyjaciele on 
Karmelicka Street. It is a beautiful cafe, and there I met my friends before I 
left Krakow and Poland. Now when I go to Krakow, I text them: ‘Let’s meet 
at Przyjaciele’. I also miss Moliere Restaurant. This place brings many 
memories. It is a meeting place for actors, musicians, singers and poets. The 
main attraction was always cheesecake with vanilla ice-cream and whipped 
cream. Oh and also delicious small strawberries [...].

Finally, the importance of identifications with small homelands in the process of 

constructing of ethnic identities of Polish migrants in Belfast was manifest in one of 

the Polish language classes at the Polish Saturday School. The teacher asked children 

gathered in the classroom to tell the others what cities in Poland they were from. 

Next, they were expected to find these places on the map of Poland to subsequently 

mark them on the google maps website. As a part of the home assignment, the 

children were supposed to learn the legends about their hometowns. When I asked 

the teacher why he assigned pupils this exercise, he said: ‘They should learn about 

their homelands and remember their origins’.
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Slavic identities

In this section I will turn to the discussion of the ways in which Polish migrants in 

Belfast take on the identities of Slavs. But first I should explain that the Slavic 

peoples are an ethnic and linguistic branch of Indo-European peoples, who from the 

early 6th century spread over the most of Eastern Central Europe, Eastern Europe 

and the Balkans. As a result, over half of Europe is, territorially and demographically 

speaking, inhabited by Slavic-speaking communities (Barford 2001: 1). Slavic 

peoples are classified geographically into West Slavic (including Czechs, 

Kashubians, Moravians, Poles, Silesians, Slovaks and Sorbs), East Slavic (including 

Belarusians, Russians, Rusyns and Ukrainians), and South Slavic (including 

Bosniaks, Bulgarians, Croats, Macedonians, Montenegrins, Serbs and Slovenes).

Slavic ethnic groups are culturally diverse and relations between them are 

varied, ranging from a sense of connection to feelings of mutual resentment. Gorski 

notes that ‘Poles, as “latinised Slavs”, do not fully recognize themselves in Western 

values; they are too Slavic to be fully Western and too Western to be fully Slavic’ 

(Gorski 2007: 155). Recently, Maria Janion added that Poland as a partly Slavic and 

even postcolonial (but sometimes colonizing) country cannot be fully European. She 

asserts:

We are postcolonial country, which at the same time - what tends to happen - 
feels superior over its colonizer - Russia [...]. Being postcolonial country, we 
are not truly Europeans, because as Slavs - we are lesser in relation to them, 
as we were affected by Russian-Slavic mongrelisation We were 
simultaneously colonizer and we colonized our congenial Slavdom. Until 
nowadays we feel some superiority over it but also some affinity with its 
inferiority (2004: 2-3).
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This statement appears to be true regarding the attitudes of Polish migrants in 

Belfast. There is a visible tendency among them to identify themselves with the 

Western Slavs, mostly with Czechs and Slovaks and demonstrate a kind of 

superiority over Eastern Slavs, the members of the former Soviet Union block. Such 

an affinity with Western Slavs may be attributed to the geographical, cultural and 

linguistic proximity of Poland and other countries belonging to this group. While 

identifications of Polish migrants with Slavic nations may be less frequent than other 

forms of identities, they should not be omitted in this thesis. Actually, Slavic 

identities often appear to emerge as new forms of ethnic identities, that some of my 

informants would not espouse in Poland, but would adopt while abroad. If one 

considers this trend in light of Deleuze and Guattari’s (1977) concept of the ‘rootless 

self, it may be possible to contend that within a situation where fixed points to 

which an individual may cling are non-existent, oppositional tendencies emerge, to 

look for new identification points. In other words, the ‘rootless self constructs 

‘provisional identities, here today and gone tomorrow, through sharing stories in 

dialogue’ (McAdams 1997: 488).

Jacek, one of my informants, is an example of a person, who took on Slavic 

identity in Belfast. Jacek is a 31 year-old male, and when I met him, he was working 

at a call centre, providing technical support for broadband users. Jacek commented 

during the interview which I conducted with him in May 2008: T make friends with 

Czech and Slovaks mostly because of cultural and linguistic proximity.’ When I 

asked him about his plans for the future, he told me that he might go to the Czech 

Republic as BT was recruiting English speaking staff in Prague. Although Jacek had 

a permanent job at the call centre and was rather well integrated with the local 

community, he intended to move to a ‘country, which would be mentally and
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culturally closer to Poland’. Apart from this interview, there was another occasion on 

which Jacek returned to the issue of Slavdom. Following Valentine’s Day (which is 

also celebrated in Poland), I asked him in a joking manner whether he had given a 

present to his girlfriend (a Lithuanian girl from Vilnus). He answered:

We don’t celebrate Valentine’s Day. Instead we celebrate Noc Kupaly. It is a 
Slavonic holiday. You know, it takes place on midsummer night on June 21 
and 22. It is the shortest night in the whole year. People in Poland tend to 
celebrate Valentine’s Day but in my opinion we should turn to our Slavic 
roots rather than get Westernized.

However, despite this, Jacek’s affiliation with Slavic peoples by no means precludes 

him from integrating with the members of the local community. He is a member of a 

rock band, which consists of Polish and Northern Irish artists. At his workplace he is 

also exposed to members of the local community and often goes partying with them. 

However, Jacek believes that his friendships with the Slavic people are more 

authentic, because ‘it is easier to cross cultural barriers with them’.

Dominika, a 30 year-old mother of a one year-old baby girl, also admitted 

that she considered herself as a Slav more than a Pole. Because of her affiliation with 

this cultural group Dominika chose West Slavonic studies as her undergraduate 

major in Poland and she now possesses fluent knowledge of both Czech and Slovak. 

During the interview Dominika pointed at the cultural proximity of Poland and 

former Czechoslovakia:

Poland and former Czechoslovakia are not only geographically close to each 
other but they share similar culture. For example, once my Czech friends and 
I were talking about our childhoods. And you know, we were watching the 
same cartoons, namely Krecik w miescie. I like Czech sense of humour.
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Another important motif in the migrants’ identifications with the West Slavs that 

emerged in the interviews was the similarity in their worldviews. This was evident in 

a conversation that I had with Joanna. When we were talking about the relationship 

she had with her Egyptian boyfriend, she came to the following conclusion: ‘See 

with Polish or Slovak guys it is pretty straightforward. You can easily understand 

them and their intentions.’ 1 asked her why she thought so, and she answered me: 

‘Well, we are all Slavs, so we think along the same lines.’ This example also brings 

attention to another aspect of formation of Slavic identities (likewise ethnic identities 

in general). Namely, they are often generated in the process of interaction with 

people of distinct nationalities and ethnic backgrounds. In Joanna’s case it was an 

Egyptian, non-White, and non-Christian male (the issues of race will be tackled in 

the next section of this chapter).

I will now turn to a situation, where through contact with the local 

community and other Slavs, the Slavic identities emerged. This was the case in 

Krzysztofs story. Krzysztof was working as a welder in Belfast. At his workplace he 

met Jozek, a man from Slovakia. They were both made redundant in January 2009 

due to the credit crunch. They became inseparable from then on - they would go to 

recruitment agencies together, fill out the application forms for jobs and invite each 

other for dinner. Their command of English was rather poor. In order to 

communicate with one another, each of them learned some of the words in the native 

language of their counterpart and they would use a language, which became a mix of 

Polish, Slovak and English. For example, on one occasion, when they were going for 

a job hunt in another town, Krzysztof said to Jozek: ‘Poziramy se na rozklad trenow’. 

‘Poziramy se’ is a Czech expression for ‘We will look’. ‘Na rozklad’ is the Polish 

part of the sentence, meaning ‘at the schedule’ and finally the last word ‘trenow’ is a
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slavisized version of the word ‘train’. These efforts to communicate were, to some 

extent, as painstaking as communication with the locals. Krzysztof explained the 

reason for his patience with another Slav in the following way: ‘We are similar, we 

have the same Communist past, we have the same problems here. We are both Slavs. 

Therefore it is no wonder we prefer to hang out together, especially in the situation, 

when we are on the same boat here in Northern Ireland.’ Thus, in Krzysztofs case 

the formation of Slavic identity was on one hand incited by the cultural, historical 

and political similarities between Slavic countries, and on the other hand it was 

reinforced by his and Jozek’s shared sense of belonging to an underprivileged 

stratum of the local community. Therefore, Krzysztofs sense of belonging was 

constructed on the basis of similarity and difference, through his interaction with the 

other Slav and with the Northern Irish.

I will also refer to my own relations with Jozek. I aimed at using certain 

words in Czech and Slovak in my conversations with him. I knew some elementary 

words in Czech, as during my visits to Cieszyn I would often go to the Czech 

Republic. The border is artificial in a sense that Cieszyn lies in the heart of the 

historical region, Cieszyn Silesia. Until the end of World War I in 1918 it was a seat 

of the Duchy of Teschen. In 1920 Cieszyn Silesia was divided between the two 

newly created states of Poland and Czechoslovakia and the smaller western suburbs 

of Teschen were joined to Czechoslovakia as a new town of Cesky Tesin. The larger 

part of the town joined Poland as Cieszyn (see Kempny 2002a: 119). Czechoslovakia 

itself was split into Czech Republic and Slovakia in 1993. For this reason the dialect 

that is used in this part of Poland is reminiscent of the Czech and Slovak languages. 

Jozek then exclaimed: ‘She can speak our language!’ At that moment I felt an 

emotional attachment with what was formerly known as Czechoslovakia, and at that
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point I thought of myself as a Slav. In my case then it was directly through the 

interaction with Jozek that my Slavic identity became actualized.

These examples seem to corroborate the thesis that the migration not only 

does reinforce the ‘old’ identities but it also engenders new ones, which emerge often 

in the process of the interaction with the members of other national backgrounds, 

whom the individuals got to know as a result of migration and would have probably 

not met if they stayed in Poland.

European identities: The Other ante portas

In this section I discuss the construction of European identities among the Polish 

migrants in Belfast. In the book, Spaces of Identity: Global media, electronic 

landscapes and cultural boundaries, David Morley and Kevin Robins assert that 

European identity is:

a defensive identity, a fortress identity, defined against the threat of other 
cultures and identities (American, Japanese, Islamic, African or whatever). 
This reassertion of European cultural identity amounts to a refusal to control 
the reality of a fundamental population shift that is undermining the little 
white “Christian” Europe of the nineteenth century (1995: 88)

They then continue, citing Neal Ascherson: ‘we are living in a new America which is 

reluctant to admit the fact; in a continent which the poor of the outside world are 

beginning to choose as a destination’ (Ascherson 1990: 7 cited in Morley and Robins 

1995: 88). The sense of belonging which an identification with other Europeans may 

offer to the Polish migrants in Belfast, might be cited as illustrative of this process of 

identity construction. In this section I will focus on the discourses of the Polish 

migrants which pertain to perceptions of the aforementioned ‘otherness’ and the
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ways in which these discourses lead to the construction of European identities among 

my interviewees.

In the questionnaire that I conducted with fifty migrants, I included the 

following question: ‘Whom would you like to share your house with?’ I asked the 

respondents to order the following nationalities according to their preferences: 

Polish, Indian, Slovak, Filipino, French, German, Spanish, Lithuanian, Chinese and 

Pakistani. In the vast majority of answers, Pakistani, Indian and Filipino occupied the 

lowest ranks. These attitudes were also reflected in my daily interactions with some 

of the Polish migrants. For example, Marian, a 30 year-old male, with an MA in 

Ethnology, commented to me one day:

You know I got a questionnaire from Ulster University to fill out. It was some 
kind of survey about the inter-ethnic relations. I had to answer some 
questions, like with whom I would like to be in relationship: Chinese, 
Pakistani, Japanese, Muslim and so on. I would rather prefer to be with 
someone from our cultural milieu. I think it would be easier to communicate 
with such a person.

In a similar way, one day I had a conversation with Alicja. At that time she was 

employed by the ‘Four Season’ nursing home. When I asked her about her 

colleagues, she mentioned that there were a high percentage of the Filipinos at her 

work. I enquired whether she made friends with them, to which she answered:

I spend most of the time with the Polish and the Northern Irish. I don’t think I 
would be able to understand Filipinos, they are a different story. They have 
different culture than us, Europeans, you know.

The danger is that such an isolated stance can foster racist attitudes towards people of 

colour. This has been visible during the Polish picnic, where many Polish community
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groups and organizations had stands. I was then assisting at the stand of the Polish 

Saturday School, which was providing information about classes organized for 

Polish children. During the picnic, at one instance a Chinese woman came up to the 

stand, asking a question. Because the representatives of Polish Saturday School 

present at the meeting did not speak fluent English, they had difficulty understanding 

the Chinese woman. The only words that they could disentangle from her speech 

were ‘bilingual' and ‘school’. The woman, frustrated by the language barrier, left the 

stand. After her departure the teachers started gossiping:

Maybe she wanted to learn Polish.

Maybe she wanted to enrol her children in the school. She probably 
thought that the classes are in English or something.

No sorry, our race is our race. The Chinese should open their own school 
or something.

Racism in extreme situations generates in certain individuals the willingness to 

eradicate people of non-European backgrounds, to make sure that they remain 

outside the boundaries of what they perceive as their societies. This mode of 

thinking, in its most extreme form, can manifest itself in the proposals of some 

migrants that the borders of the nation states should be strengthened. This has been 

visible in the following statement, made by Zbigniew: ‘People here should apply 

certain restrictions to limit the entry of chiapatych. Soon Belfast will become like 

India, where streets are crowded and there is not enough air to breathe.’ Chiapaci is a 

pejorative designation for Pakistani and Indian derived from the word ‘chiapata’, 

which is the common foodstuff consumed in that region of Asia. Zbigniew’s attitude 

shocked me, especially since he is a middle class male, a degree holder in Cultural 

Studies.
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Such a way of thinking links to the politics of exclusion and corresponds to 

the concept of ‘gated-communities’, which according to Van Houtum and Pijpers,

express a clear-cut form of socio-spatial insolidarity, of the purification of 
space by shutting the gates for the ‘outside’ world under the flag of privacy, 
control, comfort and security. A gated community is made to produce and 
reproduce segregation and pronounce and maintain social homogeneity and 
wealth inequality... The gates of the gated community are not only a result of 
the desire to produce a space for the outsider, the stranger, but even a more 
so, a purified, enlightened space for the insider (2005: 6).

When I tried to challenge Zbigniew’s attitude, he said: ‘1 am not being racist, it is for 

demographic reasons. There won’t be enough space for everyone. The whole Europe 

is as almost as large as India'. However his other reactions appeared to contradict 

such an assertion. For example, when I invited him for a ready-made dinner which 

consisted of some Indian food (upma), he gladly ate it. Nevertheless when I told him 

what he had just consumed, he was not happy at all. He said: T would buy it myself 

if it had a different label on.’ This brings attention to the fact that politics of 

exclusion and segregation may be ingrained in everyday life practices of certain 

individuals. It is also worth noting at this point that Zbigniew’s racist attitudes seem 

to co-exist with a cosmopolitan stance that he revealed on other occasions. I will 

return to it later in this chapter.

Also, whilst working at a call centre, I witnessed many instances in which a 

particular colleague, Kaska, would receive a phone call from Asian or African 

customers, with the comment: ‘O znowu jakis brudas dzwoni’ - which means ‘Again 

some sloven is calling.’ She always assumed from the very beginning that it would 

be harder to troubleshoot such a customer, and characterized them as slow-thinking 

and ignorant. She used to essentialize them on the basis of their skin colour, which 

was not even a characteristic perceptible in the conversation - instead she would
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make her own assumptions judging by their accents and names displayed in the 

computer system. Kaska’s stance was surprising, particularly since like Zbigniew, 

she is a middle class graduate, working towards her PhD thesis in Philosophy.

Finally, the enhancement of a sense of belonging as a European among Polish 

migrants in Belfast is very much related to the construction of gendered identities. 

This is especially noticeable in the case of Polish males, who are often critical of 

Polish females, choosing non-Europeans for their partners and represent them as 

hypermasculine and promiscuous. I will refer here to one instance at a Salsa Night in 

the Empire Bar, which 1 attended with a friend of mine. At one moment, a Polish 

male came up and we started chatting. He lamented that many of the Polish females 

are in relationships with Africans, commenting: ‘See, our girls like Africans because 

they have bigger penises. Polish lads have European standards so this why they 

prefer Blacks.’ Of course this quote reveals the envy that this man felt towards the 

non-White males, who appropriate Polish women. However such instances may 

serve to reinforce the European identities of the migrants.

European identity therefore is constructed on the opposition between ‘we’ 

(White European) and ‘The Other’ (non-White, non-European), often operating on 

the basis of a colonizer-colonized dichotomy (compare Fanon 1967). It is a defensive 

identity and leads to the danger of generating racist attitudes among Polish migrants 

in Belfast. In the next section I explore quite the opposite phenomenon - the ways in 

which my interviewees construct cosmopolitan identities.

Cosmopolitan identities

Ulf Hannerz considers the perspective of the cosmopolitan as entailing a relationship 

to the plurality of cultures. This in turn involves ‘first of all an orientation, a
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willingness to engage with the Other. It is an intellectual and aesthetic stance of 

openness towards divergent cultural experiences’ (1990: 239). Cosmopolitanism seen 

from this angle entails desire and appreciation for cultural diversity, something that 

Pierre-Andre Taguieff has deemed ‘heterophillia’ (1987).

Jonathan Friedman sees cosmopolitanism as characterized as a mode of 

behaviour that Mn identity terms [is] betwixt and between without being liminal. It is 

shifting, participating in many worlds, without becoming part of them’ (1994: 204). 

In relation to this cosmopolitans ‘draw allegiances from here, there, and everywhere. 

Bits of cultures come into [...] lives from different sources, and there is no guarantee 

that they will all fit together' (Waldron 1992: 788-789). Such a conceptualization of 

cosmopolitan identity may at first glance seem to be in line with the mentioned 

earlier concept of ‘rootless self (Deleuze and Guattari 1977). However Pnina 

Werbner (2008: 9) notes that cosmopolitanism does not necessarily imply 

rootlessness. Instead she maintains, following Cohen:

What is needed is the fashioning of a dialectical concept of rooted 
cosmopolitanism, which accepts a multiplicity of roots and branches and that 
rests on the legitimacy of plural loyalities, of standing in many circles, but 
with common ground (Cohen 1992: 483 cited in Werber 2008:9).

My research suggests that many of my informants construct cosmopolitan identities, 

by expressing openness towards diverse cultural experiences and incorporating 

elements of various cultures into their daily lives. Some of them had spent a 

significant amount of time abroad before coming to Belfast. For example, Pawel, a 

24 year-old male, prior to his arrival in Northern Ireland, lived half a year in Greece, 

on the Patmos and Knossos Islands. At the time of the interview he was employed at 

a local aluminium factory. He spends most of his free time with his Polish friends
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with whom he shares the house, and enjoys browsing the internet and keeping in 

touch with his sister. Pawet and his sister actually do not talk much - only if there is 

something important to discuss. They maintain proximity by sending songs to each 

other, etc. Pawel asserted that that he was not going to remain in Belfast all his life. 

He said:

I will definitely not stay in Belfast my entire life. I would like to go to 
Athens, Barcelona or Amsterdam. Um, I have no specific plans yet. In any 
case I believe that it is just the matter of time and the boundaries between 
countries will disappear, the nation states will merge into one community of 
Europe.

When I asked Pawel whether he felt himself European or Polish, he responded: 

‘Let’s say that I am human’. This concept, as used by Pawel, appears to be a 

replacement for the term ‘world citizen’, which designates individuals who reject the 

traditional geopolitical divisions, derived from national citizenship.

Maciek, a 28 year-old male displayed a similar attitude. He came to Belfast in 

November 2006, and first worked at the GEM call centre, to then move to the Tele 

Tech call centre. He concurrently was a volunteer for Monkstown Community 

School Youth club and taught local children crocheting skills, hoping to find a new 

job and do something else, related to his educational background (he was a degree 

holder in English philology). Eventually, he became a Polish language teacher at a 

local school in Dungannon. During his stay in Belfast, he often attended 

multicultural events with his international friends (such as Mela Festival or 

Newtownabbey Neighbour Day event). I will quote here extracts from our interview:

Marta: Have you made friends with many other Polish migrants?

Maciek: To be honest, 1 have more local friends or native speakers. For 
example, Margaret is American, Julia is Australian, Jason is Scottish. But I
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also know the locals, for example my flatmate is from Coleraine. But the 
other ones one can treat as the locals, because they live here...

Marta: So you make friends with people from all over the world?

Maciek: Yes. Well, last year I shared accommodation with a Ukrainian girl. 1 
also know Turkish people, or people from Turkmenistan. 1 don’t know many 
Polish people.

[...]

Marta: How often do you go to Poland?

Maciek: Since the time I came here in November I haven’t been there. The 
reason is money. When I get tax credit, I will go to Poland. In fact I prefer 
travelling around than going to Poland. Last year I was in Turkey, it was 
awesome. I would like to go for example to Spain... I dream about going to 
Spain. Or the Greek Islands, I don’t know where...

These excerpts point out that Maciek’s exposure to other cultures and nationalities

has been pervasive. The fact that he is in favour of spending his holidays in new

places rather than in Poland, even in a situation when he is far away from his home

country, seems to corroborate the thesis about his cosmopolitan attitudes.

In a similar way, Grzegorz, a 27 year-old male architect shared his

cosmopolitan experiences with me:

Marta: Why did you come to Belfast?

Grzegorz: For work and I also wanted to find out something more, get more 
experience not only from Poland, one could say international experience. I 
had work in Poland, but I wanted to get to know something else before I 
settle down. Before coming here, I was in the US.

Marta: Wonderful, where exactly?

Grzegorz: In California.

Marta: How long were you there for?

Grzegorz: I was working 4.5 months. I was working as an architect. I went 
there during my studies. I always wanted to see how that looks like. I went 
first to Delaware. I had a friend, from my school, who was in California. I
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went to California too and I found a good job there. 1 then went to Poland. I 
was wondering what to do and so on.

Marta: So you have been living at Donegall Avenue since the beginning?

Grzegorz: Yes, and I share house with great people, a Polish guy and a 
Slovakian girl. They like travelling too, they have been to China, Morocco, 
and they went to Greenland. We like sightseeing. While being here, we went 
to Portrush, the Giant’s Causeway, Bangor. We would like to go somewhere 
abroad but we are saving up money for the beginning of our life together.
[...]

Marta: What do you eat?

Grzegorz: I usually eat what is not available in Poland. For example bagels or 
shrimps. I got used to eating them in California.

Grzegorz is an excellent example of how individuals in contemporary societies are 

no longer constrained to one single nation state. In his life bits and pieces from 

various cultures come together, creating a sort of collage effect. Yet, given all this, 

Grzegorz intends to go back to Poland and get married there to his Polish fiancee, 

though this does not exclude the possibility of moving abroad in the future. In a 

similar vein, Ula, a 48 year-old female architect, confessed to me that she did not feel 

Polish in Belfast but rather considered herself as a part of an international milieu. 

When I asked whether she identified herself as a Pole, she answered:

Not so much [...]. At my work place I have Chinese, Koreans, German, 
Austrian, two Spaniards, an Italian, Irish people. Now we have an Irishman 
who worked in the US, then in Dublin and now he is working here. Young 
people who graduate from Glasgow or London. It is a melting pot. Oh! Now 
there is a girl from the US, she is doing an internship. She is indigenous. 
There are plenty of people from all over the world. You see yourself: many 
colours, many cultures. We have the same work. But then we go for a beer 
and the table is colourful.
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Ula told me that before Christmas, she and her colleagues held a Christmas Eve 

party. They shared the Christmas traditions and customs of their home countries with 

one another: ‘I was happy to try Italian panadoro, Spanish polvorones and German 

christstollen. I also prepared Polish poppy cake and pierogis. It is a wonderful 

experience’. This kind of engagement and taste for cultural diversity is emblematic 

for the figure of a cosmopolitan.

Furthermore, some of my informants emphasized the importance of the 

development of transnational links enhanced by the development of means of 

transport, leading to the compression of time and space (Harvey 1989). For example, 

Weronika, a 31 year-old female, employed at a local car factory, commented on my 

question about whether or not she missed Poland:

No, I treat it rather like a place to spend the vacation. I do not identify myself 
with anything. I am able to contact my family every day or every two days, 
whenever I feel like it. I talk to them on Skype. There is no problem. My 
mum is laughing because I am 2,000 kilometres from home. My sister lives in 
Poland in Bieszczady and it takes her more time to get home than my travel 
to Poland. This is paradoxical. For me it is easier to contact my family than 
for her. I visit Poland every 3 months more or less. I would like to live in 
Greece or Cyprus.

The above examples appear to demonstrate how some of the migrants adopt a 

cosmopolitan stance. As part of a globalized world, they embrace immersion in the 

variety of cultures and societies by culturally engaging with people of other ethnic, 

national and religious backgrounds.

Identity in practice

Having explored the different kinds of identities that Polish migrants may construct 

in Belfast, I will now turn to the analysis of the contextual and situational
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characteristics of migrants’ identities. The impetus to include this section on ethnic 

identities originated as follows. The structured questionnaire distributed among 

Polish migrants in Belfast included the following question: ‘Do you consider 

yourself mostly 1) European; 2) Polish; 3) Slav; 4) A World Citizen?’ One and a 

half years after completing the questionnaire, a respondent got back to me and asked 

if she could change her response. She had originally selected the option ‘European’ 

but now wanted to change it to ‘Polish’. 1 asked her for the reasons why she had 

changed her mind. She responded:

Too many things have happened in the meantime. Perhaps it is because I am 
in a long distance relationship with a person from a different culture. I’m not 
sure. Recent events in Belfast such as the attacks on Polish people in 
Donegall Road have caused me to change my mind. No matter where you are, 
you should not forget your roots and your culture.

This incident sheds light on the dynamic aspect of ethnic identities, which appear to

be multilayered and multidimensional. Accordingly, in various situations my

informants disclosed different layers to their ethnic identities. In many cases I often

found that rather than being mutually exclusive these layers complement each other.

At the same time, there are also instances where there are internal contradictions

between different kinds of identities Poles take on in Belfast.

The complementary nature between various layers of one’s identity was

illustrated by Katarzyna (a 31 year-old female, an interpreter currently employed by

Northern Irish Council for Ethnic minorities):

Of course I feel Polish. Why, because my life history is connected to Poland. 
I was also raised and brought up in Poland, which is different from growing 
up here or anywhere else, but I also feel I am a world citizen. I don’t feel 
limited to being Polish but just the opposite. Poland is the part of Europe, so 
mentally and culturally I feel myself the citizen of Europe. And what goes 
with it I feel like a world citizen, due to the easiness in communication and 
transport.
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Such a multidimensional nature of ethnic identity of migrants was visible in the

interior decor of Judyta’s home. When I visited her flat, I noticed a painting of St

Mary of Czestochowa, postcards from Tenochtitlan in Mexico, Hungarian tablecloth

and a wall poster by an African artist. When I asked Judyta about the objects, and

whether she thought they reflected her sense of belonging in any way, she said:

Well, the image of St Mary will accompany me always, as I am Polish and it 
reminds me of my home country. In terms of the postcards and the poster, 
they symbolize that 1 am the world citizen and that the whole world is within 
my reach.

This suggests that objects coupled with human agency often become powerful 

symbols and play significant role in the strengthening of sense of belonging.

It is very much social context that determines which sorts of identities from 

these multiple layers come into play in a particular situation. Consider Marysia’s 

case, for example. Marysia felt herself Polish vis-a-vis Northern Irish people and 

other Europeans and European vis-a-vis non-Europeans. Although her English is 

fluent and she is now working towards the completion of her degree in Arts at the 

University of Ulster, she spends most of her free time with other Polish migrants. 

She enjoys socializing with a group of her friends and often goes on trips with them. 

Marysia maintains strong links with Poland and regularly receives post deliveries 

from her home country. She told me during our conversations that she considers 

herself Polish and in her free time likes reading Polish novels and listening to Polish 

songs. At the same time on one occasion her identity as European became overt. 

When I was looking for a room to rent, she gave me the following advice:

If I were you, I wouldn’t move in with Indians or Chinese because you don’t 
know what to expect from them. If you move in with a European you will be
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able to communicate with them more easily as we have some common
cultural and mental characteristics.

Another example which illustrates the argument about the multilayered and 

contextual aspect of migrants’ identities is the case of Aska, who felt herself Polish at 

some occasions and took on a cosmopolitan stance in other instances. Aska is a 26 

year-old female, currently living in Whiteabbey with a daughter, Natalka and a 

Filipino husband. She is employed as an administrator in NHS and doing a NQV 

course in business and administration and in citizens’ advice. Aska is actively 

engaged in the Polish community activities and her daughter regularly attends Polish 

Saturday School. She likes spending time among other Polish parents and on most 

occasions while Natalka participates in a three hour block, she likes having informal 

conversations with other Poles. However on other occasions Aska reveals elements 

of cosmopolitan stance to her identity. She encourages her daughter to intermingle 

with children of other nationalities (in particular Hindu and Slovakian) and eats 

Filipino food on daily basis. She was considering moving to Philippines with her 

husband, but because of practical reasons (related to better work opportunities) they 

decided to stay in Northern Ireland. Therefore, Aska does not limit herself to being 

Polish only and even once confessed: ‘I feel Polish but I also feel a world citizen. 

One does not exclude another’.

Another point worth noting are the contradictions inherent in the diverse 

identities adopted by Polish migrants. Consider Magda’s case, for example. On 

several occasions, I could see her with Slovakian girls. She would invite her 

colleague, Marta, over for dinner and go shopping with her. She said: ‘Because of 

cultural and language proximity it is easier to communicate with people from Slavic 

countries than with local people. I feel a special kind of affiliation and immediacy 

with Slovakians’. However, on another occasion she got into an argument with her
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colleagues from work (one of her colleagues, a Czech female reported her Polish 

friend to her boss for not fulfilling properly her duties). Magda then said: ‘One 

cannot avoid putting these Slovaks, Ukrainians and Lithuanians into the same basket. 

They are all alike and have the same malady. They lie and laugh at you behind your 

back’. In this way she drew a symbolic boundary between Polish people and the 

Slavic countries mentioned in her statement. In doing so she identified herself as 

Polish and strongly rejected her Slavic identity.

In a similar way, Zbigniew, who often takes on qualities of a cosmopolitan, 

discards them on other occasions. For example, he often expresses his cosmopolitan 

stance through his willingness to travel extensively throughout the world. He is now 

planning his trip to Morocco and intends to join me to Mexico for my preliminary 

fieldwork that I plan after obtaining a PHD. He is open to cultural difference and he 

was happy to join the ethnomusicology concert organized at our department last 

semester, being very enthusiastic about the music from Mali and Brazil. However 

this does not square with his racist attitudes that I discussed in the section on 

European identities, which shows contradictory identities taking voice within one 

person.

The same predisposition was also evident in several Polish females who have 

non-European partners. The fact that they have decided to spend their lives with 

individuals coming from other continents, such as Africa or Asia, seems to suggest 

they embrace a cosmopolitan stance. However, their European identities often 

become actualized when they converse with other Polish females. In their everyday 

discussions, I have noticed a tendency to depict gender relations in these countries as 

oppressive towards women. For example, on the one hand, my flatmate Magda, who 

had a Yemeni fiance, would take part in multicultural festivals in Belfast and spend
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her holidays in various countries (such as Canary Islands, Egypt, Turkey). However, 

on the other hand, she told me one day

Look, these Muslim countries, they are all the same. In Yemen a woman in 
order to get off the bus needs to knock on the window to be let off. She can’t 
say anything to the driver. And I heard that when some Irish girls went to 
Yemen and wore tank tops, then men were masturbating on the bus. It was 
like a porn movie for them. I would never like to live in Yemen. Luckily we 
will stay in Europe.

When I asked Magda how she felt about having a Yemeni fiance, she told me one 

day:

Hakim is Europeanised. He spent 5 years in the United Kingdom and he sees 
the drawbacks of his own society. This is why he doesn’t want to go back to 
Yemen. He doesn’t stringently adhere to the Muslim regulations. However if 
he went back to his country he could change.

There is hence internal contradiction in Magda’s attitudes. On one hand she takes on

an identity of a cosmopolitan, and on the other hand at points her reactions seem to

be at odds with such a stance - this is especially evident when she clings on to her

European ‘defensive’ identity.

The examples given above illustrate that ethnic identities are in ‘motion’ and 

in a dynamic process of negotiation. Diverse identities do not always exclude each 

other and should be examined from a multidimensional perspective. However a 

caveat is necessary. Although they may complement each other, in some instances 

they may co-exist in a contradictory tension with each other, being always situational 

and context specific.

Conclusion

In this chapter I examined the multilayered dimension of ethnic identities. Although 

the majority of the migrants perceive themselves primarily as Poles, there are other



aspects of their belonging that were discussed in this chapter: identifications as 

representatives of their small-homelands, Slavs, Europeans, as well as 

cosmopolitans. From this perspective, migrants’ identities could be problematized as 

‘changing same’ (Gilroy 1991). The concept of‘changing same’ captures the ways in 

which the tension between ‘having been, being and becoming is negotiated, 

conjugated or resolved’ (Fortier 2005: 184). ‘The changing same’ is negotiated and 

re-created in the interplay of complex cultural and historical factors reaching beyond 

the territories of a single nation state.

In such a context, the role of biographical experiences of individuals is 

crucial to the understanding of the process of shaping their sense of the self. As 

Anthony Giddens puts it,

A person identity is not to be found in behaviour nor - important though this 
is - in the reactions of others, but in the capacity to keep a particular 
narrative going [...]. In order to have a sense of who we are, we have to have 
a notion of how we have become, and of where we are going (1991: 54).

Biographical experiences and the past history of an individual are recollected by 

means of their memories. These memories are not solely results of cognitive 

processes and stored in the brain, but they are also emotional experiences that are 

embodied and which relate to the sensory experiences of individuals (see Csordas 

1994). These memories constitute different kinds of identities which are in dynamic 

and dialogical relationship with each other and their boundaries shift depending upon 

the context, illustrating how:

in dialogue - real or imagined - with individuals - real or imagined a person 
inevitably attempts to grasp the other’s discourse and, to do so, takes the 
perspective of another I position, and by doing so, reformulates ongoing 
narrative of his or her life (Mcllveen 2007: 5).

112



CHAPTER 5

Everyday life and culture of Polish migrants in Belfast

While in the previous chapter I focused on the dialogical processes, pointing at the 

types of possible identifications that Poles in Belfast may construct, in this chapter I 

focus on the strategies of my informants to maintain their Polishness, which 

regarding the recent character of migration, still remains the main basis of self

ascription among my informants.

As mentioned earlier in this thesis, I treat ethnicity as a series of crosscutting 

boundaries dividing communities. In this chapter 1 discuss the dialectics between 

fixity and fluidity of these boundaries. On one hand,

cultural differentiation may make a boundary appear quasi-natural and self- 
evident, while social closure along ethnic lines may reinforce such 
differences through the invention of new cultural diacritics [...] to set 
themselves apart from the rest of the population and to stabilize the boundary 
(Wimmer 2008: 983).

On the other end of the continuum, however, in every cultural system we may 

observe discontinuities or ruptures - frequently in case when boundaries of different 

cultural systems overlap, with some boundaries weakening and some strengthening, 

and with individuals crossing over from one group to another. This is when the 

boundaries may become blurred. In the subsequent sections, I explore such tension 

between mechanisms of maintaining rigid and solid boundaries around one’s ethnic 

group/culture and mechanisms, operating consciously or not, of transgressing these 

boundaries.
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THE FIXITY OF BOUNDARIES: MAINTAINING POLISHNESS 

The contemporary processes of migration and globalization do not diminish the 

importance of ethnicity; quite the reverse. Rather, it is given a new significance in the 

global world (Eriksen 2007, Featherstone 1990, Hall 1991, Waters 1995). In a situation 

when the relation between ethnicity and locality became blurred, social scientists find 

themselves increasingly preoccupied with ethnicity. Appadurai asserts that ‘ethnicity, 

once a genie contained in the bottle of some sort of locality has now become a global 

force, forever slipping in and through the cracks between states and borders’ (1990: 

306). Frequently, in such a context, open-ended global flows trigger a search for fixed 

orientation points as well as a determined effort to solidify cultural boundaries. 

Often maintenance of these boundaries is ingrained in everyday practices of 

individuals (cf. Billig 1995). This was the case with my informants. In particular, the 

following areas of everyday life emerged as prevalent themes in their narratives: 

language, establishing links with relatives in Poland, use of ethnic media and ethnic 

cuisine. In the following sections, I will concentrate on the ways migrants aimed at 

preserving their Polish identity by discussing how they were evident in these spheres 

of their day-to-day existence.

The Polish language

The most powerful resource for maintaining the solid boundaries of one’s culture is 

the use of native language in everyday life. Barker and Jones notice that language is 

one of the markers of belonging to a particular ethnic group and it is through 

language that ‘ethnic identity may be expressed, enacted and symbolized’ (Barker 

and Jones 1998: 1 13). Linguistic retention enables the minority to remain distinctive 

from the majority group and from other minorities. Although this seems to be more
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important among second generation immigrants, it also concerns first generation 

immigrants, who have just arrived in the country.

The majority of Poles in Belfast speak Polish in their everyday lives and 

during my fieldwork, I have not come across any individual who would not use their 

native language on a daily basis. In many cases Polish migrants share 

accommodation with their compatriots, creating a kind of ethnicizing space where 

they talk freely in their native language (compare Nagel 2002). During my interview 

with Agata, she told me that she was living with other Polish people and asked me 

with whom I shared my house. My response: ‘With one Italian, two Austrians, one 

Indian and one Northern Irish guy’ evoked the following reaction: ‘Don’t you think it 

is strange? Usually Polish people stick with Polish people’. This was corroborated by 

my observations during the course of my research as the vast majority of my 

interviewees shared houses with their compatriots. They were either families and 

couples living together or individuals sharing accommodation with other migrants. In 

the second instance, they may have also shared houses with other ethnic minorities, 

like Slovaks and Lithuanians, but in very rare cases they shared them with the 

members of the local community. Even Queen’s University Belfast and Ulster 

University’s students, whom I know, share accommodation with other Poles, 

although their occupation keeps them exposed to the members of diverse cultural 

backgrounds. In all these scenarios Polish migrants generally retained their native 

language.

Such use of ethnic language is a powerful means to reinforce boundaries 

between Polish migrants and people of other nationalities. At one point, one of my 

informants, Anka, a 29 year-old female with a Masters in Mathematics, was looking 

for a house. Although her English is fluent and she was working at that time in a
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multicultural environment at a call centre, she chose a flat, attracted by an 

advertisement in Polish attached to the window of her future accomodation: 

Wspollokatorka poszukiwana. Szukatn wspollokatorki do dwupokojowego 

mieszkania. (I am looking for a flat mate for two-bedroom flat). She justified her 

choice with the following words: ‘It is good to speak Polish when I come from work. 

I don’t want to lose contact with my native language.’ When I asked the other tenant 

of this flat who placed the advertisement about her reason for putting it in Polish, she 

said:

In fact I first put it in English and I attached to the advertisement board in 
Spar. I was looking for a female flatmate and only guys answered my 
advertisement. So then 1 gave it a second thought. 1 decided it would be better 
anyway to share this flat with someone from my country [...]. It is also 
beneficial to use Polish at home.

With regard to language retention, my informants also frequently pointed out the fact 

that they were keener on reading books in Polish in Northern Ireland than back 

home. There are Polish books available at some of the local libraries and there are 

Internet Polish bookstores in Ireland (www.polskaksiazka.ie) and the United 

Kingdom (ex. www.polskieksiazki.co.uk). Joanna expressed her opinion regarding 

reading Polish literature in Belfast:

I like relaxing with a Polish book in my hand. We are here, and we use 
English language in our everyday life. It is nice to read something in our 
native language, also in order not to lose contact with it. In fact, I have a 
friend working at a library in Poland and he helps me to check books out for a 
longer period of time than is permitted.

It is worth mentioning that during the Polish picnic, the Polish Saturday School was 

distributing leaflets of the campaign Mama, Tata and Myself, the goal of which is to
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encourage the reading of Polish children's and youth books among Poles who live in 

Ireland or Great Britain. The teachers present at the stand were emphasizing the 

importance of this language retention among the young generation of migrants. They 

were encouraging the children to participate in different literary contests (such as 

'Polish children and youth on emigration in the UK', or ‘The book of my dreams’). 

They also exhibited the collection of books belonging to the Polish Saturday School, 

and were suggesting to parents to provide their children with literature in their native 

tongue. Needless to say that despite frequent efforts by parents to ensure that their 

children speak fluent Polish (such as enrolling them in Polish Saturday School and 

taking part in Polish community events), the second generation of migrants is likely 

to use a mixture of both languages, to which I return later in this chapter.

Finally, what is interesting is the retention of other skills related to language 

use, which in the case of Polish migrants is handwriting. Although both British and 

Polish handwriting belong to Roman alphabet, there are certain peculiarities in the 

local style of writing that makes it different from the Polish style. For example, nine 

letters are so-called diacritics, which do not exist in other languages: q, ?, c, z, z, s, I, 

h, 6. Often I came across criticism from my compatriots, who were using my laptop. 

My laptop has an American English keyboard layout as it was purchased in the US. 

Because of my lack of technical knowledge I had no initially changed it to the Polish 

keyboard and remained in the US format. One of my friends expressed his 

indignation when he found out I was using an American keyboard. He said: ‘Marta, 

you are not American. You are Polish, why haven’t you changed it?’ This indicates a 

certain persistence in adhering to the cultural skills related to Polish language use. In 

a similar way, Polish handwriting tends to be more decorative and ornamental than 

the English style (for an example of handwriting taken from the Polish Saturday
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School see figure 2 in appendix 3). Most of the migrants I spoke to retain their Polish 

style of handwriting while in Belfast. This may change in due course, as migration is 

still a very recent phenomenon, but such a reluctance of Poles to adapt the local style 

of handwriting especially in official situations, such as filling out the forms to 

different governmental bodies, may suggest that they tend to maintain strongly 

defined boundaries of their culture.

Media and emotional bonds with relatives and friends

Another way of maintaining strong links with their homelands in migrants’ everyday 

lives is the use of mass media, which allows them to communicate with their families 

in Poland. Poles in Belfast on average communicate twice a week with their relatives 

back home. This is facilitated by the means of telephone and internet. As Maciek 

informed me:

When I came to Belfast two years ago I used to go to the Polish shop, Europa, 
to get the international calling card ‘Orzef. The rates were much cheaper and 
it was very easy to call my relatives. Now 1 don’t have access to a landline so 
I call them from my mobile phone. 02 has an international caller plan and 1 
don’t have to worry about spending a fortune on talking with them.

The case of Ula was similar. Ula came to Belfast with her 12 year-old daughter and 

at the time of the interview was working at a local architectural company. Her 

husband has recently died and for this reason she moved to Northern Ireland. The 

only family that is left in Poland is her mother. When I asked her how often she 

contacted her, she exclaimed: ‘Everyday! Ip per minute.’

Telephone as medium of communication between migrants and their relatives 

in Poland is increasingly being replaced by internet (compare Castells 1996). This

118



includes increased use of internet call utilities, such as Skype as well as social 

network utilities (like nasza klasa, grono and to lesser extent facebook).

Skype is the most wide spread means of communication between Polish 

migrants and their families. ‘Through the use of cameras, microphones and 

earphones, Skype not only allows a user to speak with other person but also to see 

them’ (Siara 2009: 170). Many of my informants spend a significant amount of time 

online exchanging information with their relatives. With such communication the 

exchange of ‘everyday banal news has also increased’ and with this ‘sharing the 

banality, the routines and common activities of everyday life increases the sense of 

belonging and furthers the limits of imagination of sharing’ (Georgiou 2002: 26).

Zosia, a 39 year-old female, provides a good example of how sharing of such 

‘petit fails’ may strengthen one’s identification with their homeland. She was a 

psychiatric nurse in Lipno, a small town in Poland but she was made redundant in 

2007, and decided to move to Belfast. Her son and daughter are back in Poland with 

her ex-husband, while she is now living with her boyfriend in a two-bedroom house, 

and working as a cleaner. The reason for Zosia’s migration to Belfast is economic: 

she wants to save up money for a new house where she, her boyfriend and children 

could start a new life.

Zosia spends most of her free time online and virtual reality is a very special 

space where she can communicate with her children. It seems that she lives in two 

parallel worlds, one of which is that of Northern Irish reality, from which she tries to 

escape, because of her insufficient knowledge of English and limited amount of 

social contacts, with the other one being a sort of substitute of her life in Poland. She 

is online all the time and talks to her daughter and son, informing them of every step 

she is about to take. For example, she helps her daughter, who is in secondary school,
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with her homework via Skype. Secondly, whenever she has guests coming over to 

her house, she leaves Skype on. While they usually sit on the couch, which is located 

opposite to the desk with her laptop, she directs the webcam in such a way that her 

daughter and son can participate in the conversation. Zosia said to me: ‘I would die 

without Skype, by spending so much time on it, I feel as if I were in Poland. I miss 

Poland and my children’.

In a similar way, Zosia’s boyfriend's sister, Monika, a 32 year-old female 

talks to her family back in Poland on Skype. Monika is a housewife and she takes 

care of her two daughters (aged 5 and 10), while Krzysztof, her husband works as a 

cleaner. In Poland, they both worked at the same mental hospital as Zosia, but were 

made redundant and decided to go to Northern Ireland in pursuit of employment 

opportunities. During a name’s day party to which I was invited by Monika and her 

husband Krzysztof, we were drinking shots of vodka. After a while, a call came in, it 

was Monika’s father. Krzysztof made a toast to him by pointing the glass of vodka 

towards the webcam. Skype from this point of view encourages new forms of 

sociability, where the spatial aspect gains a different dimension. Krzysztof then said 

to Monika’s father: ‘Thanks for coming. It is some element of Polishness in this 

remote country.’ In fact, drinking alcohol via Skype is not a novelty among Polish 

migrants. Magda, my flatmate, drunk wine in order to soothe the emotional pain she 

felt after arguing with her fiance; it was her brother over the other ‘end’ of Skype, 

who told her to grab a bottle of alcohol and ‘come back’. As I was somehow 

bewildered by such a turn of events, I commented this to Zbigniew, who said: 

‘Marta, it is not surprising really. I also did it once and it is not so rare.’ Skype 

indeed seems to be an important means by which migrants may maintain links with 

their home country, creating new forms of interaction. Contact via Skype replaces
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‘face to face interaction’ and seemingly diminishes the importance of spatial 

proximity between the parties who are engaged in flow of communication between 

each other.

Other common internet utilities among Polish migrant are social networking 

websites, such as nasza klasa (our class), grono and facebook. Members of social 

networking sites have their own home page with their photo, some basic personal 

information and sections where they are free to write about themselves or make a 

statement. They are able to register with each other as friends, which typically allows 

them to use certain means of communication and gives access to more private 

content (for example pictures) on each other’s site. Each member’s friends are listed 

on their site and it is very common for friends to communicate by writing public 

messages in the friend's comments section at the bottom of each home page. They 

also have different facilities, like sending virtual flowers, hugs, kisses, etc. Use of 

these social networking websites is so pervasive that during one of the meetings of 

the Abstinence Club, Barbara, a coordinator of Krokus organization, told the 

following anecdote:

There was this Polish mate of mine, who asked me one day whether I have 
heard of our other mate. I said ‘no - why?’. He answered in a joking way: 
‘He has not been on nasza klasa for quite a long time. And if someone is not 
online for such a significant amount of time, then this suggests that he is no 
longer alive.’

When I asked Basia, a 23 year-old female working at a call centre, who spent most of 

her breaks navigating in nasza klasa, why she thought that this was a better way to 

communicate with her friends from Poland than just sending an email, she said:
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It is better you know. One can upload many photos and then I can look at 
these photos and find out what this person has been doing over past years. I 
can also send hugs, strokes, etc. It is all much more interactive than ordinary 
e-mail. I can also find friends with whom I lost contact many years ago. It is 
brilliant!

Nasza klasa has a facility whereby one can look for primary and high school 

classmates. One can browse different schools, form teachers and different age 

cohorts. In this way, Polish migrants re-create lost links with their home countries, 

which gain in importance w'hile they are abroad.

Keeping links with the homeland: access to information and 
entertain ment

Husband, Beattie and Markelin’s (2000) research on minority media in the UK has 

suggested that migrants continue to have interest in the countries of their origin even 

after years of living abroad. This need to maintain links with their homelands is 

satisfied by the means of internet, radio, newspaper and TV connection (compare 

Georgiou 2005, Hargreaves 2001, Morley and Robbins 1995).

The vast majority of my informants keep track of the current affairs in Poland 

on the popular websites, such as onet.pl, wp.pl and gazeta.pl. They often watch 

Polish news programmes on the internet, mainly Wiadomosci, Panorama and 

Telexpress. When I asked Zosia about the reasons for this, she said: ‘Poland is my 

homeland. I want to know what is going on in my country, on the political scene and 

so on’. Needless to say the choice of news channel and websites depends on the 

educational background of an individual. Migrants with a lower education level tend 

to watch ‘Teleexpress’, and visit wp and onet.pl, which present lighter news and 

often have humorous tone. Those who have a higher education background are more
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inclined to choose Wiadomosci, Panorama and gazeta.pl, which are more 

informative and balanced.

Many of my informants demonstrate an interest in current political affairs in 

Poland. Very often it happens that those who did not show interest in these matters 

back home now appear to pay more attention to what is going on the political scene 

in their country of origin. Ania explained this tendency in the following way:

When we are at home, we are saturated by this reality. So not always we 
seem interested in the current political affairs, but when we are in a foreign 
country, it bounces back. We are striving to find out about new scandals, new 
corruption affairs and so on.

Following news and important events in Poland is certainly a way to maintain links 

with the homeland. Apart from using information channels, as a means to relate to 

their country of origin, Polish migrants in Belfast tend to watch Polish TV and 

movies (compare Ogan and Milikowski 1998) and less frequently, listen to Polish 

radio. Many of Polish migrants have Cyfra+ or Polsat Plus (which are satellite TV 

stations) and regularly watch Polish films and series. Jakub, a 30 year-old male, 

whom I met at a call centre, a Spanish Philology graduate, justifies his choice with 

the following statement:

I prefer to watch Polish movies, especially comedies. We have special sense 
of humour, which is different from the British or American humour. Our 
jokes are less shallow, they have more depth. From the local TV I only watch 
the news or discovery channel.

In the same way, on one occasion, Zbigniew came to my house and with a certain 

excitement in his voice informed me that there would be a Polish film festival at 

Queen’s Film Theatre. In fact it was the first thing he told me when he came over. Fie
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asked whether he could use my computer to look up the listing of the movies on the 

internet. He exclaimed: ‘That’s great! Just after my work, I will go there to see a 

movie!’ He then continued: T am sick of all these American Hollywood films that 

are available in most movie houses. It is good to see some good productions’.

Frequently the inclination to watch Polish films at home is linked to the fact 

that the parents want their children, brought up in Northern Ireland, to listen as often 

as possible to the Polish language. As a result, migrants’ children tend to watch 

national fairy tales and cartoons on a regular basis, and they are also encouraged to 

watch such channels as Disney Channel CBeebies, CBBC and Discovery Kids in 

Polish. As Kasia put it, ‘1 like it when my children watch Polish cartoons, so they do 

not lose contact with their native language’. With a similar intention in mind, Monika 

brought DVDs for her children from Poland: Kopciuszek (Cinderella) and Calineczka 

- these fairy tales belong to the world canon of children writings, but they are 

renowned in Poland and read to pupils in the kindergartens and at home.

Polish migrants therefore maintain links with their home country through 

information and entertainment programmes accessible via internet, satellite TV links, 

and through other, less common forms of cultural production like film festivals. This 

is not surprising as the migration wave is still very recent and not enough time has 

passed for migrants to assimilate within the local community. In many cases the 

temporary aspect of migration does not allow my informants to sever links with their 

homeland.

Virtual community making

While in the previous sections I discussed how Polish migrants in Belfast maintain 

links with their homeland by the means of mass media, focusing on maintaining old
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bonds and keeping track of current events in Poland, I will now focus on how they 

construct a new virtual community, where belonging is preconditioned by the shared 

ethnicity of its members. I will refer here to the Internet forum of the Polish 

community in Belfast (polski belfast) and to the readership of Link Polska paper 

(previously known as Glosik).

Polski Belfast is a webpage launched by the Secretary of the Polish 

Association of Northern Ireland, by means of which migrants keep track of events 

taking place in the Polish community and disseminate important information as well 

as share opinions and concerns. The graphic design of the website relates to the 

colours of the Polish flag, red and white, which might evoke emotions and powerful 

feelings. The website consists of the following sections: current events, important 

information, important addresses, guide to life in the UK, forum, blog, Polish 

Saturday School, downloads (containing different application forms, like the Worker 

Registration Scheme form or Benefit form), as well as links to other minority 

organizations. The forum contains the following subsections: work and 

accommodation, health, taxes, institutions and banks, mums and dads, events, 

newspaper review, tourism, English classes, Polish Saturday School and various. The 

webpage is updated on a daily basis, and the moderator posts there informant 

information. For example, the invitation to the Polish picnic was placed on the 

website, as well as information regarding the enrolment of children in the Polish 

Saturday School. Also, announcements regarding free English classes are also posted 

there.

By participating in the exchange of important information, concerning life in 

Belfast and discussing their situation in Northern Ireland (also touching on issues of 

racial discrimination and Catholic-Protestant conflict), Polish people reinforce their
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ethnic boundaries as a Polish community in a virtual space, by forming Internet 

mediated public sphericules (see Cunningham 2003). Artur, the moderator of the 

forum informed me: ‘We are all from the same country. You know it is not easy at 

the beginning. We can help each other and understand that many other Polish people 

share certain problems’. Such a shared belonging to an underprivileged stratum of 

society may strengthen ethnic identities of the migrants and thus fortify the 

boundaries between Poles and Northern Irish people.

Another way of creating ties between the members of the Polish community 

in Belfast is the dissemination of the Polish community monthly magazine Link 

Polska. This is a free paper usually available at places such as shops with Polish 

foodstuffs, like Europa and Polita, Polish mass, and the headquarters of the Polish 

Association of Northern Ireland.

Link Polska contains important information about life in Northern Ireland and 

about upcoming events organized for the Polish minority group and also news reports 

about these events (such as the Polish picnic or film festival). Link Polska is also a 

commercial magazine, where many advertisements are placed, regarding possible job 

opportunities for Polish people, finding accommodation, looking for partners, and 

offering different sort of services (such as Polish restaurants, hairdressers or 

beauticians). As Asia, a 26 year-old female, working at a Housing Executive office 

put it, "this magazine is about everything and about nothing. Something you can read 

on the bus’. Such a wide range of topics increases its readership. The fact that this 

magazine is only available in places where Polish people go and is in Polish makes it 

exclusive to the Polish community and therefore enhances its bounded nature. 

Recently, however the profile of the magazine has slightly changed and there has 

been a ‘world section’ added with different articles describing other cultures (for 

example about Muslim women or the Peruvian Andes). This may suggest that the
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world horizons of the editors and/ or audience widened throughout their stay in 

Belfast and besides feeling Polish, they might take on cosmopolitan identities, which 1 

discussed in chapter 4 of this thesis.

In this section I showed how Polish people maintain links with their home 

country by maintaining and re-creating bonds with their families and friends back in 

Poland, by everyday access to Polish news and visual culture objects like films and 

Polish entertainment channels. I also discussed how the migrants form virtual 

communities either by the use of cyberspace or by reading Link Polska.

Identity and ethnic cuisine

In this section I explore how the Polish migrants in Belfast maintain fixed boundaries 

between themselves and members of other nationalities by means of their ethnic cuisine. 

The cultural and symbolic significance of food is very considerable. The persistence 

of dietary habits among migrant communities has been seen as particularly 

significant in creating group identity (compare Couniham 1999, Couniham and 

Esterik 1997, Totoricaguena 2000). Maria Rabikowska and Kathy Burrell argue that:

historically, food has always been central in maintaining ethnic identity away 
from the original homeland, and an important means of asserting a presence 
on the new landscape through market stalls, shops and restaurants (2009: 
211).

There is a huge body of literature which focuses on how various groups in the US 

use food in their everyday life or festivals to maintain their ethnic identities (Brown 

and Mussell 1984, Comito 2001, Shortridge and Shortridge 1998). Ohnuki-Tierney, 

in her seminal work Rice as self: Japanese Identities Through time, states:
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Many Japanese used to or continue to distinguish themselves from the 
neighbouring Koreans or Chinese by pointing out their use of garlic, which is 
not used in Washoku (Japanese cuisine) (1993: 11).

Jeffry Pilcher in his book (1998) Que Vivan los Tamales! Food and the Making of 

Mexican Identity describes how the connections between food and identity reach the 

history of Mexican nation. He says:

During the colonial period, corn tortillas and white bread both became 
symbols of and sustenance for two largely separate societies, the republica de 
los indios and the republica de los espanoles (1998: 163).

As Ohnuki-Tierney aptly puts it (1993: 11), ‘People have a strong attachment to their 

own cuisine and conversely aversion to the foodways of others, including their table 

manners.’ Sutton sees eating as embodied practice and he argues that foods’ memory 

power derives from synasthesia, that is ‘crossing of experiences from different 

sensory registers’ (2001: 17). He believes that synesthasia ‘provides that experience 

of “returning to the whole”, and helps us to understand the significance of food in 

the maintainance of ethnic identity of Kalymnians and other migrants who have left 

their “homeland” behind’ (2001: 17).

Many of my informants tend to eat Polish on a daily basis rather than eating 

local food. Attachment to ethnic cuisine is also conspicuous during different parties 

organized by Polish migrants, where the national food is served. There is a 

continuously increasing number of the local shops offering Polish food, like Tesco 

and Dunnes Stores. At the same time, there are many ethnic shops, which offer either 

only Polish food, or Polish and Lithuanian food (because of the cultural proximity of 

these countries). The growing popularity of these shops suggests that there is a strong 

demand for Polish specialties. Maria Rabikowska and Kathy Burrell, when analyzing the 

importance of Polish shops in London, argue that:
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Although these shops may not be able to fill the loss of home cooked food, 
they of course allow migrants to cook and consume their own Polish food in 
the UK, again allowing them to transform their immediate spaces into places 
of familiar rituals, smells and tastes (2009: 216).

During my interviews with Polish migrants, many of them, when asked whether they 

kept Polish traditions in Belfast, mentioned their attachment to Polish cuisine. My 

informants agreed that Polish food was of better quality and taste than local food. A 

recurrent theme appearing in the interviews was ‘bread’. Many of the migrants were 

of the opinion that local bread was tasteless, often comparing it to ‘cotton’ or ‘shoe 

sole’, etc. For example, my flatmate, Magda, said: ‘I go to the Polish shop to get 

bread because the one here is inedible’. The findings of MIG POL research (2007) 

appear to confirm this trend, as according to them, the most common Polish product 

that the migrants purchased in the UK was bread. When I asked my informants, they 

usually could not explain this attachment to bread and it seems that it is something 

intangible that cannot be expressed through words. However, one of my informants 

said, T am not sure why bread is so important for Polish people. I guess it may be 

related to our Catholic tradition: bread symbolizes the body of Jesus Christ’.

Indeed bread in Poland is treated with certain reverence and has particular 

resonance in Polish life. It is a symbol of good luck, prosperity and well being, and is 

used during major religious holidays like Christmas (in the form of optatek) and 

Easter (it is part of the Easter basket) (see Kopalinski 1995). In many parts of Poland, 

the hosts greet their guests with water, bread and salt as bread also represents Polish 

hospitality. The importance of bread in Polish culture is expressed during bread 

festivals held in this country, in the following towns among others: Cracow, Warsaw 

and Czestochowa.
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Another important aspect of maintaining ethnic identities by Poles in Belfast 

related to their ethnic cuisine is the organization of parties and fancy dinners. For 

example, Agnieszka invited Northern Irish colleagues from her workplace for a 

party. She said:

Over here they eat peanuts and salty sticks whereas in Poland it is out of 
question. In Poland there are always fancy parties. Irish people all ate up my 
food, because they liked it so much. Jesus, they put the salad next to the meat, 
they mixed all the food together. My boyfriend showed him how to drink 
vodka, how to prepare drinks.

When I went to the name’s day party organized by Monika, the table was covered 

with many Polish dishes: pork with mushrooms, uszka, schabowy (breaded pork 

cutlet), mielone (minced meat cutlet), and eggs in jelly. Monika said, ‘We always 

organize fancy parties. There is a traditional Polish saying, ‘Zastaw si$ a postaw si?’ 

(Take credit, but show your hospitability). We stick to it’.

One can see that ethnic food may indeed become an important marker of 

identities (see Nagel 2002) and therefore should be considered as a significant factor 

in reinforcing the socio-cultural boundaries between Polish migrants and Northern 

Irish people.

Everyday life and fluidity of the boundaries

Although among some of the Polish migrants there is a visible tendency to maintain 

fixed boundaries on the level of everyday life, mostly through language retention, via 

media links with their home-country, and the making of a virtual community, as well 

as through ethnic cuisine, there are also contrasting tendencies - to make these 

boundaries more permeable in their day to day proceedings. This is particularly
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visible in the language that they use, in their lifestyles and the development of so- 

called ‘cosmopolitan' food tastes.

Language - Polish or English?

Some of my informants had a tendency to use what I will refer to in this thesis as 

‘Pol-English’. This involves so-called ‘code-switching’ and use of language 

borrowings (see further Gumperz and Hernandez Chavez 1975, Poplack 1980, 

Woolard 2004). There are three main ways in which Polish people tend to switch 

codes: when they incorporate English words into their sentences, when they adjust 

Polish spelling and pronunciation to the rules of the local orthography and 

pronunciation, and to lesser extent when they create new idioms in the Polish 

language that are the direct translations of their equivalents in English.

The incorporation of English words into Polish sentences is usually 

accompanied by their conjugation according to the rules of Polish grammar. For 

example, when referring to the Irish (as a group), Polish migrants often say ‘Irish-e’. 

Similarly, the word ‘Irish’ as a singular noun is often conjugated in all the cases that 

exist in the Polish language: Irish, Irish-em, Irish-owi, Irish-u, etc. The same 

concerns verbs and their conjugation. For example, when I went to the Polish 

Saturday School, during one lesson of Polish language, Adam, an 11 year-old boy 

meant to ask if the pupils were supposed to tick the correct answers. He said: 

‘Ticzkujemy?’ After the test was over, Marysia, his classmate, asked the teacher 

‘Markujemy?’, referring to marking the scores that the students obtained.

Very often the borrowing of English words is due to the fact that there is no 

Polish equivalent. For example, this is frequently the case when it comes to the local 

cuisine. Polish migrants incorporate, among others, the following words into their
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language: donoughts (donaty), Ulster fry (fraj), fish and chips, chocolate chip 

cookies, etc. In a similar way, very often at workplaces, especially where there are 

many employees from Poland, they use borrowings of technical terms in their daily 

speech. For instance, when I was working at the shop, the migrants would refer to the 

cages with foodstuff as 'kejdzef Likewise, when I was working at a call centre, 

Polish workers would incorporate many technical terms to their language, such as 

reboot (zrebutowac), restart (restartowac), reset (zresetowac), restore (zrestorowac), 

etc. These words are not used in everyday Polish language, and they facilitated the 

conversations between the employees.

Less often, the migrants use English words that have direct equivalents in 

Polish in day to day speech - mostly children do it. This is frequently the case in 

either mixed families or Polish families, whose members intend to stay in the UK for 

a long period of time (more than 5 years) or permanently. For example, Clara, a three 

year-old girl, a daughter of Ewelina and her Northern Irish partner, mixes both 

languages. Because she can speak neither language fluently, instead of constructing 

sentences, Clara usually uses short words in order to communicate with her parents. 

The most common words she uses are: ‘shoes’, ’sorry’,’ milk’, ‘toast’, ‘bye-bye’, 

‘hello’, and ‘mummy’. A similar case is Julia, a 4 year-old girl, both of whose 

parents (Monika and Krzysztof) are Polish. They teach their daughter English words 

in order for her to easily adapt into the local community when she goes to nursery 

school. Julia is already able to make simple sentences, where she often mixes Polish 

and English. For example she frequently says: ‘Chce milk’ (I want milk), or exclaims 

T love you’ to her family members. She often greets me by saying ‘hello’ and ‘bye- 

bye’. According to Sebastian, her uncle, a 35 year-old male, ‘she chooses from each 

language the words or phrases that are easier to pronounce’.
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Finally, the Polish migrants very often adjust the rules of the pronunciation 

and spelling to the local rules in order to make their assimilation into the local 

society smoother. This often relates to forenames and surnames. For example, 

Zbigniew, at the call centre, introduces himself as ‘Ziggy’ in order to make his name 

clearer to the customers from the UK. In a similar vein, Katarzyna changed her name 

to ‘Kat’. Personally, I often introduce myself as ‘Martha’ to the locals. In what 

concerns the surnames, the matter is a bit more complicated. Whereas in case of the 

forenames it is fairly easy to invent a nickname or the local version of one’s name, 

some of the migrants have to alter their last names to be understood. For example, 

one of my informants, Krzysztof Trojanek introduces himself as ‘Christopher 

Trodzianek’, even though the right pronunciation of his name in the British phonetic 

system would be ‘Troyanek’. Monika Pi^tkowska calls herself as Monika 

Piatkowska. Such simplification of names may suggest that very often the socio

cultural boundaries of one’s culture may be transgressed because of practical 

reasons, aimed to facilitate their lives in the UK.

It is worth mentioning that sometimes incorporating English words into the 

language of everyday life can be a tool to fight against existing power structures, in 

situations where members of the local community have certain advantages over Poles 

(see Scott 1990). For example, Kaska once sent me a text message: ‘Przyjdz do 

pracy, to posmiejemy si? z pipoli na sluchawce’ (Come to work so we will laugh at 

people on the phone.) Similarly, the term ‘Ajrishe’ may be frequently used as a 

derogatory term for the members of the local community. When Krzysztof and 

Monika became victims of hate crime in Newtownabbey housing area (to which I 

return in chapter 8), they looked for new accommodation. They always referred to 

the Irish as ‘Ajrisze’. The hidden meaning of this term was conspicuous when after
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viewing an apartment in the city centre, Krzysztof commented on its location with a 

grimace plastered on his face: ‘At least there won’t be problems with these Irish 

anymore’ (Przynajmniej nie bedziemy mieli problemow z tymi Ajrishami).

Language use among Polish migrants in Belfast should be therefore 

considered as a ‘dynamic and highly creative endeavour’ (Hill 1996: 321 cited in 

Josephides 1997: 154). As Lisette Josephides aptly puts it, referring to the findings of 

her research on Papua New Guineans, ‘ongoing negotiation with the symbolic power 

of English is quite complex and not without schizophrenic and nostalgic elements’ 

(1996: 154). This is relevant to the concept of dialogical self which puts emphasis on 

the fact that an individual belongs to different cultural worlds simultaneously and 

constructs a multivocal discourse the elements of which do not necessarily exclude 

each other but may exist next to one another.

Lifestyle

According to Bourdieu lifestyles are systematic products of habitus, which is a 

system of persistent inclinations and predispositions acquired during socialization 

through which we surround ourselves (1986). Lifestyle is a visible material 

expression of habitus and is deeply ingrained in the culture and social class from 

which an individual comes. It is expressed through all the objects with which a 

person surrounds her or himself, including the brands of these objects. Additionally, 

lifestyle is everything that an individual deals with (for example the ways he spends 

his leisure time) and his attitudes and behaviours. Because lifestyles are products of 

habitus, they ‘may be understood as a focus of group or individual identity, in so far 

as the individual expresses him or herself through the meaningful choice of items, or 

patterns of behaviour, as symbolic codes, from a plurality of possibilities’ (Edgar and
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Sedwick 1999: 216). From this point of view the changes in migrants’ lifestyles are 

significant as they concern the latent patterns within social structure (see Parsons 

1952). There are a couple of main areas that my informants pointed at when talking 

about changes in their lifestyles: increased relaxation and politeness, intensified 

consumption (Douglas and Isherwood 1979, Miller 1995, Silverman 1986), and 

greater openness to cultural difference (Amin 2006, Sennet 2004).

The tendency to become more relaxed and easy-going was the most recurrent 

theme in the narratives of the migrants. Lukasz, a 17 year-old boy from East Belfast, 

who went to Dundonald High School said to me:

I am more relaxed. 1 am not in a hurry all the time. I go to school and I go 
home. Nothing is rushing me. I go to work and I come home rested. It is not 
like in Poland when after work one is totally worn out. It is a totally different 
situation here.

In many cases such relaxation may be related to changes in my informants’ notion of 

time. Edward Twitched Hall in his book The Dance of Life. The Other Dimension of 

Time (1983) draws a distinction between cultures which have polychronic and 

monochronic understanding of time. These conceptualizations could be a useful tool 

to discuss the changes that Polish migrants undergo in Belfast. While monochronic 

people handle events sequentially, pay attention to deadlines and carefully plan 

things, focusing on procedures rather than other people, polychronic people see time 

as a fluid entitity rather than a series of points, and therefore pay less attention to 

deadlines and schedules, instead focusing on human interaction and putting 

relationships first. Rather than treating these two variables as two seperate entitites I 

treat them as two ends of one continuum. From the narratives of my informants it 

was clear that they considered the Northern Irish as belonging to the polychronic
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end of the continuum, at the same time prescribing monochronic features to 

themselves. The changes that Polish people seem to undergo in Belfast embody 

transition from monochronic notion of time to the polychronic one.

I will now refer here to the specific situation that I experienced during my 

stay in Northern Ireland which illustrates these changes. One Sunday afternoon I was 

intending to go with Zbigniew to Helen’s Bay. We decided to take the train leaving 

from Botanic Train Station at 12:51 and he was going to come to my house at 12:30 

in order to reach the station on time. In fact he arrived at my house at 12:50, and 

showed his surprise when I informed him that we would have to take the next train at 

1:51 instead. He then tried to justify himself:

Somehow 1 started caring less here about time. I became like Northern Irish 
people a bit. 1 never set exact time of meetings. I don’t like meeting at a sharp 
time. There is no need to get tense or nervous.

Very often migrants find a connection between the tendencies to become more 

relaxed in Belfast with the propensity to be friendlier than they used to be in Poland, 

and putting more stress on the interpersonal relations at work rather than ‘getting 

things done’. As Kornel, a 27 year-old male, observed:

I became more relaxed, I became friendlier. I started smiling at people with 
whom I talk. It is enough to look at workplace, in Poland everyone tend to be 
pressed for time, clenching their teeth. And here there was always time to 
look at photos, to do something else.

Kornel was at the time of the interview working at a local architectural company, and 

was well integrated within the local community. He had many contacts at Queen’s 

University Belfast and frequently participated in cultural events in Northern Ireland.
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Such a direct exposure to the Northern Irish society may have contributed to the 

change in his lifestyle. Likewise, Lukasz, who interacted on a daily basis with the 

locals, said:

People here are nicer, not to mention driving. Culture I think is visible 
through the ways of living more than anything else. For example in Poland 
we meet each other and then we say hello and that’s it. Here it is ‘hi how are 
you, what were you doing today?’ And then at the end there is something like 
‘Take care’. They always laugh and so on. In Poland it is not the case. I 
became like this too.

Jarek, a 30 year-old surgeon and a father of a 7 year-old son, suggests that such a 

tendency to become more relaxed among Polish migrants in Belfast is a result of the 

better economic situation of the United Kingdom. He admitted:

Here one does not have to worry about money. In Poland, even though I was 
a surgeon it was difficult to make the ends meet, but here one does not have 
to worry about it. The mind is more relaxed and less tense.

Apart from the tendency to become more relaxed and polite in Belfast, there is also 

another important aspect of the changes that many Polish migrants undergo in 

Northern Ireland, namely greater intercultural awareness and openness to cultural 

difference. By being exposed to variety of cultures in their everyday lives, they tend 

to be generally more willing to mix with representatives of a different race, sexual 

orientation or nationality. Ula comments on changes that her friend underwent in 

Belfast:

I was working with a Polish guy and after 3 years of his stay in Belfast, he 
said to me: ‘Now I have different approach towards homosexuals’. I think 
that people here change. Polish people are very narrow-minded. Sometimes I 
feel ashamed. They also like to criticize people. They often make comments 
on the other’s physical appearance. Here it is a social taboo.
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Joanna was of similar opinion regarding the differences in her mother’s attitudes 

after she came to Belfast:

People become here more open. Say, my mum. In Poland she was like the 
majority of people there. She was a bit racist. Now this has changed. She 
became open to cultural difference. She has no problems with my boyfriend, 
who is from Egypt. There was one Black guy working at Four Seasons and he 
was coming over, she made friends with him, even though she doesn’t speak 
fluent English. Ele even started to call my mum ‘mummy’.

Apart from these positive changes in Polish migrants, some of my interviewees 

pointed at negative ones as well. Namely, they often lamented on the tendency 

among Poles in Belfast to increase their consumption. To begin with, such a 

tendency is wide spread amongst migrants who come from less to more prosperous 

countries. For example, Lisa Penaloza (1994) discusses how Mexican immigrants in 

the United States become active customers, buying food, clothing, cars and 

telephones. However they rejected some of the consumption patterns, associated 

with the American culture, particularly frozen, ready-made foods. Among Polish 

migrants in Belfast, it seems to be a similar case. Many of them did increase 

consumption, at the same time giving up some of the local trends.

In the interviews many of my informants talked of how Poles become active 

customers in Belfast. For example, Zbigniew observed:

Here people change a lot. They start paying too much attention to money and 
material goods. I understand that money is important as a means but not as 
end in itself. They spend money on all these funny gadgets, iphones and 
ipods. All what seems to matter is who has the newest version of all this stuff.

Kernel made a similar remark when we were talking about his return to Poland:

I started packing. And I realized I had so many things, oh boy I got this 
musical equipment, cds and books. There is something like this, I remember
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this, very often I didn’t need a certain thing but I bought it and I didn’t regret 
spending money.

I noticed such a tendency to consume a lot when spending time with my other 

informants. For example, Kasia in the time span of half a year purchased two digital 

TV sets. When I asked her for the reason why she purchased a new one, she 

answered: ‘Marta, this one is twice as big. As long as we have money, it is fine’. My 

flatmate Magda on the other hand is very interested in buying clothes, something she 

did not do in Poland. She told me:

I like buying new clothes, one has to look nice. I go shopping every weekend. 
Last Sunday I got this bra for 16 pounds, it was quite expensive but worth it. 
When 1 go back to Poland I will have to send my clothes in parcels. At the 
same time she commented: 1 don’t wear the same clothes as the locals, I don’t 
go to Primark, and 1 will never put on a shirt with a big cleavage like the 
Northern Irish girls do.

This may suggest that even though some of the Polish migrants may follow the local 

consumption patterns, they will not totally stick to them, instead choosing elements 

that are suitable for them.

Very often Polish children in Northern Ireland are brought up in the spirit of 

consumerism. For example, Robert noticed changes in his family’s lifestyle since 

they moved to Northern Ireland:

On weekends we all go to the shopping centre and eat at a fast food 
restaurant. We didn’t use to do it in Poland, but here our lifestyle is different. 
Once a week my wife does not have to cook. We also like to go shopping to 
Castle Court. We buy a lot of toys for our son, not like in Poland...

When moving house, Monika commented in a similar way on her daughters’ toys:

We need to find a large two or three bedroom apartment. See, they have so 
many toys that will be unable to fit them all into a smaller place. These are
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just junks, they take the entire place, but somehow here in Northern Ireland I 
am more willing to get all these toys, and all these gadgets.

When 1 asked Monika about the reasons why she increased consumption in Belfast 

she explained to me:

I don’t want my daughters to feel worse. Marta is going to the first 
Communion this year. The range of dress prices is from £75 to £300. I am 
willing to get a dress costing about £300 so that Marta doesn’t feel inferior to 
her friends. When Krzysztof finds a job, we will get her a proper dress.

The issue of increased consumption is something that migrants often come back to in 

their narratives. I will return to this later in this thesis, when discussing cultural 

retention patterns during ethnic holidays and festivals, critically examining the 

tendency to perceive Northern Ireland as a more consumerist society.

At this point what is significant to my thesis is that some Polish migrants in 

Belfast take on the local lifestyles, which may suggest that they are undergoing an 

acculturation process. In this way cultural boundaries between Polish and Northern 

Irish people appear to be permeable and malleable. In the next section I will discuss 

how permeability of the boundaries is also observable in the culinary preferences of 

some of my interlocutors.

The Kitchen and Polishness

The tendency to transgress the boundaries between cultures is also present in the 

everyday life cuisine. Although many of my informants like to eat Polish food, there 

are also contrasting inclinations to the local or so-called ethnic cuisine (for example 

Chinese, Japanese, Indian). Such tendencies usually emerge as a result of migrants’
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interactions with the locals or other foreigners and may also be generated by their 

embodied memories of past culinary experiences.

Many of my informants tried the local cuisine during their stay in Belfast. It 

is worth noting here that what is hidden beyond the umbrella term ‘local food’ does 

not necessarily mean ‘Northern Irish food'. What Poles usually perceive as ‘local’ is 

the food available in Belfast: all kinds of fast-food (including Chinese), typical Irish 

food (such as Ulster fry), and British food.

An example of such a stance is Maciek, who expressed his culinary 

preferences in the following way: ‘While I am here I try to taste something local: for 

example, parsnip soup [...] I go to Chinese restaurants. I try to function like local 

people’. Hearing this, 1 was surprised as I had never heard of parsnip soup before. 1 

asked Maciek whether he liked it and he answered: ‘Yes, it is quite tasty, I have 

eaten it several times. It is Northern Irish speciality’. When I asked my local friend if 

this was the case, she replied: ‘We certainly have parsnips and sometimes in soup but 

I don’t think it is very Northern Irish’. However, as parsnip soup was available 

locally and perhaps not known in Poland, Maciek pigeonholed it as ‘local speciality’.

Robert's case was similar. He eats fish and chips and burgers on a regular 

basis, justifying his choice in rational terms: ‘it is fast, you just get it at a fast food 

restaurant and my wife doesn’t have to cook’. As mentioned earlier, Robert is a 

father of a 7 year-old boy and when I asked him whether he thought it was healthy to 

make his son eat fast food, he said: ‘My son enjoys McDonald’s and Burger King. 

We have these fast food restaurants in Poland but we didn’t go there frequently. 

There is whole other culture, we are concerned about eating unhealthy food, etc. 

Here we became a bit like the locals’.
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Also Kaska and her boyfriend used to order Chinese food on a regular basis. 

She once said to me: ‘We always go to this Chinese fast food, just off Tates Ave. We 

are too lazy to cook. We are actually becoming broke because of it’. When I asked 

Kaska if she cooked Polish food at all, she said: ‘Well of course I do, but it is also 

interesting to try various cuisines when we have such an opportunity’. This suggests 

that a predilection to try local foodstuffs does not necessarily exclude eating Polish 

food.

Very often such an inclination to taste ‘local’ food may be a direct result of 

the encounters with the Northern Irish people. For example, Agata at the beginning 

of her stay in Belfast ate what she usually used to eat in Poland: chicken, potatoes 

and vegetables. However when she was with her Northern Irish boyfriend, she used 

to eat food from the local takeaways, mainly fish and chips, Chinese food and 

burgers. Anita (a 25 year-old female, working at the GEM call centre), who also has 

a Northern Irish partner, observed that she started eating late meals and fast-food (at 

such restaurants like KFC, McDonald’s and Burger King).

Furthermore, one should bear in mind that the migrants do not interact only 

with the Northern Irish majority, but also with the members of other minorities. 

Consequently, they often try the food of their foreign friends. Kornel’s attitude well 

exemplifies such a tendency. He said to me:

I don’t eat so much Polish food, I try different foodstuffs from around the 
world. I have Italian friends, so I ate Italian dish, uhm I don’t remember its 
name. I also tried Spanish paella. Now I often eat tortellini and lasagne.

I share Kornel’s experience. During the first year of my PhD I had Mexican friends 

in Belfast. At that time chilli was the ingredient that was dominating in my diet. The 

next year when they were gone, and I moved houses, I became familiar with Indian
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cuisine. Back then I used to go to the Asian Supermarket and Bangla Shop quite 

frequently. The fact that these products were not easily available in Poland made 

Indian food 'special'.

Such a permissiveness of the boundaries expressed in various culinary 

preferences of my informants was also the case in Ania’s life story. Ania, before 

coming to Belfast, was living in Germany and had a boyfriend from Nigeria. From 

him she learned to eat spicy food. She recalls:

1 went back to Poland and ate Polish food of course, but when I came to 
Belfast, I found all these spices easily available at an African shop near the 
University of Ulster and from time to time, I eat African food.

These examples indicate that the fixity of the socio-cultural boundaries may be 

accompanied by opposing trends, a process in which ‘cosmopolitan tastes’ are 

created (Vertovec and Cohen 2002) and in the course of which the fixed boundaries 

become leaky and permeable.

Conclusion

In this chapter 1 discussed how Polish migrants maintain links with their culture and 

homeland in their everyday lives, thus reinforcing the boundaries between 

themselves and Northern Irish people. In the vast majority of cases, it is achieved 

through the use of Polish language, by internet mediated communication, by making 

a virtual Polish community and by ethnic cuisine. These practices are simultaneously 

facilitated by already existing ones and lead to the creation of new ethnicizing spaces 

- real and virtual - in which the migrants express and reinforce their sense of 

belonging. At the same time, despite migrants’ attempts to maintain strong 

boundaries around their ethnic group, these boundaries are subjected to constant
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negotiation in situations where Poles find themselves in between different cultural 

worlds. As I discussed in previous chapters, such a positioning leads to the existence 

of multiple voices speaking within the same person, who continuously engages in the 

process of inner dialogue between different (and often contrasting) worldviews. In 

relation to this, cultures in this chapter are envisioned as no longer internally 

homogenous and distinct from each other. Certainly, one cannot hold such a view in 

the era of globalization, when cultures mix to an unprecedented degree, allowing an 

individual to be - willingly or not - both a member of in - and out - group.
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Chapter 6

'Ethnic' holidays and festivals

While in the previous chapter I looked into the everyday lived experiences of Poles 

in Belfast, in this chapter I explore how Polish migrants enhance their sense of 

belonging and culture through non-ordinary events, which take place beyond their 

day-to-day activities; namely, religious rituals and ethnic minority festivals. I discuss 

how often the attempts of the Polish migrants to preserve their culture are 

undermined by the local reality in which they are immersed and how, nolens volens, 

they adapt some elements of the local culture, often creating hybrid forms (see 

Bhabha 1994). I draw on the historical-structural approach in anthropological theory, 

believing similar to Marshall Sahlins that:

On the one hand, people organize their projects and give significance to their 
objects from the existing understandings of the cultural order [...] On the 
other hand, then, as the contingent circumstances of action need not conform 
to the significance some group may assign them, people are known to 
creatively reconsider their conventional schemes (1985: vii).

1 also explore representations of ‘Polish culture’ during ethnic minority festivals; 

namely, Polish picnics and other multicultural events again pointing at the precarious 

tension between migrants’ attempts to reify their culture, and their tendency to 

transgress such fixed delineations in a situation when culture can no longer be 

considered as a self-contained and self-bounded entity.
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Traditions of Easter and Christmas as enactment of one’s culture 

In order to find out about the patterns of cultural retention among my informants, one 

of the questions 1 asked them was in what ways they maintained Polish traditions in 

Belfast. The reason why I used the term Tradition’ and not ‘culture’ was because in 

everyday language, in emic understanding these terms are interchangeable. However 

‘culture’ seems like an intangible entity while ‘traditions’ are all elements of culture, 

and one culture may contain many different traditions. My interviewees usually 

replied with the question: ‘What do you mean by that?’ In their understanding I was 

looking for something that would happen on a daily basis and they felt unsure, as 

‘Christmas’ and ‘Easter’ were the first associations which came to their minds. Only 

after mentioning these religious holidays would they talk about their everyday 

experiences. This suggests that indeed these holy days are important factors in 

retaining the culture of the home country of Polish migrants in Belfast.

The reaction of Maria, a 50 year-old migrant, a former Polish language 

teacher, seems to exemplify well the dominant understanding that migrants tend to 

ascribe to Polish traditions:

The traditions are remembered and enacted through this kind of events like 
Christmas and Easter. Not so much we enact them during the everyday life 
experience as during the holiday season [....] like sharing oplatek on 
Christmas Eve.

Jacek also assigns an important role to religious festivities, which are considered a 

major component of Polish tradition:

Polish traditions.... ? Wigilia, Christmas, Easter, Easter eggs. These are the 
most important ones. [...] People meet themselves and they are closer to each 
other than ever before.
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Zbyszek, a 51 year-old male, currently unemployed PhD in Polish Philology, 

pinpoints the nature of the problem in discerning particular elements of Polish 

traditions:

Essentially we are not different from the Northern Irish people. We are all 
Europeans, so in everyday life we act in a similar way. Therefore it is 
difficult to single out some specific elements of Polish tradition that would be 
different from the local tradition. Polish traditions are mostly enacted during 
religious holidays, such as Easter and Christmas. They are beautiful in Poland 
and Polish migrants retain them here.

The importance of religious feasts and festivals has been emphasized by Kathy 

Burrell in her book Moving lives (2006). She maintains that religious holidays and 

traditions provide an opportunity to ‘celebrate God and nation simultaneously’, and 

therefore ‘the dual significance of events such as Easter and Christmas as both 

religious and national occasions ensured that these are the days when the traditional 

rituals are upheld with most care’ (Burrell 2006: 69). An ethnographic example of 

this is Olga Najera Ramirez’s (1994) examination of how Latinos retain their 

identities in the US through celebrations of their ethnic religious holidays, such as 

Las Posadas, El Dia de Los Muertos, and las Pascuas. When discussing the 

importance of Day of Dead celebrations among Latinos, she states: ‘Day of Dead 

celebration has become at least a week long event which attempts to unify Latino 

community through an exhibition and re-enactment of various traditions central to 

Latinos’ (1994: 333).

Although the holy feasts, such as Christmas and Easter are also celebrated in 

the UK, the way of celebrating them by Polish migrants in Belfast is different from 

that of members of the local community and from this point of view they can act as
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forceful identity markers and seem to be important building blocks in the creation 

and re-creation of ethnic belonging of Polish migrants in Belfast.

Celebrating Christmas season

Before I discuss the ways in which Polish migrants maintain their traditions related 

to the Christmas season in Belfast, 1 will briefly describe how these holy days are 

usually celebrated in their home country. Unlike in the United Kingdom, in Poland 

the main festivities take place on December 24, when a typical Christmas dinner, 

called Wigilia, is consumed. The dinner starts when the first star appears in the sky 

(Hodorowicz-Knab 1996). Just before gathering at the table, the family members 

break the Christian wafer opiatek and wish each other good fortune in the upcoming 

New Year. Pieces of oplatek are given to everyone attending the dinner. From there, 

everyone breaks off a piece of their oplatek, and shares it with everyone else, 

wishing luck and joy for the coming year.

After this, the celebrative supper begins. The number of place-settings is 

traditionally the number of expected guests plus one (for the uninvited guest) and the 

number of courses is established to be twelve. Wigilia used to be considered a Black 

Fast until very recently, when a couple of years ago the Catholic Church granted 

dispensation. The supper concludes with the singing of Christmas carols, the family 

members giving gifts to one another, and often with attending the traditional 

midnight mass (pasterka). In addition, according to folk beliefs, at midnight animals 

speak in human voices.

The vast majority of Polish migrants had to spend Christmas in Belfast, 

pointing to pragmatic reasons for this, such as an inability to take days off during the 

festive season and the high price of aeroplane tickets. Despite various difficulties
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stemming from the fact that they found themselves on foreign terrain, most of them 

attempted to celebrate the holiday in a traditional Polish way. For example, Zosia 

expressed her resignation mixed with conviction that the traditions of her country of 

origin had to be retained: 'What can I do, it is too expensive to go to Poland, so I will 

stay here. I will try to celebrate in the way I used to celebrate in Poland’. Later in the 

same interview, one could sense deep nostalgia in Zosia’s voice for her childhood, 

accompanied by a strong willingness to maintain Christmas practices in Belfast:

I remember when we were in Poland, we had no money. We made Christmas 
baubles out of tissue paper and thatch. This was real Christmas. We always 
had a real, fragrant Christmas tree. We were singing Christmas carols [...]. 
There were seven of us all together. My father would take us to the midnight 
mass. We felt ashamed if someone forgot the lyrics of the carols. I took on 
these traditions and try to celebrate them in Belfast.

Many of my informants paid particular attention to the celebrations of Wigilia, on 

December 24th. Kasia seemed to think along these lines:

Here they do not celebrate Christmas Eve as much as Christmas Day. 
Whereas for us the main celebrations take place on December 24tl\ for them it 
is December 25lh. My family will celebrate of course on December 24th. It 
wouldn’t be real Christmas without Wigilia.

The significance of Christmas Eve was also expressed in a statement made by Anka, 

who at that time was working at a call centre:

They didn’t want to give me a day off work on Christmas Eve. I am not going 
to work. I will go to the doctor and ask for sick leave and if they have a 
problem with it, I will accuse them of discrimination at the workplace. I am 
Polish and this holiday is important to me, so they should let me off.
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This sentence appears to underscore the weight that Polish migrants seem to ascribe 

to the Christmas Eve dinner. Anka ran a significant risk of dismissal for calling in 

sick although her annual leave request had been rejected. Even so, she decided to 

take the risk in order to spend Christmas in what she perceived as the traditional 

Polish way.

On the whole my informants made different kinds of efforts to spend 

Christmas as they would in Poland, attaching particular importance to celebration of 

Wigilia. Central to this celebration is special sentiment for oplatek (a wafer). 

Oplatek is not available in Northern Ireland, and many of my informants had their 

family members send it to them in letters or brought them themselves from Poland. 

For example Oliwia noted:

I brought oplatek from Poland. As the Eight tickets were to expensive, I went 
to Poland two weeks before Christmas. Oplatek was easily available at that 
time, so 1 brought it with me to Northern Ireland and I shared it with my 
Polish friends during Christmas Eve.

As my fieldwork was carried out over a time span of two years, I was able to 

compare two Christmas Eves. 1 noticed that while in December 2007, oplatek was 

not available at the Polish church, the Polish priest was offering its purchase to the 

members of the congregation in December 2008. This appears to corroborate the 

thesis about the importance of oplatek in the celebration of Christmas Eve.

As mentioned earlier in this section, sharing of the Christmas wafer is 

followed by a ceremonial supper. My interviewees tended to emphasize that the 

dinner should ideally consist of twelve traditional dishes. Although, the repertoire of 

dishes varied according to the region of Poland that my informants were from, they

150



all agreed that it should eontain the following ingredients: carp, herring, mushrooms, 

cabbage and poppy seed (for good luck). For example Anna stated:

We always eat at least five main dishes. There must be carp, cabbage with 
peas, beetroot soup with uszka, dried fruit compote, kutia and poppy seed 
noodles. This year we ate Greek style fish {ryba po grecku), Hungarian style 
fish (rybapo madziarsku) and herring with apple and all the rest.

Also Marek, a 30 year-old male from Warsaw, who holds a MA diploma in 

Psychology, singled out the types of dishes he had for Christmas Eve:

This year we ate Greek style fish, beetroot soup with uszka, cabbage with 
mushrooms, krokiety, pierogies with mushrooms and sauerkraut, herring with 
vegetables and poppy seed cake.

It is worth mentioning that during the Christmas season, the Polish shops Europa and 

Polita took special orders for the traditional Polish dishes, like pierogi, uszka, yeast 

and poppy seed cakes. The primary motivation of the entrepreneurs who run these 

shops may be purely commercial, what seems important to my research however, are 

the persistent ‘moods and motivations’ (Geertz 1973) which they evoke. 

Nonetheless, such an element of commercialization was missing from the situation 

mentioned by Oliwia, whose relatives came to Belfast in order to spend Christmas 

with her. They brought staple foodstuffs consumed in their home country on this 

occasion, which are not available in Northern Ireland: pierogi, krokiety, and dried 

mushroom. Oliwia explained to me: ‘without these foodstuffs, Christmas Eve 

wouldn’t be real’. Seen from this angle, transnational links may be important tools in 

maintaining ethnic identities of Polish migrants in Belfast, as through them ‘material 

markers are brought into the UK to aid the practical and emotional strain of moving 

and living in a new country’ (Burrell and Rabikowska 2009: 214).
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Another aspect of Wigilia celebrations, the preservation of which seemed to 

be important to my interviewees, was putting hay under the Christmas tablecloth (as 

a commemoration of the birth of Jesus in the stable). Some of my informants, 

although less frequently, also placed money under the plates for good fortune. The 

currency of the notes was Polish zlotys (see figure 3 in appendix 3). Intrigued by this, 

I asked Ania about her rationale for this practice. She explained to me: ‘Even though 

we are in the UK, 1 placed Polish zlotys under the plates, as this is a Polish tradition 

and it would feel strange to use British pounds instead. Either Polish zlotys or 

nothing’.

Apart from these material and tangible aspects, my informants pointed at one 

non-material aspect of Christmas celebrations that seemed to be of crucial 

importance to them - hospitality. According to Polish custom, hospitality manifests 

itself in the sitting arrangements made at the Christmas table. The number of dishes 

during Wigilia is always equal to the number of guests plus one, which is reserved 

for an uninvited guest; a traveller, family member, or a friend appearing at the door. 

The importance of hospitality is well expressed in the Polish proverb: ‘A guest 

coming into the house is like God coming into the house’ (Gosc w dam, Bog w dom).

During my fieldwork I participated in a Christmas dinner organized by 

Monika and her family (Julka, Marta - her daughters, Sebastian - her brother and 

Zosia - her brother’s girlfriend). When she invited me, I was somewhat uncertain if I 

should disturb the family atmosphere. She then insisted on me joining the dinner: 

‘Don’t be silly, there is always one seat left for an uninvited guest anyway’. Indeed, 

during the supper there was one additional dish on the table5. In a similar way, 

Agnieszka demonstrated Polish hospitality to her Northern Irish neighbour. She

51 return to more detailed description followed by the analysis of the celebrations later in this chapter.
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remembered: ‘There was this lad, our neighbour, staying alone during Christmas. We 

invited him for dinner. The Northern Irish people should know what Polish 

hospitality means. He loved our food’.

These examples show the ways in which Polish migrants in Belfast spend 

Christmas as they used to in their home country. In the next section I discuss how 

such a tendency to transfer their traditions to the United Kingdom is visible in the 

celebration of Easter.

Celebrating Easter

Before I look into the ways Polish migrants in Belfast retain their traditions of 

spending Easter, I will briefly discuss how this holy season is celebrated back in their 

home country. Easter celebrations start with Maundy Thursday and Good Friday. On 

Maundy Thursday four events are commemorated: the washing of the disciples' feet 

by Jesus Christ, the institution of the Mystery of the Holy Eucharist at the Last 

Supper, the agony of Christ in the Garden of Gethsemane, and the betrayal of Christ 

by Judas Iscariot. On Good Friday, the crucifixion of Jesus Christ and his death at 

Golgotha are remembered. People attend mass services on these days. Holy Week 

concludes with Easter Eve, the day which commemorates Jesus body lying in the 

tomb. This is when people take decorated baskets to churches, with traditional food 

to be blessed, called Swiqconka. These baskets contain hard-boiled shelled eggs, 

ham, sausage, salt, horseradish, bread, and cake as well as the Easter lamb usually 

made from butter or sugar, and colourful Easter eggs (pisanki). The food has a 

symbolic meaning, for example eggs symbolize new life, salt-purification and 

horseradish symbolizes the bitterness of Christ’s sacrifice. After the blessing 

ceremony the food lies untouched until Sunday morning. This is when a celebratory
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breakfast takes place: the table is covered with dyed eggs, cold meats, coils of 

sausages, ham, mazurek (sweet cake with nuts and almonds), yeast cakes, pound 

cakes, and poppy-seed cakes. The breakfast begins with the sharing of blessed eggs 

and wishing each other good fortune and happiness.

On Easter Monday Poles celebrate Smigus-Dyngus, which is a custom of 

pouring water on one another. In the past, especially in the small towns or villages, 

the boys would wait armed with buckets of water for the girls to come out of their 

houses. As soon as they appeared, the boys doused them with water and vice versa. 

Today, this tradition has become toned down and is practised with more gentility. 

Boys in the city use less water to sprinkle on girls' heads on Easter Monday (very 

often with water guns instead of buckets) and it has become common for family 

members to sprinkle each other with water using spray bottles.

Many members of the Polish community in Belfast celebrated Easter in the 

way they used to in Poland. Before the actual Easter celebrations, children (between

8 and 9 year-old) were talking about Easter at Polish Saturday School. The Polish 

language teacher asked the children to make drawings of ‘Our Polish Easter’. Ola, a

9 year-old girl drew a picture of a table, an armchair and the Easter Bunny (see 

fig.4). She said: T drew Easter breakfast, an armchair and the Easter bunny behind 

the window. In Poland the Easter bunny comes to our homes and gives us presents 

and here it brings eggs’. Wiktoria, another girl, like many other pupils, drew a 

picture of an Easter basket, containing bread, eggs, horseradish, pepper, salt, the 

Easter lamb, and cold-cuts.

After the children described their drawings, the Polish language teacher, 

Grzesiek, referred to Ola’s drawing commenting on the Easter breakfast. He said:
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The Easter breakfast is a symbol of Easter in Poland. In the other countries it 
is not so popular. People eat eggs and the food that was blessed on the 
previous day. Sometimes people eat zurek but it depends on the region of 
Poland.

These cultural formulas, as presented in the discourse of the pupils and their teacher, 

found their reflection in the actual practices of my informants. In both years of my 

fieldwork, 2008 and 2009, the Easter celebrations started on Easter Eve, when from 8 

am until 10 am the Polish priest blessed the Easter baskets at St John’s the Evangelist 

Church6. The church was crowded with Polish migrants and many of them were not 

only from Belfast, but also from the surrounding towns. Judging from the number of 

people present at the church (about 200) the blessing of Easter baskets seemed to be 

an important tradition for the Polish minority to keep in Belfast (see figure 5).

In fact, those, who did not go to church on Easter Eve felt a sort of regret. For 

example, during the first year of my fieldwork, in 2008, Zosia told me: T didn’t bless 

the basket this year because I didn’t know of such a possibility. I will definitely bless 

it next year’. Similarly, Joanna confessed to me:

The blessing of Easter eggs is Polish tradition. At the beginning of my stay, I 
wasn’t aware of it, so I went to the local church and asked the Priest to bless 
the basket. The Priest told me that there were many Polish migrants already 
asking him to do it as well. So we didn’t bless the basket. This year we found 
out about St John’s the Evangelist church and we went there.

Probably Joanna was surprised the following year, when the blessing of baskets 

seemed to have become an accepted tradition within the local church. Just before 

Easter Eve, the Polish priest advised the members of the congregation:

6 To a more detailed description of the Polish chaplaincy 1 return later in this thesis, in chapter 7.
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If someone is unable to go to this church, then I avail of the translation of the 
prayers in English and you can just show it to the local priests, they will be 
then able to bless your baskets at your local parishes.

I spoke to Beata (a 28 year-old mother of an 8 year-old boy from the Polish Saturday 

School) who followed the priest’s advice. She told me: ‘The priest was very open 

and welcoming. He said: ‘Come on in, there were many of other migrants from 

Eastern Europe asking me to bless their food’. This might suggest that the Polish 

community church in Belfast may in the future be integrated within the local 

Catholic dioceses. Although it seems that a lot of time will have to pass before this 

actually happens, the local Catholic churches are visibly attempting to accommodate 

the Polish community. For example, according to my informants there are 

translations of the readings available in Polish in larger churches, such as Saint 

Patrick’s Cathedral.

Easter celebrations continued on the next day. On the Easter Day morning 

many of my interviewees ate a traditional Easter breakfast. Zygmunt, a father of two 

daughters, aged 5 and 7, remembered this day:

On Easter Day we ate a traditional breakfast; we shared eggs and greeted 
each other. After the breakfast we played with the children, they organized 
egg contests. They were hitting each other’s eggs (the ones that we painted on 
the previous day) and the person who managed to crush the egg of his 
competitor would have good luck.

It should be mentioned, and this of course concerns Wigilia celebrations as well, that 

while family groups naturally spend the festivities together, in the case of single 

people it is common for them to gather in groups in order to celebrate holy days 

together. For example, Asia invited Dorota, her neighbour (from the Village area), 

Michal (her boyfriend), Anka and myself to her house on Sunday morning. We ate
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traditional Easter breakfast and shared eggs with one another. Such celebrations 

could be considered as ‘total experience’ involving mind, body and spirit (Stoeltje 

1983: 240). Stoeltje referred to this feature as ‘bombarding the senses’ because the 

participants become immersed in sights, sounds, smells, and tastes that add up to 

create an overwhelming experience. This may in turn create an atmosphere of 

‘collective effervescence’ (Durkheim 1912), which lifts people out of their routine 

existence and beyond ordinary codes of behaviour. Such a shared emotional 

experience creates a sense of social solidarity and cohesion, which is important in 

keeping the Polish community in Belfast together.

In some cases, although less frequently, my informants spent these holy days 

with other foreigners, or to a lesser degree, with Northern Irish people. This provided 

them with an opportunity to share their cultural knowledge with the members of 

other cultures. For example, Oliwia confessed to me:

I share the house with an Italian guy so we decided to spend the Easter 
together. Because in Italy people do not go to bless food on Saturday 
morning, I showed him how to prepare the Easter basket. On Easter Day, I 
explained to him that in Poland we share eggs and greet each other.

In a similar way, Smigus-Dyngus created an occasion to interact with the locals for 

some of my informants. Jarek, a father of a 7 year-old boy, sprinkled his Northern 

Irish neighbours with water. Tie asserted: ‘We wanted to show the locals some 

elements of our tradition’. Of course such an exposure to members of other ethnic 

groups may be a forceful resource in strengthening the sense of belonging of my 

informants, as the identity is constructed across the difference (Barth 1969). When I 

asked Jarek why he thought it was important to show the Northern Irish people 

Polish tradition of Smigus-Dyngus, he said:
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Partially it is because of my son, he seems well integrated within the local 
community, he speaks English very well and plays with the local and foreign 
children, especially Indians. But I don’t want him to forget where he comes 
from. I want him to be proud that he is Polish.

It may appear therefore that Polish migrants in Belfast adhere stringently to their 

culture and traditions. One should bear in mind that, nevertheless, culture should not 

be considered as a bounded and static entity, rather it is in a constant process of 

transformation and negotiation. Culture from this point of view should not be 

understood as a predefined and limited set of options for human behaviour but it has 

open boundaries and individuals create their own realities, acting in response to 

influences from within or outside their own culture. In relation to this, while in this 

section 1 showed how the migrants maintain their Polishness by holding on to their 

cultural traditions, in the next section I will indicate fissures and rifts in their 

attempts to reinforce the boundaries between themselves and the representatives of 

other ethnic groups in Northern Ireland.

Traditions of Easter and Christmas and the local realm 

Although as noticed in the previous chapter, traditions are major blocks in the 

creation and strengthening of the feelings of belonging among Polish migrants, they 

are not static entities either. As Raymond Williams notes, when ‘tradition’ is evoked, 

‘what we have to see is not just “a tradition” but a selective tradition: an intentionally 

selective version of a shaping past and a preshaped present, which is then powerfully 

operative in the process of social and cultural definition and identification’ (1977: 115). 

The seminal work that takes this view is a collection of essays edited by Eric Hobsbawm 

and Terence Ranger, The Invention of Tradition (1983). Tradition is, contrary to what we
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might expect, always a reaction to the present day and hence all traditions are inventions, 

and selective reworkings of the past.

In this section I explored how the attempts of the Polish migrants to cultivate 

their traditions, as they used to do in their home country, clash with their constant re

negotiation in a situation where they are far away from the bounded territories of 

their nation state, and the need to fine-tune these practices to the specificity of the 

local.

Celebrating Christmas?

In order to present an ethnographic example of how the traditions of Poles alter in the 

encounter with the local realm, I will refer to Monika’s Christmas dinner that I 

attended on 24th December 2008. Although it is clear that one particular example 

cannot be representative of the whole Polish community, it does exemplify certain 

rifts in what appears at first glance to be rigid borders between ‘us’ and ‘them’, 

which can also be characteristic of other members of the Polish community.

The first thing worth noting was that before sharing oplatek with their 

relatives and myself, Monika and Krzysztof called their absent relatives on Skype in 

order to share oplatek with them by the means of the webcam. At first glance, the 

webcam seemed to bring the relatives who were apart from each other closer 

together, and in this way the internet appeared to diminish the need for spatial 

proximity. Although on the surface level this practice could be considered as an 

important tool in maintaining the cultural practices of Polish migrants and building 

transnational connections, it is in fact a major downturn in family intimacy. Whereas 

sharing oplatek is accompanied by expressions of not only emotional but also 

physical proximity, such as hugging and kissing on the cheek, internet-mediated
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interaction depersonalizes these relations of kinship and affinity and according to my 

informants deprives the Polish tradition of its depth. Adam, a 23 year-old male, 

working as a porter at a hotel, commented on this matter:

It is nice to greet each other over the Internet. I can see my family members 
but I cannot shake hands with them. It is something different. The sharing of 
oplatek loses its special dimension that can be only felt when all the family 
members are gathered together.

Having shared oplatek, everyone sat at the table. I noticed Christmas crackers sitting 

next to the plates (including one for the uninvited guest). Monika and Krzysztof started 

pulling them and everyone joined in. Although this tradition is widespread in Anglo- 

Saxon countries, such as the United Kingdom, Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and 

Ireland, most of the Polish migrants have not heard of it before coming to Belfast. 

When I asked Monika how she found out about this local custom, she said:

How? Well, I watch a lot of TV, it was all on TV stations before Christmas. I 
also read about it in the local journals and magazines. Marta too brought them 
from school. I thought it was a nice idea to incorporate the local tradition to 
our Polish Christmas dinner.

This brings attention to the important phenomenon that people who regard 

themselves as belonging to specific cultures have to come to terms with in 

contemporary societies, namely the in-betweenness of cultural worlds. In such a 

condition, individuals tend to mix cultural elements across the places, which results 

in hybridity being rhizome of culture (Nederveen Pieterse 2003). Phrases such as 

‘world in creolization’ (Hannerz 1996), ‘bricolage’ (Okely 1994), ‘global melange’, 

‘crossover-cultures’ (Nederveen Pieterse 2003), ‘the third space’ (Bhabha 1994)
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have been invented to describe the changes that cultures undergo. And so, despite the 

visible attempts of my informants to maintain their traditions in Belfast, there are 

always cracks in what they consider as elements of their culture as they are subjected 

to constant bombardment by the components of other cultures. This may at times 

cause some disagreements between the members of the Polish community 

themselves as to what extent should be permitted for these elements to spill over into 

their traditional celebrations, which may often be a matter of the generation gap. For 

example, Anna (who lives in Belfast with her parents) lamented that she put what she 

considered as a local speciality, that is, Christmas logs, on the Christmas table. When 

she offered them to her mother, she insisted: ‘Let’s stick to the food from Poland’.

Another point should be made with regard to the celebrations of Christmas 

Eve at Monika and Krzysztofs place. After the supper, as usually happens in Poland, 

came the Christmas presents. The children were flooded with gifts. Krzysztof 

commented on this, ‘Here in Ireland Monika is keen on buying plenty of stuff for the 

kids. Consumption pervades people here. One gets saturated with the local traditions 

whether he likes it or not’. This statement seems to be true, especially as far as 

Krzysztof and Monika’s children are concerned. Marta, a 9 year-old girl, drew a 

picture in her diary, representing Christmas (see fig.6 in appendix 3). Inside the 

Santa Claus’s bag there was a little bubble saying ‘Christmas’, which brings attention 

to the presence of a materialistic element in these holy days. On the next page in her 

diary, Marta wrote a letter to the Santa Claus (fig.7). A long list of expected presents 

was followed by the exclamation underneath: T love Christmas!’ This may suggest 

that Marta is influenced by the increasing tendencies of members of the local 

community to focus on material goods.
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However, a caveat is necessary. Whereas throughout this thesis it transpires

that my informants perceive Northern Ireland as a more consumerist society than

their home country, one should bear in mind that consumption is symptomatic of

Polish society as well (see Jawlowska and Kempny 2005) as a part of the process of

its transformation to market economy (compare Dunn 1998, Pine 2002). It is also

worth emphasizing that consumption has had a vital role in the communist, centrally

planned economies. Verdery maintains that:

Socialism intensified this experience... First, organised shortage made 
procuring something - anything - a major triumph. Second, even as the 
regimes prevented people from consuming by not making goods available, 
they insisted that under socialism the standard of living would constantly 
improve.... Socialism... aroused desire without focalizing it, and kept it alive 
by deprivation... The arousal and frustration of consumer desire and East 
Europeans’ consequent resistance to their regimes led them to build their 
social identities specifically through consuming (Verdery 1992: 25-26 cited 
in Humphrey 1995: 56).

Frances Pine seems to be of a similar opinion, when discussing consumption patterns 

among Polish highlanders (2002). Making comparison of the transitional period with 

the communist times in Poland, she observes: ‘None of this is new - it was all going 

on during socialism and before that. What is new (...) is the scale of these activities’ 

(2002: 92). Therefore the claims of my interviewees about Poland being less 

consumerist than Northern Ireland may not be entirely accuracte. However, as 

mentioned in my methodology chapter, what is at stake in my research is not 

objective reality, but the way it is perceived by my informants7.

To summarize what has so far been discussed about culture as it is 

represented and lived by my informants: it is fluid and malleable rather than rigid or 

fixed and it is open to change, absorbing the elements of other cultures. Another 

important point to make is that within the elements of one particular culture itself

7 In the last chapter of this thesis I will return and discuss in more depth the disjuncture between the 
reality as it is, and the ways that people perceive and represent it.
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there are inconsistencies. This was clearly seen during the discussion that emerged in 

the course of the Christmas dinner. Tempted to obtain some more knowledge about 

traditional Polish Christmas dishes, 1 asked Monika questions that at first glance 

seemed obvious to me, a ‘native’ anthropologist, namely how many dishes there are 

altogether, and what exactly they are. She answered: ‘There are thirteen traditional 

dishes’, and I was astounded to hear this, as I was always convinced that the number 

of dishes, according to the ‘Polish’ tradition was twelve. Krzysztof agreed with me 

on the issue. Furthermore, we had a logical explanation for that, Twelve stands for 

twelve apostles’. Monika responded to that: ‘And thirteen stands for twelve apostles 

and Jesus’. Zosia supported her statement: ‘Yes, indeed. I also believe that there are 

thirteen traditional dishes’. This implies that even among the members of the same 

culture, traditions are not hermetic, well integrated and coherent entities but rather 

they are tools, a collection of stuff that is heterogeneous in content and function 

(DiMaggio 1997: 267). In Marshall Sahlins’ apt expression:

From what I know about culture, then, traditions are invented in the specific 
terms of the people who construct them. Fundamentally, they are atemporal, 
being for the people as constituted, and considered coeval with it. It follows 
that if such traditions are authoritatively narrativized, or when they 
contingently rise to consciousness, they will be aetiologized: that is, as 
charter myths. But then, analytically to fix their historical appearance at some 
time short of the origin of things is always possible, and always falls short of 
understanding them, even as reducing them to current interests is likewise 
comprehension by subtraction. In all cases, the missing part is a comparative 
sense of cultures as meaningful orders (1999: 409).

In this section I examined how the attempts to maintain fixed boundaries of cultural 

traditions related to the celebration of Christmas may be at odds with the socio

cultural reality that Polish migrants are immersed in. As a result, these boundaries are
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not totally rigid, but permeable and themselves shifting. In the following section I 

will indicate rifts in the ‘traditional’ celebrations of Easter.

Celebrating Easter?

Even though many of my informants aimed to spend Easter in Belfast in the way it is 

usually spent in Poland, some of them expressed a sort of regret that these attempts 

were often hindered because of the local reality. They often pointed to the fact that in 

the United Kingdom much less weight is given to the celebrations of these holy days 

than in Poland. For example, Robert observed:

Easter is totally different here. There is no Good Friday, no Saturday Eve. On 
Easter Day morning 1 asked my wife: Ts it Easter or just an ordinary day?’ I 
saw a guy mowing his lawn in the garden and a woman hanging her laundry 
as it was sunny. I didn’t feel it was Easter even though we celebrated like we 
used to do it in Poland.

The different way of celebrating Easter in Northern Ireland than in Poland caused 

certain difficulties to the Polish migrants, who found it hard to find Easter baskets, in 

which they would bless the food. On the forum of Polish Belfast they exchanged the 

following remarks:

Hi everyone,
Does any of you have any idea where in Belfast I could get a basket to bless 
the food on Saturday? Argos, Tesco, B&Q all have failed [...] Thanks in 
advance.
Bres

The user Bres received the following suggestions:

Castle court, pound shops, dunnes stores but toilet baskets
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My woman got flowers in a basket for 8 March and after small 
rearrangements it became the Easter basket. Therefore I recommend florists. I 
had a similar problem....

In the same way, some of the migrants pointed at difficulties in obtaining egg-squirts 

for Smigus-Dyngus (Easter Monday). When I asked Krzysztof about smigus-dyngus 

celebrations, he told me: ‘Of course we celebrated smigus-dyngus. I mean, I 

sprinkled my girls with water. However here they don’t have proper squirters, you 

know eggs with water inside, so I needed to use a glass with water instead’. I myself 

used an emptied lemon juice squirter in order to sprinkle my Italian flatmate with 

water.

Seen from this angle, the celebration of Easter may be called as what as 

Sahlins (1985: xi, 26-28) refers to as ‘performative structures’ in which the cultural 

schema is formed in the process of action instead of the act being strictly prescribed 

by the cultural structure. This is what Swidler (1996) means when she claims that 

practices can anchor constitutive rules instead of vice versa. To use Geertzian (1973) 

terms: ‘model of behaviour becomes culturally codified and collectively known as 

‘model for’ behaviour. In this manner new cultural forms and variations of 

established cultural practices can be generated when individuals are forced to 

improvise as they attempt to enact a traditional cultural schema.

Another important point that should be made here is that likewise in the case 

of Christmas festivities, the malleability of culture is seen in the ways that Polish 

migrants incorporate the local traditions into their ‘typical’ Polish Easter 

celebrations. For example, in the baskets of some of my informants, 1 found 

chocolate Cadbury Easter eggs and smarties (see figure 8). When I asked Asia why
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she put these items in the basket, she said: ‘We live in Northern Ireland, so I thought 

it would be a good idea to embrace a bit of the local culture, while staying Polish’.

Finally, as in the case of Christmas celebrations, Easter often becomes an 

occasion to receive presents (especially for children). In Poland this very much 

depends on the family. Some families bring up their children in the belief that the 

Easter Bunny or Jesus comes on Easter Day morning and leaves small gifts for the 

children, while some families do not follow this convention. I found that many of the 

migrants, who previously would not give their children Easter presents, do so now. 

For example, Krzysztof confessed:

In our region of Poland we don't receive presents for Easter. However here it 
has changed. My wife is tempted to get the kids presents, she has become 
influenced by the local commerce and increasing consumption.

It is worth mentioning that Krzysztof comes from Lipno, a small town in western 

Poland, where consumption is much less pervasive than in large Polish cities. For 

this reason the change that he observed in his wife and the celebration of Easter may 

appear to be particularly radical, and one could argue that this is a matter of 

migrants’ rural/urban place of origin in Poland rather than of anything else. However 

the migrants coming from the larger cities, such as Krakow and Warsaw seemed to 

be of the same opinion regarding their increased consumption in the United 

Kingdom. This combined with what 1 mentioned earlier regarding the importance of 

family, religious and national values in Polish society, may suggest then that the 

value system of many migrants undergoes certain changes when they find themselves 

in Northern Ireland.

To sum up, in the last two sections I indicated certain rifts in the traditional 

celebration of Polish holidays in situations where migrants are disembedded from
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their original homeland. I examined the permeable and malleable nature of culture 

and the bricolage effect resulting from the encounter between elements of various 

cultures. Migrants’ attempts to maintain rigid and bounded nature of their traditions 

regarding Christmas and Easter seem to fail in situations where they find themselves 

on foreign terrain. In the following section I will explore how these dialectics of 

permeability and rigidity of cultural boundaries are visible in the celebration of local 

festivals and feasts, using Halloween as an example.

Halloween: 'Permeability' of the boundaries

Halloween is a good example of how the socio-cultural boundaries between the 

Polish and the Northern Irish shift and are subjected to negotiation. Before that I 

should say that Halloween is not celebrated in Poland as much as in Northern 

Ireland. Instead, Polish people celebrate the Day of Dead, and on this date they go to 

the graveyards to revere their deceased relatives. The whole holiday is spent in a 

contemplative and ceremonial mood, accompanied by aura of respect and nostalgia 

for the deceased. From this perspective, Halloween, which is a rather animated and 

spontaneous feast, diverges from the traditional celebrations of the Day of Dead in 

Poland. Taking this into account, one could consider celebrating Halloween by 

Polish migrants not only as a way to transgress socio-cultural boundaries but also as 

one of the first steps in assimilating into the local community.

In November 2008 I participated in the Halloween trick and treating of Polish 

children, Ola, Natalka and Wiktor (9, 6 and 6 years old respectively). Kasia, mother 

of Ola and Wiktor drove us around the housing area of Newtownabbey and 

Whiteabbey. Aska, mother of Natalka was also present. Ola was disguised as a witch,
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Wiktor as a werewolf and Natalka as skeleton (see fig.9 in appendix 3). They all 

carried small baskets to collect sweets.

The children told me that they did not know the words of the Halloween 

song, so they downloaded them from the Internet. When I asked them why it was 

important for them to do trick or treating, they explained to me that their main 

motivation for celebrating Halloween was because all their classmates were doing it. 

The material aspect of trick or treating seemed to be important for the children as 

well, to such an extent that, when they came home, they weighed the sweets they had 

gathered. Although one could argue that there is nothing surprising in children being 

keen on sweets, one incident during this evening makes me refute this argument. 

Wiktor at one point exclaimed: ‘Wow that’s great! We have so many sweets that we 

will be able to sell them on allegro and get computer games for it’. Although in the 

end children did not sell their sweets, Wiktor’s reaction again points to the tendency 

among migrants to take on the local lifestyles and increase consumption.

Overall I believe that the celebration of the local tradition of Halloween trick 

or treating by Polish migrants in Belfast may suggest a certain permeability of socio

cultural boundaries. However, like in the case of Easter and Christmas celebrations, 

this process is constantly accompanied by delineation between ‘us’ and ‘them’. 

When Ola told her mother that she would prefer to go to New Mossley because most 

of her classmates were from there, she answered: ‘There is no way that I will take 

you to New Mossley. There are Protestants’. Kasia believes that Protestants dislike 

Poles (who are considered as predominantly Catholic) and ascribes negative traits to 

them, which I discuss in depth in the next chapter of this thesis. Although it was 

Kasia’s initiative to take children trick or treating, which may suggest a certain 

willingness to integrate with the local community, at the same time there seemed to
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be a conflicting tendency to reinforce the existing divisions. In addition, whenever 

Kasia saw another group of trick or treaters, she would take the children away 

justifying it in terms of increased competition. However, the extent to which 

competition caused a problem is disputable: for the local trick or treaters competition 

did not appear to be an issue, and they formed bigger groups of 6 to 8 children.

The example of Halloween, along with my description of Easter and 

Christmas, seems to suggest that dialectics between the fluidity and fixity of socio

cultural boundaries are intrinsically inscribed into the socio-cultural realm in which 

Polish migrants find themselves in Belfast. In the next part of this chapter I will deal 

with the collective representations of Polish community during ethnic festivals as a 

means to reinforce the existing delineations between Polish migrants and people of 

other nationalities and mechanisms to transgress them.

Collective representations and reification of diasporas 

Before I turn to the discussion of how the attempts to maintain cultural boundaries 

between Polish and Northern Irish people collide with the permeability and 

malleability of cultural entities during ethnic festivals, I should say that by the term 

‘ethnic festivals’ I understand programmes of performances whereby the members of 

a minority group celebrate and display their cultures in front of other people, whether 

they are the members of their own group or ‘outsiders’. Michael Hawkins observes 

that:

Performances of ethnic identity delineate physical space, whether it be the 
temporary ‘festival space’ of a large territorial park or the territorial 
boundaries of an ethnic neighborhood. Festivals are also highly visible 
public means of reinforcing, reviving and even inventing ethnic identity by 
drawing cultural boundaries between ‘Us’ and the ‘Other’ (2007: 376).
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He further argues:

For recent immigrants with an in-between or transnational identity, festivals 
function to increase visibility of these often unfamiliar groups to outsiders as 
well as reinforce a sense of group identity (2007:376).

In this section I will refer to two Polish picnics (which took place in the summer of 

2007 and in the autumn of 2008) and to the multicultural event in Newtownabbey 

‘The Neighbours’, which was organized in 2008.

To start with, the prevailing element present in both Polish picnics and The 

Neighbours event in Newtownabbey, was the folklorization of what could be 

considered as 'Polish culture’. During The Neighbours event in Newtownabbey, 

there were stands with representatives of multicultural organizations as well as dance 

performances. At the Polish stand there were various leaflets about Poland (mostly 

related to tourism) and promotional materials of the organization Cooltura. What 

was of particular interest was that there was a young girl, Ola, dressed up in the 

traditional folk attire of the Krakow region posing to have photographs taken with 

passers-by (see figure 10). In Devereux’s terms, such attempts could be perceived as 

a ‘tendency to exaggerate with respect to foreigners [i.e., those outside the ethnic 

group], an ethnic identity trait that is less obvious in intra-ethnic relations’ (1982: 

53). However when asked by a Northern Irish woman to show what the typical folk 

dance from Krakow region looked like, Ola did not appear to have enough cultural 

knowledge to give a proper response. This raises questions about the authenticity of 

what may be perceived as ‘tradition’, and relates to the issue of what can be 

considered ‘playing native’ (Graburn 1983, MacCannell 1973). However the very 

essence of this ‘spectacle’ was significantly different: there was no economic
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element behind it, rather, the main purpose of it was to show, as Ola put it, ‘the
o

splendour of Polish culture’ .

In a similar way, during the Polish picnics, there were folk dance 

performances: of the musical group Zespol Tahca Ludowego from Rudomin, 

Lithuania, Zgoda and of the group of pupils from Polish Saturday School in 

Portadown. The group Zgoda performed folk dances from different regions of 

Poland, for example lowiecki, sqdecki, ulanski, kaszubski (see figure 11). The group 

of pupils from Polish Saturday School in Portadown presented dances and songs 

from the Krakow region. The group Zgoda has international recognition, as its 

members perform at different folk festivals of the Polish diaspora, for example in 

Hungary, Slovakia, Czech Republic, Germany and Italy. By inviting this group over 

the representatives of Polish Association ‘aimed at sharing Polish culture with the 

local community’. This was clearly an attempt to emphasize the rich cultural heritage 

of Poland.

The folk band of children from the Polish Saturday School in Portadown 

deserves also special attention. The pupils were dressed in Cracowian folk attire and 

dancing what could be perceived as a ‘Cracowian’ dance (see figure 12). However, 

one of my informants, who came from this region of Poland told me that the attire 

lacked important elements like sequins and embroidered flowers. When I asked the 

teacher how she produced it, she said that she did it to the best of her knowledge. In 

fact she relied on what Tsuda (2000) refers to as ‘imagined cultural schema’, while 

the ‘actual cultural schema’ was unknown or unavailable. The Cracowian folk dance 

was therefore culturally structured only on a very general level, while the exact content 

of the cultural schema was elaborated and invented in the process of enactment itself.

8 Although Ola did distribute the leaflets about Poland, she did not have direct contact with the 
agencies which produced them; the leaflets meant to go in place of photographs or albums about 
Poland, which the Cooltura organization did not avail of.
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The case of the Polish art crafts was similar. There was a stand with hand

made wooden angels at the picnic of 2007. When I asked the women who were 

responsible for the stand, they told me: ‘These are wooden angels that represent the 

Polish handcrafts’. I therefore enquired where they obtained the materials and they 

answered that the materials are local products, which were not precisely the same as 

in Poland. In this way, the cultural production has become just a kind of resemblance 

to Polish ethnic craft. Despite these visible attempts to delineate Polish cultural 

production from the local one, they were again accompanied by a parallel process at 

stake through which ‘Polish’ ethnic craft and ‘Cracowian’ dance and attire were 

appropriated to the specificity of the local.

Another important point is that these handcrafts, as well as folk dances and 

songs, gave an impression of ‘staged authenticity’ (MacCannell 1973) to me and 

many other Polish migrants. They seemed to clash with the final part of the picnic, 

which was a concert by the pop group TLove, who play a kind of music which is 

popular in Poland. This was clearly visible in the size of the audience of the TLove 

concert, which was several times larger than that of the folk performances (see figure 

13). People enthusiastically clapped their hands and danced, creating a lively and 

bubbling atmosphere. Furthermore, as far as ‘ethnic’ crafts were concerned, they 

were especially popular not so much among the Polish migrants, as among either 

Northern Irish or other foreigners.

This relates to the issue of commercialization of ethnic craft. Hawkins 

observes that:

markers of ethnicity on display at festivals function in symbolic and 
transnational ways to reinforce group solidarity and differentiate one group 
from another, but they are also products to be consumed by public. Ethnicity 
is a marketable commodity or product, and festivals provide a marketplace
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where ethnicity is packaged sold and consumed by insiders and outsiders 
alike (2007: 377).

This was conspicuous in the stand with Boleslawiec pottery. Whereas in the case of 

the stand with wooden angels and other folk arts, all the profit was to be devoted to 

the St Anthony’s Fund for Polish migrants who found themselves in difficult 

circumstances, in this case all the profit was going to the man’s own pocket. What 

struck me was that next to the beautiful hand painted pottery (fig. 14), sat an Egyptian 

style garden decoration (fig. 15). When I asked the seller where he obtained this 

decoration, he said that he imported it from Poland and informed me that it was 

becoming quite frequent for people to purchase it in Poland as well as in Northern 

Ireland. Of course Egyptian decoration has nothing to do with Polish culture, yet it 

was present during the Polish picnic, the aim of which was to promote the Polish 

heritage. I subsequently asked the man whether it was mostly Polish migrants who 

purchased Boleslawiec pottery from him, and he noted that the Boleslawiec pottery 

was famous only among the Northern Irish, because of its high price.

Similarly, a 7 year-old Polish girl, Malwinka, was selling her drawings at the 

Polish Saturday School stand. Among these drawings there were some representing 

Polish pisanki (Easter eggs) (fig. 16). When I asked Malwinka why she decided to 

draw pisanki, she answered ‘because they are colourful and attract people’s attention, 

who should be happy to buy something they could associate with Poland’. This is 

again linked to the increased pursuit of materialistic values among Polish migrants in 

Belfast and of course points at the commodification of the ‘ethnic’. It is worth 

mentioning that alongside the drawings of Polish Easter eggs there were drawings of 

the Pokemon series characters. This adds complexity to the picture as it again 

indicates certain passages in the ethnic culture, through which components of other
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cultures may be absorbed, bringing about an effect of collage. In this case it is 

globalized pop culture which seems to be simultaneous with the displaced local 

culture, both going beyond the level of a single nation-state.

Finally, friction between the fluidity and malleability of socio-cultural 

boundaries was also manifest in the kinds of food available at the picnic. On one 

hand, there were food stands with what could be perceived as ‘traditional Polish 

food’. For example, there was a stand with pastries from a bakery in Coleraine, 

where traditional Polish products were sold (see fig 17). When 1 asked the ladies 

responsible for the stand, they told me that all the ingredients (even flour) were 

imported from Poland. One of them said: 'It is our Polish food’, unfavourably 

comparing local bakeries’ products to Polish ones. It was apparent that the Polish 

bakery’s products were very popular, because there was a long queue of Polish 

migrants lining up for them. The same was true of the Polish sausage stand, which 

comprised various types of cold-cuts and sausages. One of the Polish migrants 

estimated that the time it took him to stand in the queue was thirty minutes. This kind 

of inclination for Polish food by migrants is often linked to a sense of nostalgia, 

which involves senses. For example, one of my interlocutors said: ‘Urn.. When I look 

at these doughnuts, I feel almost at home’ or ‘There is nothing like our Polish food’. 

These statements reveal certain tendencies to look for fixed boundaries between ‘us’ 

and ‘them’. On the other hand, however, alongside the stalls offering Polish food, 

there were stalls with Spanish food (paella). Many Polish migrants chose to have 

paella, which may suggest that the taste for cosmopolitan food comes hand in hand 

with ethnic sentiments, a phenomenon which is also noticeable on the level of 

everyday life, as mentioned in the previous chapter.
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Conclusion

While in previous chapter I examined the dialectics between fluidity and fixity of 

cultures and identities inherent in everyday lives of migrants, in this chapter I 

examined how this phenomenon is noticeable in special events, which take place out 

of their routine, daily activities. In particular, the attempts to maintain fixed 

boundaries of migrants’ culture are visible in the traditional celebrations of holy days 

such as Christmas and Easter. This is to a large extent facilitated by the existence of 

transnational networks and ties, by which circulation of cultural objects, forms and 

meanings take place (see Hannerz 1996). Furthermore, it is made possible by the 

existence of a Polish chaplaincy in Northern Ireland, which also acts as an ethnic 

fortress that brings the members of the community together and of ethnic shops, 

which provide the migrants with foodstuffs, which act as ‘cultural markers’. These 

attempts often clash with the reality in which the individuals are immersed, which 

often brings an effect of cultural bricolage through the appropriation of elements of 

local traditions and lifestyles by the migrants. At the same time, one should bear in 

mind that while the majority of my informants stick to Polish traditions in Belfast, 

there are some cases in which they also tend to take on some local customs, such as 

Halloween, especially in case of a younger generation.

Ethnic festivals were another powerful domain of cultural life through which 

Polish migrants attempted to maintain rigid boundaries between ‘us’ and ‘them’ by 

reification of the ethnic community. Again, these boundaries become subject to 

penetration due to the incorporation of elements of other cultures, as in case of the 

paella foodstand or the wooden angels made out of the local materials. The danger 

arising from attempts to misrepresent the national culture as a bounded and self-
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contained entity, often leading to the folklorization of the ‘ethnic’, is that the 

authenticity of cultural production is questionable. At the same time, while it is 

beyond any doubt that ethnic festivals serve to reinforce a sense of group identity 

among the recent immigrants, and present themselves to the locals and other 

minorities, one should bear in mind that they become a commodity for both the 

members of the in-group and the representatives of the out-group.
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Chapter 7

Religion in Poland, migrants' identities and perceptions of the 
Northern Irish conflict

In both places, in the home country of the Polish migrants as well as in their 

receiving destination, Northern Ireland, religion has had an important role throughout 

the centuries. In Poland the Catholic religion has been always linked with the 

concept of nationhood and formed part of national ethos (Kubik 2004). Concurrently, 

in Northern Ireland, ‘the Catholic-Protestant dichotomy, which assumes considerable 

homogeneity within groups and sharp differences between groups, can be regarded 

as an ethnic dichotomy’ (Poole and Boal 1973: 1 1). Despite visible tendencies of 

social scientists in the twentieth century to foresee increasing decline of role of 

religion in the so-called ‘modem societies’ (see for example Berger 1967), these two 

countries certainly seem to contradict the securalization thesis as their examples 

indicate that religious factor is still omnipresent and significant in the lives of their 

people. In relation to this, in the present chapter I discuss the role of Catholicism in 

the shaping of identities of Polish migrants in Belfast. Furthermore, given the 

specific socio-historical time and space in which they find themselves, I also 

examine the ways the migrants perceive their location within the context of 

sectarianism in Northern Ireland and the history of Troubles.

Religion in Poland

Before I present and analyze the findings of my ethnographic research, I will discuss 

in brief the role of religion in Poland. First of all, it should be emphasized that

177



Poland is a predominantly Catholic country and approximately 88% of its population 

adhere to the Roman Catholic faith (GUS 2006). The rest of the population consists 

mainly of Eastern Orthodox (about 506,000), Jehovah's Witnesses (about 220,000) 

and various Protestant religious minorities (about 159,000, with about 76,000 in the 

largest Evangelical-Augsburg Church in Poland). The characteristic feature of Polish 

religious movements is adherence to traditional practices and Christian ceremonies, 

such as pilgrimages to sanctuaries, processions (e.g. Corpus Christi), or Advent and 

Lent retreats. Special significance is attached to the cult of the Virgin Mary, revered 

especially at monasteries such as Czestochowa, Lichen or Swi^ta Lipka.

The Catholic Church in Poland is associated with the concept of Polish 

nationhood. It has always supported Polish unity and independence, which proved 

especially significant in partitioned Poland (1795-1918), during the Second World 

War, and in the period under Communist domination. During the Communist period 

religion became ‘civic religion’ and it gained its particular dimension in 1978 with 

the election of Cardinal Karol Wojtyla as Pope. Karol Wojtyla, who adopted the 

name of John Paul II, was viewed in a special light, and his activities are associated 

with the enormous socio-political changes of the 1980s. During his pilgrimages to 

Poland in 1978 and 1979, the Pope spoke of Poland's Christian roots and the 

transience of the communist regime. His words were a direct challenge to the 

communist leaders that ruled Poland and surrounding countries with an iron fist that 

suppressed religion and freedom of speech. John Paul II gave moral and public 

support to the opposition, by openly discrediting the regime (compare Mach 1993: 

155).

In 1980 the Catholic Church in Poland contributed to the formation of the 

first democratic social movements. It was present at the Gdansk shipyard strikes, it
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blessed the Solidarity banners, it celebrated the masses preceding the gatherings of 

the Solidarity, etc. After the introduction of the military law in December 1981, it 

gave assistance to those prosecuted by the SB (secret police officers). The 

assassination of the priest Jerzy Popieluszko, who had become famous throughout 

Poland as he drew thousands to his church to listen to sermons directed against the 

Communist government, gave the Catholic Church a nearly heroic dimension. 

During the Round Table negotiations in 1989 that led to the first multi-party 

elections in the Soviet Block, the Church was present as a mediator and guarantor of 

the talks.

Despite the fact that the ‘civic’ role of the Church gradually lost its 

significance in the transformational period, the religiosity of Polish people has been 

maintained at high level. According to the research done by CBOS in 2006, 77% of 

Poles state that religion pays important role in their lives. Interestingly enough, 35% 

of the respondents believe that the role of religion of Poland has not changed in 

recent years, and 40% ascribe higher status to religion than in the past. This trend 

appears to be consistent with the predictions of Grabowska (2001), who maintains 

that a rapid process of laicization of the Polish society seems rather unlikely9.

An important moment in the religious life of the Polish people was the death 

of the Pope, which created a sense of unity among young Poles, not only believers. 

John Paul ITs decease was followed by massive processions and marches, by the 

organization of spontaneous events, such as placing candles and flowers in any place 

that bore a relationship to the departed (see Klekot 2007). Whole streets and squares 

were converted into temporary shrines, decorated with burning candles, flowers, 

papal portraits, letters to the departed Pope and both papal and Polish flags. Some

9 This of course does not preclude changes in the sphere of religiosity of Poles. Social scientists point 
at the process of privatization and individualization of religion (Grabowska 2004).
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church leaders and sociologists began to speak of the JP II Generation, as the 

religious movement became a social phenomenon which awoke the spirit of the civic 

society in the groups of Polish people (see Zukowski 2006).

In the light of the above it appears that the religious factor is still of crucial 

importance in people’s lives in Poland. In relation to this, in the following section 1 

will discuss the role of religion in reinforcement of ethnic identities of Polish 

migrants in Belfast.

Religion and building of ethnic identity during the Polish mass 

During the period of time I spent in the field, I came across many situations in which 

my informants reinforced their ethnic identities through their religious practices. 

Before I turn to this, 1 will briefly describe the Polish chaplaincy in Northern Ireland. 

The chaplaincy was formed in 2006 when Father Mariusz D^browski, originally 

from Olsztyn (a city in Northern Poland), came to Northern Ireland. The priest was 

sent on a mission at the request of the Down and Connor dioceses and was based at 

St John’s the Evangelist Parish in West Belfast. The Polish masses in Belfast were 

primarily celebrated at Good Shepherd’s and Saint Mary’s Church. However due to 

the practical issues (lack of time slots to fit in the Polish masses at these parishes), St 

John’s the Evangelist Parish became the place of the Polish community gatherings. It 

is worth mentioning that Dqbrowski’s chaplaincy spreads over the towns which are 

in close proximity to Belfast: namely he celebrates monthly masses in Ballymena 

and Derry. Although there are also three other Polish priests in Northern Ireland, 

Eugeniusz Fasuga, Krzysztof Dulny, and Grzegorz Koziehski located in Armagh, 

Enniskillen and Lisburn respectively, the main centre of the religious life of the 

Polish community is in Belfast. Even Poles from outside Belfast (from towns such as
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Bangor and Newtownards) come to the weekly Sunday mass, which takes place at 3 

pm and is followed by pre-marital classes and short religious education classes for 

children preparing for first communion. Apart from the regular Sunday mass, there 

are other services available on special occasions, such as retreat masses, Easter food 

blessing and Christmas midnight mass.

It should be noticed that although Father D^browski could be considered as 

the most important and influential figure in the Polish chaplaincy in Northern 

Ireland, he does not seem to possess the charisma often characteristic of religious 

leaders. The prevalent opinions of the migrants are that he is dull and unable to 

provide spiritual stimulation to the congregation. Paradoxically however, the priest’s 

political beliefs are very strong and they are often reflected in his sermons and 

prayers. The mass that he celebrates is the only Polish community mass in Belfast 

and this is the major reason why the migrants attend it; it is then the mass that 

appears to bring them together and not the priest. However, even though the priest 

does not seem to spiritually motivate the believers, this does not mean that he does 

not aim to shape the sense of togetherness and belonging among the migrants. On the 

contrary, my participation in the religious services of the Polish community suggests 

that as a result of the priest’s efforts, the Polish chaplaincy may be considered as a 

kind of ethnic fortress keeping together Polish migrants in Belfast.

Firstly, the ‘we’ consciousness among the believers is reinforced by the use 

of certain rhetorical devices by the Polish priest. More specifically, a recurrent theme 

brought up during the sermons is the trope of ‘our Polish community’, and ‘our 

Polish mass’. Such a sense of unity and cohesion of the Polish community is also 

created during the common prayer. Very often the priest prays explicitly for the 

members of the Polish community in Belfast and their families back in Poland. This
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contradicts the internal logic of the teachings of the Catholic Church, according to 

which everyone should be equal before the Almighty, and the believers are brothers 

and sisters in Jesus Christ. Such an exclusiveness of the ‘we’ group is a strong tool in 

the construction of collective ethnic identities among the members of the 

congregation.

Another instance where strong feelings of ethnic belonging can be evoked in 

migrants is emphasizing the connection between the notion of nationhood and 

religion. This has taken place during the mass celebrated by the bishop of County 

Antrim, Patrick. During the service, the lyrics of the religious song 'Boze cos Polsk?’ 

(God save Poland) were disseminated among the members of the congregation. The 

song goes as follows:

Boze, cos PolskQ przez tak liczne wieki 
Otaczal blaskiem pot^gi i chwaly,
Cos jq oslanial tarczq swej opieki 
Od nieszcz^sc, ktore pogn^bic jq mialy.

ref.:Przed Twe oltarze zanosim blaganie:
Ojczyzn? wolnq poblogoslaw, Panie!

Here is the English translation of the song:

O, God who, through so many centuries, 
surrounded Poland / with the brilliance of power and glory, 
who has protected it / with the shield of your defence, 
against the disasters that / were meant to defeat it.

Refrain:

To your altars we carry a prayer:
Bless our free Homeland, Lord!

When I asked the priest what was the origin of the song, he explained to me:
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The song has a long history. But people associate it with the Communist 
period. The refrain then was different, it was Bless our homeland and 
freedom, Lord. Uhm... See, religion has a bit different role in Poland than 
over here. For us, it was a weapon to fight against the communist regime. 
When people’s personal freedom was limited, they went to the Church to 
symbolically subvert the Communist system.

The importance of the song and its emotional load were evident in the way that the 

members of the congregation chanted it. While on most of the occasions throughout 

my fieldwork there were difficulties with getting people to sing during the masses 

(mostly due to the lack of a church choir or a person who would lead the singing), 

this particular song was performed in an enthusiastic way, while the fact that people 

singing it stood up upright pointed at the solemn character of the song.

Next to the lyrics on the song there was an image showing a map of Poland, 

the borders of which were illustrated as a rosary. This symbolically links the ethnic 

identity and the sense of nationhood to the Catholic religion (Fig. 18). In Jan Kubik’s 

apt expression, ‘the constant presence of nationalistic motifs in Catholic discourse 

strengthened the image of national identity in which religious and national 

dimensions were inseparably intertwined’ (1994: 124). Wladyslaw Piwowarski, a 

priest and sociologist, observes:

It is interesting that the dogmatic aspect of preaching was less important for the 
listeners than its existential aspect related to the existence of nation... 
participation in religious practices contributed less to the deepening of the 
bonds with God, to the moral renewal of the members of the nation, or to the 
development of interactions on the religious level; it however contributed to 
the deepening of the social and national ties and identifications with the Polish 
nation (1983: 346).

It is also worth noting that Poland in the map is represented as a rural landscape. Of 

course such a representation of homeland may be different from the memories that
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some of the migrants (especially those who come from the larger cities) have of 

Poland. Nonetheless, picturing Poland as countryside appears to evoke nationalist 

discourses and ethnic sentiments regardless of the particular place of origin of 

migrants. It should be also remarked that such associations of Poland with rural 

landscape are present in the national epic poem Pan Tadeusz (1834), written by 

Adam Mickiewicz during the period of partition:

Meanwhile, bear my soul heavy with yearning's dull pain, 
the amber mustard, buckwheat white as snow,
Where, with maidenly to those soft woodland hillocks, those meadows, green, 
gleaming,
Spread wide along each side of the blue-flowing Niemen,
To those fields, which by various grain painted, there lie 
Shimmering, with wheat gilded, and silvered with rye;
Where grows blushes, clover flowers glow,
And all as if beribboned by green strips of land,
The balks, upon which scattered quiet pear trees stand.

Poland represented as a rural landscape relates to patriotic motifs and in view of this 

picturing Poland in such a way serves as an important tool in strengthening the 

feelings of belonging of migrants.

The interweaving of religion and the notion of nationhood and ethnic identity 

was also present on August 26, which is Saint Mary of Czestochowa’s religious 

holiday celebrated annually in Poland. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, Saint 

Mary of Czestochowa (also referred to as the Black Madonna), is the ‘most sacred 

symbol in the Polish ethos, the ubiquitous reminder of the Marian tenor of the Polish 

Catholicism’ (Kubik 1994: 108). The cult of Saint Mary of Czestochowa is 

reminiscent of that of the Virgin Mary of Guadalupe (see Wolf 1958). The Black 

Madonna is credited with saving the monastery of Jasna Gora from Swedish invasion 

in the seventieth century. The Swedes' withdrawal was hailed as a miracle and
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became the turning point of the war. Henceforth the Black Madonna was to be 

venerated as the 'Queen of Poland' (see further Galbraith 2000) and thus her figure 

induces strong patriotic feelings and powerful emotions of nationhood. 

Consequently, on August 26, the priest reminded the members of the congregation: 

‘Today we celebrate St Mary of Czestochowa’s holiday. Even though it is not 

celebrated in the UK, we should remember that it is our holiday and we should pray 

to her’. Mentioning holy days that are exclusively Polish is also an important factor 

in the reinforcing of the existing delineation between the migrants and the members 

of other nationalities in Belfast. The mass was followed by solemn incantation of the 

hymn to the Black Madonna:

Jest zakqtek na tej ziemi,
Gdzie powracac kazdy chce 
Gdzie kroluje Jej oblicze 
Na nim ci^te rysy dwie 
Wzrok ma smutny, zatroskany 
Jakby chciala prosic ciq,
Bys w Matczynqjej opiekq oddal si?.
Madonno, Czarna Madonno
Jak dobrze Twym dzieckiem bye,

O pozwol, Czarna Madonno,
W ramiona Twoje si? skryc.

Here is the English translation of the song:

There's a corner on this earth,
For which every heart is yearning,
Where the face of Queen 
is marked by two longish scars.
Her sad eyes are greatly troubled.
As if wanting to ask you 
To surrender to her care, 
to her motherly love.
Madonna, o Black Madonna,
It is so good to be your child.
Allow me, o Black Madonna 
To shelter in your fair arms.
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This hymn seems to gain in importance in the situation when the migrants find 

themselves away from their homeland, on foreign terrain. The Black Madonna is 

associated with motherly love and care, and she is depicted as bringing consolation 

to Poles who are displaced from their country of origins. The image of Virgin Mary 

was present in the houses of some of my informants. This was the case of my 

previous flatmate, Ania. When 1 asked her why it was important for her to have this 

image next to her bed, she replied:

It is as if I brought to Belfast a small piece of homeland. I became here more 
religious than in Poland. When you are away from home you realize the value 
of different things that weren’t so important before.

Ania left the holy image with me, when she left Belfast, wishing me good fortune. 

She said: ‘Keep it; it will remind you of home'.

This may suggest that some of the migrants feel more attachment to the 

cultural motifs of their fatherlands when they are abroad. The same seemed to be true 

with Anna, who is from Krakow, the city with which Pope John Paul II was 

associated and where he spent half of his life. She confessed:

When I came to Belfast, I started listening to Barka. In Poland I didn’t 
appreciate this song as much as over here. One feels nostalgia and longing 
for home while abroad. There is nothing strange about it.

As Hirschman puts it:

[....] these activities often take on new meanings after migration. The normal 
feeling of loss experienced by immigrants means that familiar religious rituals 
learned in childhood, such as hearing prayers in one’s native language, 
provide an emotional connection, especially when shared with others [...]. 
For these reasons [...] religious beliefs and attachments have stronger roots 
after immigration than before (Hirschman 2007: 396).
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Religion seen in this way is an important factor in shaping and reinforcing the 

identities of Polish migrants in Belfast, who identify themselves as Catholics and 

practice their religion. This may be in line with the strict regulations of the Church 

(especially regarding regular mass attendance) or it may take less stringent forms (in 

particular in the case of young people, such as Anna, who attend the Polish 

community service less frequently than the older adults). In both cases, in the 

worship community Polish migrants can come together around the cultural symbols 

and practices that resonate with them, thus strengthening ties among themselves and 

the culture they were brought up in.

Religion and representations of the local conflict

Although after the Good Friday Agreement in 1998 between the British and Irish 

governments and political leaders from Northern Ireland, the peace process started, 

Belfast still bears the traces of its violent past. The inhabitants of Belfast read space 

'in highly intricate ways in a situation in which all space is identified as either “ours” 

or “theirs”’ (Lysaght 2005: 140). According to Donnan, such practice of ‘ethnising 

space can be especially keen at borders, especially so at those that are contested’ 

(2005: 78). There are many elements in the landscape that differentiate it as 

belonging either to one side or the other - to Catholic or Protestant, Nationalist or 

Unionist, Republican or Loyalist. They manifest themselves through the ubiquitous 

flags and political graffiti. As Cairns puts it,

in Northern Ireland, a highly symbolic street culture that is observable in the 
exterior habitats of loyalist communities objectifies sectarian group relations. 
The boundaries of these places are often defined by ‘Berlin Wall’-type 
barriers (anodynely referred to as ‘peace lines’ [...] (Cairns 2000: 443-4).
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Such a spatial segregation has shown little sign of decreasing during times of peace. 

In relation to this, movement outside of local residential areas requires the 

‘navigation of a complex topography of politicized space’ (Lysaght 2005: 135). The 

sudden wave of immigrants, people coming from outside the local conflict, gives 

additional complexity to the picture. The areas of Belfast that traditionally were 

considered as either Protestant or Catholic become penetrated by ‘the Other’, 

whether the members of Polish, Chinese or other minorities. Taking this into 

account, the following questions arise: First, how do Polish migrants in Belfast 

interpret their situation within the local conflict? Second, how do they make sense of 

the segregation of the urban space of Belfast? While looking for the answers to these 

questions, I found that there are contradictory and contesting stories of the Polish 

migrants regarding the local conflict and their positioning in it. Furthermore there are 

contradictions in people’s stories themselves, depending to a large extent on the 

contextual nature of the situations in which the discourses are produced.

Rigidity of the ethnic and religious boundaries

During the course of my fieldwork there were many instances in which Polish 

migrants appeared to depict the ethno-religious boundaries as rigid and impermeable, 

perceiving the sectarian division in Northern Ireland as important to their lives. This 

emerged during the Polish Sunday mass, namely in sermons and the common prayer, 

as well as in some of the interviews.
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Polish priest and weaving of the local martyrology

During the Polish Sunday mass the priest often referred to the rigidity of the ethno

religious boundaries between Polish Catholics and the local Protestant community. 

To put across his ideas about this dichotomy, he brings in the notion of victimhood to 

his sermons and payers. Before I discuss this further, it should be remarked that 

victimhood is the central theme in the Polish nationalist discourse. As Joanna 

Michlic observes,

The image that portrayed the Poles as heroes and victims was based on the 
impressive historical record of the Polish underground resistance network as 
well as the record of heavy human and material loss incurred during the war. 
This collective self image was disseminated in both history books and 
popular works and was publicly accepted and acceptable in the country 
(Michlic, unknown).

By locating the theme of Polish victimhood in the context of the sectarian conflict in 

Northern Ireland, the priest evokes a feeling of belonging among migrants. 

According to him, the boundaries between Polish people and Protestants are clear-cut 

and in his speech, and he often depicts the Protestant community in Belfast as a sort 

of threat or lurking danger that Polish people should beware of. The most blatant 

example of this is when during the common prayer the priest prays for the deceased 

members of the Polish community in Belfast. A couple of times he mentioned the 

‘tragic deaths’ of ‘our compatriots’, alluding to the sectarian arson attack on six 

Polish people living in the area of Castlereagh Road in August of 2006. Such use of 

emotions induces feelings of self-belonging in the Polish migrants (see Svasek 

2002).

When I interviewed the Polish priest, he expressed quite clearly an 

unequivocal opinion on the relations between the Protestant population of Belfast
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and Polish people. He maintained that Protestants treat the migrants with a certain 

hostility, whereas Catholics tend to be friendlier and more open towards them. When 

I enquired why he thought so, he justified his judgments in the following manner:

I have never heard of Polish people being attacked or put on fire in the 
Catholic parts of the city, but I have heard of cases like this in the Protestant 
parts.

The priest put forward these ideas during the midnight mass sermon in 2007. He then 

said:

We came to the country, where people are kind and hospitable but they are 
only people. Of course it is a divided country, where hatred is deeply rooted 
and passed on from one generation to the next. And the hatred will look for 
its victims.

This was the only instance in which the priest spoke so directly of the local conflict. 

In this way, the priest presented Polish migrants as helpless or as victims and the 

others (Protestants) as offenders. Such a victimization of the Polish community, 

through weaving the story of the local martyrology, is an important tool in 

strengthening their ethnic identities. Although I have not come across instances in 

which migrants directly commented on the priest’s references to the local conflict, I 

could observe similar attitudes among some of the members of the parish. In 

particular this was evident in the interviews with Agata and Kasia, to which I return 

later in this chapter. This may suggest that the priest has influence on some of the 

migrants’ perceptions of the sectarian division in Northern Ireland.

190



Rigidity of boundaries and everyday life

This perception of the boundaries between the Protestants and Poles as rigid was not 

restricted to the priest. In fact, many of my informants pointed at the exclusiveness of 

the Protestant community in Belfast and saw the direct impact of such a condition on 

the everyday lives of the Polish migrants. From various responses of my interviewees 

it appears that a significant number of them believe that the history of the Troubles 

has left traces in people’s day-to-day existence. For example, according to Kasia, 

‘the conflict is present on every step'. She expresses her vexation about this 

situation:

It annoys us. Whether we enrol children in a school or we apply for jobs, it is 
the same case. They are always interested in the religious backgrounds of 
individuals. This community is closed. Any person, no matter whether Polish 
or Russian will be pushed onto the margins. Protestants only make friends 
with Protestants, they feel better and think that they will have better jobs. The 
Catholics are discriminated. Even through the mixing of ethnicities, there will 
be no normality. It is as if the country were under occupation because the 
Catholics cannot work in many places. One Polish girl was discriminated at 
her work because she was Catholic and she decided to leave.

Kasia’s judgements about the local situation in Belfast are quite forceful. One of the 

reasons for this might be the fact that she lives at Ballyduff Road in Newtownabbey 

area, where 76.2% of the population are Protestants (NISRA 2001) and the 

omnipresent loyalist murals seem to bear testimony to the times of the Troubles. 

Kasia believes that children from her housing estate are ‘hooligans’ and ‘little 

rascals’, and therefore does not allow her own children to play with them. On many 

occasions, when I was at her house, I heard knocking on the door. These were the 

local children, wanting to play with her 6 year-old son and 9 year-old daughter. 

Kasia’s reaction was always the same: ‘Come on, stay at home. You can play 

computer games instead. These little Protestants will only cause trouble to you’. Part

191



of her disgruntlement with the Protestant community can be attributed to the fact that 

Kasia experienced certain problems at her housing estate, when the local children 

threw stones at her windows and called her daughter and son names. In fact she was 

looking for advice regarding this matter on the forum of Polish Belfast. She posted 

the following comment:

How do you deal with these little rascals, who pick on you, for example 
throw stones at windows. Is there any way to deal with it, whom could I ask 
for help? Definitely not their parents, because they only stir them up even 
more and deny everything. They are all saints, who believe that Poland is the 
stupidest country. They have been annoying us for over a year now, and it is 
getting worse and worse. I take notes of everything and I intend to report it to 
the police. I was wondering whether not to get a small camera, but is it legal? 
Once we had police come to our house, and they accused us, although this 
was not the case, that we were recording them. Police told us that it is not 
allowed and it may lead to serious consequences, they reported this lie to the 
police to pick on us and make us move out.

The last sentence in particular assumes the impermeability of socio-religious 

boundaries between Polish migrants and the Protestants. Kasia presents a picture of 

the local community, where the Poles, essentialized as Catholics, are treated as a 

matter out of place (Douglas 1966) that should remain beyond the boundaries of ‘us’. 

In relation to this, she is actively involved in the activities of the Polish Saturday 

School and spends most of her free time with other migrants, the danger of which is 

reinforcing the existing divisions.

Dominika, who at the time of the interview was living in North Belfast, 

perceives the urban cartography of the city in a similar way. When I asked her if she 

made friends with the members of the local community, she said:

No and in this part of Belfast it is not a coincidence. In general in Belfast the 
locals do not like Polish people. It is different than in London. There are 
many more Polish people in London and they appreciate us there. I spent two
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years in London and no one ever shouted at me ‘You fucking Polish bastard’. 
And here I heard it. It was my neighbour, at 1 am at night. She came drunk, 
and was knocking on my door. She called my landlord and told him that in 
my garden there are parties from 2 to 6 every night. I told her that night that 
we will call the police and then she said ‘You fucking Polish bitch’. Two 
days later my other neighbour came to my house and he asked me what 
happened the other night. He said ‘If something like this happens never call 
the police. You are Polish. If you want to scare someone, threaten them with 
me. If you go to the Police, you will be the one who is guilty, whether or not 
you are right. Police doesn’t like you here. If you call me, you will be safe’. 
These are strange situations here that I don’t fully understand. I have another 
neighbour, around 80 year-old. He said ‘Be careful with that one as well, she 
likes to drink a lot’. He said, ‘It is all because of their drunkenness; please do 
not think that it is because you are Catholic. But he had to say that. I know it 
is because I am Polish, and for them all Polish people are Catholics.

Frequently such a perception of the urban space of Belfast evokes fear in the 

members of the Polish community, whenever they walk through the Protestant parts 

of the city. Whilst I was working at Royal Victoria Hospital, my Polish colleague 

Aga (a 27 year-old graduate of English Philology department in Poland) and I used 

to meet up in front of Tesco off Lisburn Road and walk together through ‘the 

Village’ to work. I felt a shiver down my spine, when at the beginning of our walks 

(which coincided with the first days of my stay in Belfast), she warned me:

Let’s refrain from talking when someone passes by. Once I saw one chick 
speaking in Polish on her mobile and the locals shouted at her ‘You Polish 
bitch’. The Village is a slaughter suburb, you know.

Although at first glance such an opinion may seem exaggerated, as a matter of fact I 

once had an informal talk with a policeman from Donegall Pass Police Station (on an 

occasion of interpreting a witness’s statement). I asked the sergeant in a 

conversational tone whether he kept himself very busy. He told me that there were 

many incidents of hate crime in his area, commenting:
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People living in the Village are often hostile towards the foreigners. They 
demolish their cars, place racist graffiti in the streets. They aren't open- 
minded people, you know.

When I spoke to Agata, who came to Belfast four years ago and lived in the Village 

for several months, she seemed to be of similar opinion:

1 don’t like Belfast [...]. This is still a working class city. This is not a 
cosmopolitan city. Their problems attributed to the fact that they are not used 
to foreigners. They still have problems with themselves. When 1 was staying 
at Donegall and Sandy Row, I had incidents of racial assaults. For example, 
one day I was walking down the street with my Polish friend and we were 
chatting with two Irish guys. When they asked us where we were from, and 
we told them that we were from Poland, they told us to fuck off. They were 
Protestants.

When I asked Agata whether she then thought that religion was important in relations 

of the Polish people and the locals, she gave me the following answer:

Yes, of course. Two years ago there was a general conflict in the Donegall 
area. Of course Polish people are not angels. Some of them were throwing 
parties and were acting loudly. So the Protestants organized a general 
offensive on all the Polish people in the Village. They attacked a couple of 
houses. We decided to evacuate from there and moved for that period to our 
friends’ house. They knocked on our windows. In the end Polish Association 
decided to deal with the issue. They were talking both with the locals and 
with the Polish people.

Following up on what Agata told me, I conducted interview with Maciej Bator, the 

secretary of the Polish Association of Northern Ireland. When I asked him about the 

problems in the Village, he observed:

When I came here (in 2004), there were only a couple of Polish people in 
Belfast and we were something exotic for the locals. There were 200 Polish 
people in the whole Northern Ireland but when the migration wave came, the 
situation started to change. Northern Irish people realized that Polish people 
are everywhere, they go everywhere, they look for jobs everywhere, and the
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Protestants discovered that the Polish people are Catholics and for the 
Protestants the Catholics are Republicans. For the first two years, we were 
assigned to one or the other category and really Protestants and Catholics 
have to realize that we came here but we are not concerned about the conflict 
and we do not participate in it because it is not our conflict. It takes time to 
get accepted by the local community, it doesn't happen within one day.

Whilst 1 will return to this interview later in this chapter, at this point it is worth 

noting that many of my informants do believe that the problem of sectarianism in 

Northern Ireland affects the relations between the local community and Polish 

migrants. In some cases, it is a determining factor as to whether to stay in Belfast or 

go elsewhere. Frequently the alternative destination spot was Dublin. For example, 

Lukasz told me that he was not willing to stay in Northern Ireland, mentioning other 

possibilities:

I will go somewhere else, to some Dublin or London, but I am not going back 
to Poland. But more likely Dublin, it is Ireland. But maybe it doesn’t matter. 
They kill Polish people everywhere, not mentioning Glasgow, because there I 
wouldn’t like to live definitely. In Poland because of the economic situation 
there is nothing left for me anymore...

When I asked why he thought that Dublin was a preferable city to live in, he said:

People in Dublin are nicer. They think that Polish people are Catholic so they 
feel some kind of unity with us. I have a friend living in Dublin. He is 
working in Coca-Cola and the locals are always nice and kind to him. 
Although one cannot generalize, religion is an important factor in the 
relations of the migrants and the locals, especially here and in the Republic of 
Ireland, where so much blood was shed...1

These interviews reveal a certain rigidity of the socio-religious boundaries between 

Poles and the locals in the migrants’ representations of Northern Irish. Perceptions of 

my informants regarding their situation in Belfast were influenced to some extent by 

their simplistic knowledge of the local conflict and essentializing notions of the

101 will return in detail to the interview with Lukasz later in this chapter.
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'Other’ (categorized by his belonging to either the Catholic or Protestant 

community). However, alongside these negative representations of the relations of 

the migrants with the members of the local community, go other voices and stories 

that also should be taken into account. In what follows I will discuss how Polish 

people in Belfast point to certain permeability of socio-religious boundaries, and 

examine alternative standpoints of some of my interviewees regarding their location 

within the context of the sectarian divide in Northern Ireland and history of Troubles.

Permeability of boundaries

Many of the Polish migrants to whom I spoke noticed positive changes within in the 

local community due to the influx of the foreigners, indicating malleability of socio

religious boundaries within the city of Belfast. According to Michal, who at the time 

of the interview was living off Ebor Parade in the Village, the local community is 

rejuvenating. When I asked him if he thought that the Northern Irish were welcoming 

to the foreigners, he commented:

You cannot generalize. It depends on the individuals. I have not come across 
direct hostility. It is very individual... from what I have observed so far the 
Irish" people are more welcoming to the foreigners, and the Protestants less. 
However for example I live surrounded by Protestants, and they are simple on 
the very basic level, but they are very nice. My neighbours across the wall are 
really very nice. You know we talk often, sometimes they bring some bottle 
of alcohol. Well, I don’t know. I rather have not come across the open 
hostility.

As at the time of interview a racist graffiti against Poles appeared on a bridge along 

Donegall Road, I followed my question with another one: ‘Have you heard of the 

racist graffiti off Donegall Road?’ Michal’s response was as follows:

11 Very often Polish migrants use the term ‘Irish’ to denote Catholics, while ‘British’ or ‘Northern 
Irish’ to designate Protestants
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Yes, I have heard. Someone drew a swastika and wrote: ‘Poles out’. I have 
not seen it but I read about it in the newspaper. Community Telegraph or 
something like this. I went to see it but it was not there anymore. The next 
day the neighbour knocked on my door and said she was sorry that someone 
put it on the wall. She was very apologetic to me. These are just cases of 
some morons, who spend most of the time at their house and sleep [...]. Have 
you seen these Protestant flags in the Village? It is changing. For example 
last year on the 12th of July there were none of them in this street. Not even 
the Protestants. Nobody paints the pavements anymore. These streets were 
painted many years ago and the paint is gradually coming off. I was even 
reading some statistics. Fewer and fewer people want to display the flags, and 
so on. You know this is as if the dogs were pissing on the wall. To mark the 
territory. Now it makes no sense anymore, because around 6,000 people live 
here. The majority are not the locals. On this street alone, at least the % of the 
population are the foreigners. The community here is rejuvenating. Two years 
ago here there were no Blacks, no Hindus, no Chinese people or Asians, and 
since the last year they start appearing and they have become something 
totally normal. The white face of a Pole, Hungarian, Slovakian or Lithuanian 
is not as striking as it used to be. Although everyone knows they are 
foreigners. If someone lived here for 30 years, he knows everyone and knows 
who moves in.

Also, I asked Artur, a 24 year-old male, working at a local engine factory, and 

strongly involved in the activities of the Polish Association of Northern Ireland, 

whether he believed that religion was an important factor in relations of the Polish 

migrants with the Northern Irish. In his reply, he emphasized the dynamic and 

changing nature of the situation of Poles in Belfast, observing:

No, I don’t [think that religion is important in the relations between the locals 
and Polish people]. Sometimes the Protestants treat us better than the 
Catholics. Say at my workplace, the Catholics are not well educated and they 
read tabloids. I was dating a local girl. The first time I went to her house in 
East Belfast, I felt a shiver down my spine. When we went to Londonderry on 
August 12,1 was advised not to go there, because I wouldn’t come back alive 
(by the Catholics in my workplace), but nothing happened to me. On the 
other hand, during the bonfires, some morons damaged my brother’s car. Of 
course there are areas in which it is better not to turn up if you are Polish, for 
example Sandy Row [....] They will not love us there. However it seems that 
Polish people became part of the local landscape. When I was talking to my 
former colleague, she told me: Tn my workplace there are now Queen’s 
graduates, Polish people and immigrants’. It is also the matter of education.
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The less educated people are, the more attention they pay to the conflict and 
the more racist they are.

Subsequently, Artur noticed that the rigid boundaries of ‘us’ and ‘them’ (in this 

particular case, the Catholic-Protestant boundaries) tend to shift as a result of their 

penetration by ‘the Other’ (Polish migrants). He referred to his motorbike accident 

on Sandy Row:

Once I had an accident on Sandy Row on my motorcycle. It was somewhere 
nearby Royal, you know this local club... I fainted, and they wanted to call an 
ambulance, but I refused. I was too weak however to take the motor back 
home. And all of a sudden an elderly woman called a big, muscular guy, and 
asked him to bring the motorbike to her garden so I could pick it up on the 
next day. Unbelievable and all of this was taking place in such a hardcore 
place like Sandy Row.

In their stories both Artur and Michal bring attention to the positive changes that 

occur in the areas of the city that are predominantly Protestant. They observe that 

because of the influx of the foreigners the local community is rejuvenating and 

therefore becomes more inclusive. Likewise Agata noticed a difference in what 

Belfast used to be like when she first came and what it is like now. She believes that 

immigration is:

[...] the best thing what can happen here, because when they see that apart 
from the categories Catholic/ Protestant there are also other categories which 
one can use to describe the world. Thanks to the influx of foreigners their 
own problems can be solved.

These perceptions seem to accord with the official standpoint on the issue presented 

by Maciej Bator, the Secretary of Polish Association of Northern Ireland. When 

asked to comment about the problems in the Village, he responded:

198



Well these were not simple problems. It is a more complex situation. In 2006 
there were attacks on many Polish houses in the village. The situation was so 
serious that some of the houses were totally destroyed, a couple of cars burnt, 
a couple of people were beaten and it seemed that there was some tragedy 
going to happen. We started to be afraid. The local police contacted us. It was 
actually the first thing that we did here. This situation started in February 
2006 and we started off in March. And what? Well we had to do something. 
We decided with the police to find out how many Polish people actually live 
in the Village, because there was no information regarding this. The best 
method was to look around. We were visiting Polish houses, and in this way 
we were trying to get addresses of other Polish houses. It took us three 
months. We were talking to these Polish people, explaining them how to 
behave, because you know, there was often a problem that the Polish people 
did not adapt to the local reality. They were partying 24 hours a day. And 
there were 15-10 persons in two bedroom apartments with one bathroom. So 
the sanitary needs often found their outlet in the neighbour’s garden. The 
local community would try to tell Polish people to change their behaviour, 
but this wouldn’t work and this led to what happened. We tried to talk to the 
local community as well. Consequently, there were a couple of interesting 
projects that emerged from it. There was a discussion panel held by the local 
authorities. We organized two events. First event was a football match. There 
were mixed teams of Polish and Northern Irish. After the game they had 
some beer and could talk with each other. The second thing was a boat trip 
on Lagan River organized for Polish and Northern Irish families. We tried to 
integrate. I must say it brought some effect, because I have not heard about 
more serious incidents in the Village since that time .

That of course has not totally precluded the hate crimes or the problems in the 

interface areas where Polish migrants and Protestants live13, but it does indicate the 

direction in which the situation seems to be moving.

Many of my informants maintain that decreasing importance of ‘religious 

factor’ in relations between the Polish migrants and the Protestant community 

demonstrates itself in different sorts of services that the Protestant chaplaincies 

provide them with. For example, it is becoming common for the local churches to 

organize English lessons for foreigners (especially from Eastern Europe). There are 

at least three such churches that I encountered during the course of my fieldwork:

12 The relations in the Village became again problematic after the football match of Poland vs. 
Northern Ireland in 2009, however this was a temporary situation, to which I return later in this thesis
13 Special section of Housing Executive, called ‘Community Cohesion’ addresses issues of brokering 
good relations between the communities
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Willowfield Parish Church on Woodstock Road, Mountpottinger Baptist Church Hall 

situated off Templemore Avenue, and Church of Ireland located on Dublin Road. 

Willowfield Parish Church organizes English lessons for mothers (who are mostly 

Slovaks and Polish) on Wednesdays at 2 pm. The church hosts playgroup activities 

during this time to allow the migrants’ children to play under supervision of outreach 

workers. Zuzia, mother of a 6 year-old Max, expressed her satisfaction with such an 

arrangement:

This is very convenient for most of the mothers who come here. Our partners 
are usually those who work so there must be someone there looking after the 
kids. Willowfield Parish Church is great in this aspect as it facilitates us to 
learn English.

When I asked Zuzia what she felt was the role of the religious element in her 

relations with the members of the local congregation, she said:

I was worried at the beginning, how they would receive me. I directly asked 
Sue whether it mattered to her that I was Catholic and she said that it didn’t. I 
asked her if Max could join the Bible study and she was very welcoming. I 
never had problems here because of my religious affiliation.

One could of course wonder to what extent it is the openness and inclusiveness of the 

local Protestant churches that makes the congregation members come with helping 

hand to the Polish people and to what extent it might be an attempt to proselytize 

them. Nonetheless, the local ministers usually deny such intentions. For example, on 

one occasion 1 spoke to the minister of the Church located on Dublin Road, where I 

went there on behalf of my informant who wished to attend English classes held 

there on Thursdays afternoons. The Priest stated: ‘We are located in the very centre 

of Belfast. We welcome everyone, regardless of their religious beliefs. We consider 

teaching English as our service for the community’. This may suggest that
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immigration has indeed a positive influence on the members of the local community 

who become more open due to the influx of the foreigners. The hermetic boundaries 

of ‘us’ and ‘them’ become more equivocal and it is this sense of ambiguity that 

makes them shift.

Other attitudes

Having shown how the vast majority of my informants perceive their situation within 

the local context, I will now explore alternative ways in which the Polish migrants 

approach this issue. Whilst in previous sections I examined how my interviewees 

represented their relations with the members of the Protestant community, the issue 

whether or not the Polish people are predominantly Catholic was not contested in 

their narratives. In this section, I shall first of all consider the situations in which my 

interviewees were disputing the tendency to label Poles as ‘Catholics’. Secondly I 

will look into the opinions of my informants, who expressed their doubts as to 

whether the history of the Troubles in Northern Ireland has left traces in people’s 

everyday lives at all. Finally, I will discuss the voices of migrants who believe that 

Polish people do not belong to the local context and therefore that the problem of 

sectarianism does not affect their relations with the Protestant/Catholic communities.

To begin with, some of my informants challenged the common tendency of 

the locals to perceive Polish people as Catholics. For example, Grzegorz from the 

Southern region of Poland, Silesia, commented that in his part of the country besides 

Catholics, there are representatives of other religious beliefs:

In Skoczow, where I am from, the vast majority are Evangelists. Catholics are 
in minority there. I am Catholic, but I remember that my friends were always 
surprised whenever they found out about my religious affiliation.
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He then continued: ‘Of course people here are not aware of that. They all think that 

Polish people are Catholics. They would be surprised if they found out that there are 

Protestants in Poland.’ Ela and Malgosia, who are Jehovah’s Witnesses, were of 

similar opinion. Both of them agreed that when they reveal their religious beliefs to 

the locals, they usually surprise them. Malgosia explicitly said: ‘When I told one of 

my colleagues that I am a Jehovah’s Witness, she answered: “That’s weird. I though 

that all Polish people were Catholics.’”. Likewise, Ola, a 25 year-old female, who 

was working at the call centre at the time of the interview and had previously lived in 

Dublin, confessed:

My husband is from Nigeria. We go together to Church for All Nations. It is a 
Protestant church, so of course the locals get surprised when they find out 1 
attend their services. However I consider myself a Christian. All these 
internal divisions make no sense. When I was in Poland, I used to go to the 
Catholic services, because these ones were the most available. Now 1 go to 
the Church for All Nations because of my husband.

Apart from this, some of my informants drew attention to the changes taking place in 

Polish society. For example, Marysia brought up the issue of increasing laicization 

and individualization of religion. She observed: T am as much Catholic as 95% of 

the Polish society. It means I was baptized, received all the holy sacraments but I 

don’t practice.’

Furthermore, in some cases my interviewees referred to the ongoing 

securalization of Polish society. Ula seems to exemplify such a tendency. To my 

question whether or not religion had any significance in the contacts of Polish people 

with Northern Irish people, she responded:

Because I am an atheist and I am not interested in religion, I can’t answer this 
question really. I think that such labelling of Polish people as Catholics no
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longer makes sense. Polish society is changing and fewer people believe in 
God. In this situation religion should not be an important factor in relations of 
the locals with the Polish migrants. But of course people like categorizing the 
unknown.

By expressing such opinions my informants seem to negate frequent assumptions of 

the members of the local community, who pigeonhole Poles as Catholics.

Furthermore some of migrants express their doubts as to whether the history 

of the Troubles has left traces in the lives of the local community at all. For instance, 

once I asked Daria, mother of a two year-old Patryk, whether she thought that the 

local conflict affected the relations of Poles with the members of the local 

community. She responded with the following question: ‘What conflict are you 

talking about?’ When 1 explained to her what I meant, she stated: ‘No, I don’t think 

this could be relevant at all.’ Also, my interviewees frequently replied that the local 

conflict belongs to the past and therefore cannot have any impact on people’s lives 

nowadays.

Finally, it is worth mentioning that some of my informants, regardless of their 

religious affiliation, perceived themselves as located outside the local conflict. For 

example, when I asked Adam whether he thought that the religious factor was of any 

significance in relations between the Polish community in Belfast and the Northern 

Irish, he exclaimed: ‘Please don’t be offending me, there is no conflict. And if there 

is, then it is their conflict and not ours. We shouldn’t mix into it if it doesn’t concern 

us.’ Such a tendency to consider Poles as being located ‘outside’ the local context 

was especially conspicuous in the ways in which some of my informants would fill 

out the monitoring forms attached to job applications. For example Krzysztof 

commented to me: ‘I am going to choose the option neither Protestant nor Catholic,
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even though I am Catholic. This doesn’t concern us, as we are not part of the 

conflict.’

Contradictions in people's stories about the local conflict 

In the previous sections I examined the prevailing responses and attitudes to the 

conflict in Northern Ireland. In the first type of responses, my informants saw 

themselves as directly affected by the history of the Troubles, while in the second 

they considered themselves as active actors rather than passive individuals whose 

presence in the community may bring about a positive result. I also pointed at other, 

although less common understandings of the situation in Northern Ireland. In this 

section I would like to focus on the ways that these different types of discourse can 

co-exist together forming at first glance a sort of incoherent stories where one can 

point out existing contradictions. I will then discuss the role of situational and social 

context of language use, referring to Bakhtin’s concept of parole, which should be 

considered in its ‘concrete, living totality’ (Bakhtin 1984: 181). In the utterance of a 

single speaker, two or more different styles and corresponding world views may then 

intersect, a phenomenon which Bakhtin terms as ‘heteroglassia’.

In practical terms, narratives of my informants consisted of conflicting 

statements. Depending on the context, their ideas about the sectarian division in 

Northern Ireland would shift from a kind of fatalistic vision where Polish people are 

subjugated to hate crime to a more optimistic picture, where the migrants positively 

contribute to the situation in Belfast, by challenging existing system of categorizing 

the social world in which the individuals are immersed. For example, consider 

Monika’s case, whose family became a victim of hate crime in Newtownabbey 

Housing Estate (to which I return later in this thesis). I conducted a series of
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unstructured interviews with Monika regarding her experiences. When we were first 

talking about her situation, she was strongly convinced that the religious component 

did contribute largely to her problems. She expressed her disenchantment with the 

Protestant community: ‘These fucking Protestants. It is clear that they hate us here. 

We won’t live in a Protestant part of the city anymore.’ However on another 

occasion when I asked whether she thought that religion was an important factor in 

the relations of Polish with the locals, she answered: ‘One cannot generalize. There 

are Protestants and Protestants.’ I pursued the issue further, wondering if she had any 

positive experiences at all with the Protestants. Monika then confessed to me:

Well in fact I had nice neighbours. They wanted to report the incidents to the 
police. This woman had a granddaughter and Julia was even playing with her. 
When we were moving out we had three bags of clothes and toys that we 
would no longer use. But in the end, I don’t have good opinion about 
Northern Irish people whether they are Protestant or Catholics.

There are obviously contradictions in Monika’s story. When she was forced to move 

houses, she blamed the Protestants for her misfortune. However, when I asked her a 

couple of months later if she thought that religion mattered in the relations of Polish 

people with the members of the local community, her answer was different. The 

statement ‘There are Protestants and Protestants’ may seem self-contradictory at first 

glance. Nonetheless, it has internal logic to it, if the contextual nature of utterances is 

taken into account. When Monika was at ease, her judgment was totally different 

than it was when we were talking at the time when she was anxious because of 

having to move houses.

I will now discuss a longer conversation, which I had with Lukasz. I will cite 

some quotes from the interview, italicising the contradictory statements:
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Marta: [...] How was it at Dundonald High School?

Lukasz: Well, everyone was very helpful. If I didn’t understand something, 
they would draw it on a piece of paper and try to help me out.

Marta: Whom do you mean, students or teachers?

Lukasz: Both of them. Even though it was a Protestant school. I would say 
that actually Protestants are nicer to me than Catholics. 1 believe that the 
company of Protestants is more beneficial for Polish people than of Catholics. 
Catholics are a minority here. It seems that Protestants are calmer here 
somehow. They don’t have to be worried about anything here. Nothing will 
happen to them because they are in majority. And those who are in minority 
feel endangered.
[...]

Marta: Do you think that religion is important in relations between Polish 
people and the locals?

Lukasz: In my area [Connswater] they do not like Polish people anymore, 
because once my friends caused a bit of mayhem. Well, they fought with 
them by accident and since that time they don’t like us too much over here. 
But they never did anything to me. They don’t like us but they tolerate us.

Marta: So how come you know that they don't like you?

Lukasz: Because they follow us, whenever we go back from the parties and 
they see us, it feels as if they wanted to beat us up.

Marta: Actually what did you do so they do not like you?

Lukasz: Well, it is a stupid reason really. It was about football. One Polish 
guy was walking down the street and some Northern Irish guy hit him by 
accident. The Polish lad however has thrown the ball at his face. I also had 
some troubles to be honest. I was coming back from a party and had some 
beer on me, but I thought that 1 would give it someone because my parents 
wouldn’t be happy about me drinking alcohol. I knew him from school or 
something. By accident I started talking to him in Polish and when he heard 
it, he took this bottle and hit me with it. However there was some man 
passing by and he got rid off him and brought me home. We have bad 
relations. But when you walk like this you don’t notice it. It is something 
more interior. But there is no reason for me to be scared of anything. No, it is 
not about religion, it is about being Polish. They treat us the same way the 
Mexicans are treated in the US.

Marta: So you don’t have problems with Protestants in general? It is just 
because of the incident that took place?
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Lukasz: Exactly, even when they offend us they never mention religion. They 
would say something like this: ‘Why did you come here?’ But they never 
mention religion.
[...]

Marta: What are your plans for the future?

Lukasz: 1 will go somewhere, to some Dublin or London, but I am not going 
back to Poland. But more likely Dublin, it is Ireland. But maybe it doesn’t 
matter. They kill Polish people everywhere, not mentioning Glasgow, 
because there I wouldn’t like to live definitely...

One can see that Lukasz’s narrative is full of contradictions. He first suggests that 

Protestants from his school were nice to him. The statement is contradictory in itself 

as Lukasz subsequently adds: ‘Even though they were Protestants’. He then seemed 

to uphold his views diminishing the role of religion in the Polish-Northern Irish 

relations, by stating that the conflicts between Polish people and locals do not seem 

have religious element to it, but rather these are problems between the majority 

group and the minority group with economic dimension. However, towards the end 

of the interview Lukasz explicitly stated that he would like to go to Dublin because it 

is Ireland, but again then immediately concluded that it does not really matter 

because racism exists everywhere.

It is also worth referring here to the interview with Artur. When we were 

talking about the relations of Polish migrants with the local community, he first said: 

‘Of course there are areas, in which it is better not to turn up if you are Polish, for 

example Sandy Row [....] They will not love us there.’ However when we continued 

our conversation and he told me the story about his motorbike and how he received 

help from an inhabitant of the local area.
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It is clear then that the migrants’ perceptions of the ways in which the local 

conflict affects the relations of Polish with the Northern Irish are often contradictory. 

The findings of my research suggest that the human mind operates on a couple of 

different levels. On one hand, the individuals seem to generalize, forming 

stereotypes, which could be considered as simplifying errors and rigid schemata 

(Stanculescu 2000); they may often serve as economy and energy serving 

instruments (Macrae et al. 1994). Berger and Luckmann refer to the reification as

an extreme step in process of objectivation, whereby the objectivated world 
loses its comprehensibility as a human enterprise and becomes fixated as a 
non-human being, non humanizable, inert facticity (Berger and Luckman 
1971:107)

They observe that in less personalized situations, stereotypes are useful tools for the 

individuals to interpret social situations and order the world (Berger and Luckman 

1971). However, in more personal interactions, and in face to face situations, humans 

think in a more complex way, and this is when the individuals deconstruct and 

overcome stereotypes.

Conclusion

In this chapter I dealt with religion as an important aspect of ethnic identities of 

Polish migrants in Belfast, who find themselves in a very particular context related to 

the history of the Troubles in Northern Ireland and the sectarian divide. 

Consequently I analyzed the ways that migrants reinforce their ethnic identities 

through their participation in the religious life of the Polish community, where 

frequently religion and nationalistic and cultural motifs are intertwined. This is 

achieved through the references to the religious rites typical of Poland and by

208



invocations to the Polish Saints, in particular The Black Madonna. The sense of 

togetherness is also strengthened by emphasizing the exclusiveness of the Polish 

‘we-group’ in the common prayers and sermons, which contradicts the internal logic 

of Catholic religion, where everyone is brothers and sisters before God. The 

identifications of Polish people as Catholics lead to the formation of discourses 

concentrated around their situation within the local context. In some of the narratives 

my informants perceive themselves as passive ‘victims’ entangled in the native 

system of social categorizations. In others, they shed light on dynamic aspect of their 

specific situation and their agency to bring changes to the existing system of 

classifications. Finally, there are other voices whereby Polish migrants contest the 

tendency to label them as ‘Catholics’ or express their doubts whether or not the 

history of the Troubles still bears traces in people’s lives and if so then dispute that 

Poles do not pertain to the local conflict. These opposing opinions often pertain to 

the same individual who, depending on the context, may produce different discourses 

that co-exist in a contradictory relation to each other.
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Chapter 8

Poles as victims: narrating experiences of discrimination and ethnic 
hatred

In previous chapters I focused on the sense of belonging of Polish migrants, often 

examining the salience of their ethnic identities, where ethnicity was considered 

rather as a source of pride and positive self-ascription. In this chapter I discuss the 

narrative construction of self image as a victimized group of the society among 

Polish migrants by exploring the stories of individuals who experienced what they 

perceived as ethnic discrimination or hate crime. It is worth emphasizing that 

whereas formation of a self-image of a victimized group relates to the fact that Polish 

migrants feel they are treated as inferior by the majority group, it does not 

necessarily mean that they themselves consider themselves in this way. I dwell upon 

how my informants weave their stories of perceived victimhood, underemphasizing 

or denying positive aspects of their relations with the members of the local 

community. I link this to the centrality of victimhood in Polish nationalist discourse, 

also discussing the visible legacy of postsocialism in the propensity of Poles to 

concentrate on the negative aspects of reality. Before analyzing the narratives, I will 

briefly outline relevant theoretical perspectives on narrative construction of identity.

Narrative construction of identity

Jerone Bruner 2001 [1985] points out that there are two fundamental ways of 

knowing, managing perception of the world and ordering experience: paradigmatic 

and narrative modes of thought. The paradigmatic mode is based on a search for 

universal statements of truth and it affirms by ‘appeal to formal verification
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procedures and empirical proof (2001: 97). The narrative mode establishes ‘not truth 

but truth-likeness or verisimilitude’ (2001: 97). The truth of the stories is not the 

historical or scientific truth but rather ‘narrative truth’ (Bruner 1990: 111). As Asher 

Shekedi asserts:

Narratives are never straight copies of the world like photographic images. 
They are interpretation. Past experiences are not buried in the ground like 
archaeological treasures waiting to be recovered and studied. Rather the past 
is recreated through telling (2005: 11).

It should be emphasized that in this chapter I do not focus on the factual cases of 

discrimination and hate crime but rather on how individuals make sense of their 

experiences and how in turn this affects their self-image. In this view, stories in this 

chapter are regarded as enabling them to construe who they are. In other words, 

story-telling is an act of elicitation in which a story-teller shapes his personhood:

The person, understood as a character in a story, is not an entity distinct from 
his or her ‘’experiences”. Quite the opposite: the person shares the condition 
of dynamic identity peculiar to the story recounted. The narrative constructs the 
identity of the character, what can be called his or her narrative identity, in 
constructing that of the story told. It is the identity of the story that makes the 
identity of the character’ (Ricoeur 1990: 147-148 cited in Josephides 2008: 
110).

According to Margaret Somers, narrative is an ontological condition of social life 

(1994). Bruner mentions that as individuals we ‘constantly construct and reconstruct 

a self to meet the needs of the situations we encounter, and we do so with the 

guidance of our memories of the past and our hopes and fears of the future’ (Bruner 

2003: 210). In relation to this, self-construction should be seen as a process of ‘co

creation, which implicates the self with the other through such processes as
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intersubjectivity, interlocution, self-externalization and self-objectification’ 

(Josephides 2008: xxi).

Another significant dimension of the construction of narratives is that the way

that a story is told is informed by what Potter and Wetherell referred to as

‘interpretative repertoire’ (1987: 149). The story is only the content of the narrative,

a sequence of events. The interpretative repertoire ‘is a culturally familiar and

habitual line of argument comprised of recognisable themes, common places and

tropes (doxa)’ (Wetherell 1998: 400-401). The concept of interpretative repertoire is

very similar to the concept of discourse. However the latter puts more emphasis on

the deterministic function of culture, whereas the term ‘interpretative repertoire’ was

coined to give more space for human agency. Edley comments:

On the one hand, the concept of discourse is often used within a context of 
research which adopts more of a Foucaldian perspective [...]. Work declaring 
itself under this banner [...] tends towards a view of people as subjectified. In 
contrast the concept of interpretative repertoires is used by those who want to 
place more emphasis upon human agency within the flexible deployment of 
language. Compared to discourses, interpretative repertoires are seen as less 
monolithic. Indeed they are viewed as much smaller and fragmented, offering 
speakers a whole range of different rhetorical opportunities (2001: 202).

The interpretative repertoires are informed by certain cultural scripts which 

individuals employ to tell their narratives. As McAdams suggests,

Life stories mirror the cultures wherein the story is made and told. Stories 
live in culture. They are born, they grow, they proliferate and they eventually 
die according to the norms, rules and traditions that prevail in a given society, 
according to a society’s implicit understandings of what counts as a tellable 
story, a tellable life. (McAdams 2008:200)

From this point of view, the individuals do not create their stories in cultural vacuum 

but rather cultures are vocabularies of narratives (Brumer 1986,1990). This is 

important point, as within such an understanding the migrants’ interpretative
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repertoire and representations of the local community are informed by their culture. I 

will return to this point later in this chapter, and now proceed to present the 

narratives of my informants, who experienced perceived discrimination at their 

workplace or who considered themselves as victims of hate crime.

Ziutek’s story: discrimination in the workplace

Ziutek’s narrative reveals a story of ethnic discrimination in the workplace, at an 

upholstery company in Newtownabbey. Before I present it, I will describe his life 

circumstances. Ziutek is from Warmihsko-Mazurskie county and had already been 

living in Northern Ireland for three years before I interviewed him. Ziutek was an 

upholsterer and a painter in Poland and he was also a well-known artist in the area 

surrounding his hometown. The reason for his migration was economic. Upon 

arriving in Northern Ireland, Ziutek found employment at an upholstery workshop 

located in Belfast. Half a year later, he was joined by his wife Kasia and two 

children. Ola and Witek. Kasia does not work because of chronic illness. Ola and 

Witek attend an integrated primary school near Newtownabbey where they live. 

Ziutek possesses only an elementary command of English whereas Kasia’s English is 

better - she takes English classes at the local college. They intend to stay in Northern 

Ireland until their children have finished their compulsory education. When I 

interviewed Ziutek, he was working for an upholstery company located in 

Glencollin. He was also exhibiting paintings at an art gallery in Lisburn, with a view 

to selling them. Ziutek’s narrative is presented below in the first person form:

I was working at an upholstery company with many Poles and Slovaks. 
Polish, Slovaks and other foreigners were treated like rubbish. What we went 
through will stay forever in our memories. While I was working at ‘X’, I was 
forced to do overtime under the threat of losing my job. During the course of 
my employment there, I was of course never paid for the overtime. The boss
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originally stated that I would be paid for a 40 hour week plus an additional 10 
hours of overtime. However, he required me to work 65.5 hours a 
week...During the 14 months of my employment I was neither paid for any of 
the overtime nor for my holidays. This problem concerns all of the Polish 
people employed by X, but not the Northern Irish people [...]. Next, the boss 
reduced my hourly wage, which was against the terms of my employment. 
Despite my claims, this lasted for a couple of months, when the boss finally 
agreed that he would return the money to me, but it was again not true, he 
never did. My boss would frequently remark: ‘A stupid Pole will not know 
what is going on’. When I was employed by the company, I took the sick 
leave of 4 days at the beginning of March. During my absence from work, I 
looked after my children since my wife was in hospital. Can you imagine 
that, being chronically ill, she had to shorten her hospital stay because of my 
boss’s wrongful behaviour14. During these four days I visited the factory on 
several occasions in order to show my boss documentation from the hospital 
to keep him informed. Nonetheless, I had to return to work under the threat of 
dismissal. This is the usual way that Polish people are treated in this factory. 
For example, there was another Pole, he had injured his foot at work. He got 
a serious infection and he had to stay in hospital. Because his stay in hospital 
was extended due to further complications, he was dismissed from work1'. I 
had an accident, too. I broke my thumb and I was unable to work. This is 
when I decided to give the notice to my boss and I became employed by other 
company. A day before I left, he swore at me, calling me Paki, and other 
racial slurs. Of course, he did not pay me a dismissal wage of one week. 
When 1 started the lawsuit, I met him in the presence of a professional 
interpreter to discuss my allegations against him. He then said: ‘I was calling 
you Paki? How is it possible? 1 don’t even know what this word means’. He 
asked me: ‘Do you really intend to accuse me of calling you a Polish pig, and 
so on?’. When I said ‘Yes’, he answered: ‘Ok, then myself I will sue you for 
libel and be prepared to lose plenty of money because I will use the best 
lawyers and you will get into serious trouble’. I can’t believe someone can 
lie like this. Of course he never sued me - he would have lost the case [....]. I 
resigned from work at ‘X’ as I felt abused, deceived, humiliated and that is 
why I reported this matter to the Citizens’ Advice Bureau. When my former 
boss showed me the Nazi’s salute, I understood what kind of person he was. I 
was humiliated numerous times by my boss because I was Polish, and I heard 
many racial slurs (Paki, soft ass, stupid Pole, Polish pig). The boss never 
thanked me and only denigrated me. I will never forget it, and on these 
grounds I claim that I have been discriminated against.

Ziutek depicted a negative experience of ethnic discrimination at a place of work. He

presented his former boss in a negative light, as someone who took advantage of him

14 According to the UK labour law employees are allowed to take days off work in order to attend to 
unexpected problems with dependants, for example, where child minding arrangements break down. 
A dependant includes anyone who reasonably relies on the employee
151 asked Ziutek if I could possibly talk to his colleague. However, he got back to me after a couple of 
days, informing me that his friend was angry with him, as he perceived Ziutek mentioning his story as 
gossiping about him and therefore it was impossible for me to speak directly to Michat.

214



and his Polish colleagues. Ziutek decided to sue his former employer to prevent the 

situation from reoccurring and his case is still pending. Kasia told me with bitter tone 

in her voice: ‘Many Polish people do nothing; they are afraid of losing their jobs and 

therefore keep their mouths shut. We decided to sue the company because it is a start 

to challenging the present situation’. It is the matter of further investigation to what 

extent the boss’s malpractice was aimed only at Polish people, being ethnically 

motivated. Unfortunately, as 1 did not have access to Ziutek’s Irish colleagues, I only 

had a partial story, based on his subjective interpretation of the events. In Ziutek’s 

narrative, he used a wide array of rhetorical devices in order to present a story of 

victimization of Poles. Expressions such as ‘the boss’s wrongful behaviour’, ‘I was 

humiliated numerous times, and I heard many racial slurs (Paki, soft ass, stupid Pole, 

Polish pig)’ invoked strong emotions in me as I listened to Ziutek’s story. This was 

certainly an important tool in the construction of his self-image of a victim. Ziutek’s 

experience and identity as a victimized member of society in turn affected his any 

further interactions with local people. In fact he did not integrate with the Northern 

Irish, and once explicitly said to me: ‘It makes no sense to hang out with the locals. 

They believe you are not worth a shit’. He also commented: ‘[...] You never know 

what to expect from the Northern Irish. They are hypocritical. They smile at you but 

then they may come up with something malicious you least expect from them’. He 

also became distrustful of the locals. For example, on one occasion, when Ziutek 

received a cheque from his current employer, he assumed that it would bounce. On 

another occasion, when he did not receive his P60 form in timely manner, he was 

immediately suspicious. His wife on that occasion said: ‘Usually Ziutek’s boss’s 

wife talks to me when we meet, but this time she avoided me’. It seems that these
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assumptions proved false, as he finally received his form although it was late by two 

weeks.

I knew Ziutek for a lengthy period of time and we met on a regular basis. I 

could observe that he obtained a lot of support from members of the local 

community. In fact, on one occasion he acknowledged that the Citizens’ Advice 

Bureau helped him a great deal in comparison with the Polish Association of 

Northern Ireland. While one would expect the Polish community institution to be 

more supportive of its Polish members, this was not the case according to the couple. 

As Kasia put it: ‘People there are just incompetent and not helpful at all. It is a waste 

of time to go there’. Furthermore, Ziutek after leaving his job was doing well at his 

new workplace. He said that he was treated fairly by his new boss. He even told me 

about an incident when a Northern Irish man came to do an internship at his new 

workplace. When the Northern Irish man told the boss that he did not want to work 

with a Pole, the boss said that if he did not like it, then he should leave and look for 

some other internship opportunities.

Ziutek and Kasia also received a great deal of help in their daily lives from 

the local community. For example, Kasia attended free English classes held at a local 

college. One day she told me: ‘My teacher is now going to Guatemala as a volunteer. 

I need to thank her for her help before she leaves. I bought her a photo album about 

Latin America’. Also, Ola and Wiktor seem to be well integrated into the local 

school. They often receive invitations to birthday parties from their classmates and 

go on class trips with them. Wiktor goes to extracurricular judo classes with his 

friends, while Ola takes Irish dancing lessons. Moreover, Ola and Wiktor’s teachers 

kindly facilitated their extended holidays in Poland by letting them finish their school 

term earlier.
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Nevertheless, the number of instances cited by Ziutek as ‘unfair treatment’ by 

Northern Irish people superseded other occasions when he referred to his positive 

experiences. In fact, when I directly asked Ziutek whether he could recall any 

positive aspects of his relations with the members of the local community, he 

responded: ‘You know yourself that I had no positive experiences with the Northern 

Irish. They are all two faced and that’s it!’

This seems to confirm that although Ziutek may have had positive 

experiences with Northern Irish people, he continuously reconstructed a narrative of 

past sufferings inflicted on him by the members of the local community when he was 

conversing with Polish people. (I was actually struck when already during my first 

visit to Ziutek’s and Kasia’s house, they told me their story. I felt somehow 

uncomfortable as to my mind sharing such experiences would normally require a 

better rapport and more trust between the story-teller and the listener, which may 

suggest that they were constantly relieving their experience). Furthermore, Ziutek did 

not seem to acknowledge any positive aspects of his relations with the majority 

group, although he and his family had received a warm welcome from certain 

individuals. By focusing on the negative aspects of his life in Northern Ireland, or 

even denying the positives, he seemed to reinforce his self-image as victim.

Tomasz’s story: Language barriers

Language barriers are a significant obstacle that often prevents Poles from accessing 

basic social services and frequently inhibits them from obtaining certain resources16. 

In some situations, a poor command of English may be a factor leading to perceived 

ill-treatment by the members of the local community. This was the case of Grazyna

16 Although there are no official statistics, on average NICEM interpreting service receives 25-30 
bookings a day.
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and Tomasz, a middle-aged married couple from Warsaw. When I met them, they 

were filing their case at the Ombudsman Office against the Northern Irish Police 

Service. Grazyna had been a court clerk in Poland and was familiar with police and 

court procedures. Her former professional experience made her cautious about PSNI 

practices and she quickly realized that the relevant official procedures were not 

followed. Tomasz wove his narrative in the following way:

One day I was driving my car and I collided with another car at a crossroad. I 
was just going to my English lesson with my friends. They left after the 
collision because 1 did not want them to miss the English lesson and I stayed 
on my own at the scene of the accident. The police came and took me to the 
police station without mentioning that 1 would be arrested; 1 thought we were 
going there to explain the whole situation. I would have understood if they told 
me that I was going to be arrested as the word for ‘arrest’ is the same in Polish. 
When we came to the police station, I was taken into the custody suite and 1 
talked to the interpreter on the phone when they were taking me into the 
detention. 1 was surprised when 1 found out that they accused me of driving 
through red lights while I am convinced this was not the case. I was definitely 
paying attention to the lights. 1 was allowed to make one phone call, so I called 
my wife to inform her that I was at the Police Station. When she arrived at the 
enquiry office, she was not informed I had been arrested. She did not know 
what was going on and she was worried about me. In the meantime she picked 
up our friends from English lesson and they were all waiting in the enquiry 
room wondering what had happened. Finally, after being interviewed I was 
released on bail and my wife was in shock when she found out I had been 
arrested. She started shouting at the policemen in Polish ‘But how? Why?’ The 
interpreter who was standing beside me at that time tried to calm her down. We 
went home and only then did we realize that we had not received any 
documentation regarding my detention.17 We went back to the Police Station 
the following day and were advised to return on Saturday as the constable who 
had dealt with my case was absent. My wife said she wouldn’t leave the Police 
Station until the relevant documentation was received [....]. One hour later, the 
policemen advised us that unless we left the police station right away we would 
be arrested. We would have stayed and let them arrest us, but it was just before 
Christmas so we decided to go home. We again went to the police station on 
Saturday [...]. The policeman responsible for our case was sick again but this 
time my wife could not stand it and said she would not leave the police station 
until we receive the relevant form. As a result they provided us with the 
documentation we asked for. Subsequently, we spoke to our solicitor and were 
advised to return to the police station to insist on the witnesses being 
interviewed. However, when we came back to the Police Station to ask them to

17 It is a standard procedure that when a person is let off the police station on bail, then he/she receives 
a document with the summary of allegations made against him and possible notification of court 
appearance date.
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take witness statements, we were informed that we would have to cover the 
charges for the interpreters from our own pocket. It surprised us and because 
we are from another town we went to our local police station to ask if it was 
legal and whether they could interview witnesses themselves. The policeman 
told us that we have a right to a free interpreter and called the police station in 
Belfast to explain the situation. We got a phone call from a policeman attached 
to the police station in Belfast the following day. He informed us that the 
witnesses would be interviewed in Belfast. Because we were dissatisfied with 
the way we were treated by the police we decided to seek advice from the 
Citizens’ Advice Bureau which since then has been dealing with the case. They 
also suggested that we raised this issue with Ombudsman’s Office. We will see 
how the case proceeds. We do think we were discriminated against: first of all, 
it is not true that I was driving through red lights; secondly, the policemen did 
not offer the official documentation, and thirdly, did not want to provide me 
with the free interpreting service. I believe I was treated this way because I am 
Polish and for this reason I am raising allegation of ethnic discrimination 
against the PSNI.

Tomasz’s narrative points to a perceived ethnic discrimination at an institutional 

level, which in his opinion was incorporated into the structures, processes and 

procedures of state organizations. Of course, some of his claims, such as his 

conviction that he did not commit the driving offence, may have been overstated, but 

others, like the right to use the interpreting service and obtain the charge sheet 

containing the summary of the allegations made against him, were reasonable. 

However, whether or not it was really the case of discrimination is secondary, what 

matters here is that these circumstances generated and reinforced Tomasz’s belief 

that Polish migrants were being victimized by the local community. As in Ziutek’s 

case, he received a great deal of support from the Northern Irish institutions, 

especially the Ombudsman Office. However, this was not a part of Tomasz’s 

narrative. I had to ask him whether he received any help from the local community 

and only then was he able to refer to the positive experiences that he had regarding 

his case of perceived discrimination. Namely, Tomasz said to me that he had also 

received help from Northern Irish Council for Ethnic Minorities. When he and his
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wife were interviewed regarding his case, they used an accredited community 

interpreter, thanks to whom they were able to overcome language barriers. Tomasz 

told me:

We were glad that finally there was someone willing to listen to our story, 
and 1 thanked the interpreter for all the effort she took to interpret to the best 
of her knowledge. I also thanked the investigating officer from the 
Ombudsman office who requested as many details as possible in order to help 
us. Even if we don’t win the case, as the evidence will be weighted in court, 
we will be happy enough with that, because we received fair treatment with 
the help of NICEM.

In this statement Tomasz revealed his gratitude to locally embedded institutions, in 

this way acknowledging that he also had positive experiences with the Northern 

Irish. However, to express that, he needed prompting and further questioning; and I 

had to seek out positive aspects of his circumstances. By focusing only on negative 

aspects of his life in Northern Ireland, Tomasz, like Ziutek, appeared to construct an 

identity of a victimized member of the society.

Karolina’s story : riots and conflicts

Other situations in which Polish migrants constructed identities as members of a 

victimized group of Northern Irish society were often strongly related to the sectarian 

divide and the history of the Troubles. As mentioned in the previous section of my 

thesis, the areas that are most susceptible to hate crime are the Donegall Road area 

and other interface zones of Belfast, such as Shankill and North Belfast. In particular, 

the importance of the religious factor in constructing ethnic identities was evident 

during the football game between Poland and Northern Ireland, which took place on 

March 28, 2009. I will start this section by describing the incidents that took place 

before the football game even began.
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One of the most serious occurrences took place in one of the pubs on Bedford 

Street at around 2:30 pm, when an altercation broke out between Polish and local 

fans. Considerable damage was caused during this incident, as chairs and bottles 

were thrown through the windows and many people were assaulted. The local press 

maintained that Poles were responsible for starting the incident. After the game, 

approximately 60 Northern Ireland fans clashed with police at a roundabout at the 

bottom of Tates Avenue, outside Windsor Park football ground. The violence flared 

throughout the whole night. This aggravated relations between locals and members 

of the Polish community, especially in the area of the Village. From Saturday night 

onwards there were organized attacks on the houses of Polish migrants living in this 

part of Belfast. According to the Secretary of the Polish Association of Northern 

Ireland, Maciej Bator, on Sunday itself, there were 26 hate crime incidents reported 

by the Polish migrants living in the Village. Overall, 40 people were forced to leave 

the Village because of intimidation and attacks on their houses (BBCa 2009). The 

situation was settling down when the interview was conducted (a couple of weeks 

after the football game) and the Polish Community Forum of Northern Ireland had 

apologized to the locals.

This kind of violence targeted against Polish people in situations of increased 

tensions between the communities may cause an increased feeling of isolation and 

bring about fear of anti-foreigner attacks. This in turn prompts the individuals to 

weave narratives of local martyrology, something which I mentioned earlier in this 

thesis, while discussing sermons and common prayer during Polish Sunday mass. I 

will refer here to the narrative of Karolina, a 23 year-old female who was living at 

that time in University Avenue. Karolina is working for a recruitment agency Y, 

which employs many Polish people and she witnessed massive resignations from
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work of the migrants after the football game. She was very anxious herself on the 

Monday following the game, anticipating an attack on her house. During the 

interview, she recalled:

On Monday, after the football game Poles were coming to the office asking for 
their P46 forms because they were going back to Poland. Their houses were 
totally trashed over night, they were in fact lucky that nothing serious had 
happened to them. I heard that one girl was hiding under the bed while they 
were wrecking her room. Someone told me that on the Shankill Road there 
were armed people walking around. They weren’t even paying attention to 
whose houses they were wrecking, 1 heard that they attacked the houses of 
some French and Slovak families as well. My mate was walking down the 
Donegall Road on Sunday and was talking Polish to her companions. A group 
of young people came up and asked them ‘Are you Polish?’. Trying to prevent 
the obvious turn of the events she said, ‘No, we are Slovaks’. However, the 
youth answered: ‘Doesn’t matter. You are all the same shit’. They sprayed my 
friend with bottle of beer and hit her on the back of her head. These idiots who 
started all that were Polish but they were from London. They came to Belfast, 
caused trouble and now they don’t care a damn. We are the ones who have to 
deal with it. 1 am now afraid to use Polish in the streets when 1 go out at nights. 
On Monday morning Marzena, my colleague, was looking for information on 
the internet about what happened and she told me that in fact the BBC and the 
Belfast Telegraph published information that one of the Polish boys who were 
arrested before the game was living at University Avenue. I was worried that 
the Northern Irish fans would attack me while looking for him [...]. 1 came 
home and told this to my flatmate who is also Polish. She seemed to be too 
relaxed and too easy-going. She said, ‘come on - if someone comes I will 
defend you, or else there is this Italian guy I bear grudge with living on this 
street as well. If they come, I will tell them: there is this guy living a couple of 
blocks away, he is bold and tall and pretends to be Italian but in fact he is 
Polish. Go and get him!’ Her remarks seemed to be a bit exaggerated and she 
sounded a bit artificial to me, to tell you the truth. As a matter of fact she works 
as an interpreter and often is on call at police stations, maintaining friendly 
relations with the policemen. I asked her to give them a ring but she refused. I 
couldn’t understand it, how come she didn’t think our safety was paramount. 
Then I called my colleague, the one who found the information on the BBC 
website about the whereabouts of one of the Polish guys responsible for the 
altercation at Wetherspoons. I asked her to call the police and ask for the 
explanations and make sure they are around to monitor the area. She did call 
them and they said not to worry as there were many police patrols around. 
They also gave the emergency number in case something happened. I called 
my family and they were all worried about me. I remember that I had this 
weird premonition that something would happen. I called my current landlord 
but he wasn’t answering. So I called my previous landlord, who is a friend. 
Both my fiance, who is in Poland at the moment, and I call him Northern Irish 
daddy. He is so nice. I hoped he would come to our house and stay overnight. 
But instead he gave me a ring and told me not to worry. He explained that most
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of these things happened in the Village and he wouldn't wish anyone to live 
there as this is poor area of the city and University Avenue is totally different. 
My flatmate said we should watch TV together so we watched Beverly Hills. I 
then went to bed. However, I asked her several times to check if the front door 
was securely closed. I could not sleep for a couple of nights in a row. This 
episode has also hastened my decision to go back to Poland.

Karolina’s story illustrates how Polish people in Belfast may construct identities of a

victimized group, united against a common threat which comes from a section of the

Protestant population of the city. It is the fear of sectarian attacks that serves as a

basis for constructing narratives of local victimhood. I visited Karolina’s house on

that night and witnessed the phone calls she made to her family and friends in Poland

in which she told her story about the football game and its aftermath. She portrayed

herself as a victim and even said to her flatmate: ‘We may not be able to call the

police on time if they break in to our flat. They won’t treat us kindly, don’t hope for

that.’ 1 had an impression that Karolina took certain pleasure in presenting herself in

such a way.

Although I had known Karolina for quite a long time, I had not heard her 

focusing so much on positive experiences with the members of the local community, 

in spite of the fact that in the everyday life she was evidently well integrated into 

Northern Irish society. She would often come to my house and tell me secrets 

regarding her colleagues’ private lives, suggesting she got on well with them. She 

was often invited to dinners and parties by her friends and once to a colleague’s 

wedding. Furthermore, Karolina was doing very well at her workplace, often being 

called out outside her working hours. As she went back to Poland shortly after these 

events took place, I could not find out whether or not she would return to her story.

Karolina’s narrative dealt with single incident, initiated by a certain 

impulsion, namely a football game. In the next section, I refer to Monika’s story. In 

Monika’s case, her story of past sufferings relates to hate crimes inscribed in the
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fabrics of the social milieu in which she found herself, in a so-called ‘ interface 

zone’. More specifically, Monika experienced direct anti-foreigner attacks in 

Newtownabbey Housing area.

Monika’s story: sectarian division and Polishness

I met Monika’s family in December 2008 when they were staying with Monika’s 

brother Sebastian and his girlfriend Zosia. They were looking for accommodation in 

Belfast, having been forced to move out of their previous house because of problems 

they had with members of the local community. Monika’s husband, Krzysztof, came 

to Belfast in August 2006 in pursuit of better life conditions. Family members who 

were already in Belfast helped him find a job. At the beginning of his stay Krzysztof 

worked for a cleaning company and lived in North Belfast. Monika joined him in 

October and their children came to Northern Ireland in December. When Krzysztof 

was employed as a welder by a company in Mallusk, the whole family moved to 

Newtownabbey. Monika recalled the story of their relations with the members of the 

local community:

We moved into Newtownabbey on 26 of January 2007 and the initial problems 
started around the end of February, beginning of March. But these were minor 
problems. They were throwing pebbles at our windows. There were metal balls 
shot from a child’s gun. They would shout at us ‘Hey, Poland. Hey, Polish 
people’. But these were primary school kids. The serious problems started in 
mid-March. I think it was 17 March for a period of three consecutive days. 
Stones, stones, stones and racial slurs one evening. The next evening there 
were stones, racial slurs, taking off clothes. I think that even girls were there. It 
was about 10 or 15 teenagers. The window got smashed. On the third day they 
wanted to set our house on fire. They went into our garden but when 1 saw they 
were holding a lighter, they ran away. It was in March 2007. Then spring and 
summer were okay. The problems started again before Halloween. It was 
maybe a week before Halloween. Well, in fact I don’t remember when it was. I 
know it was Sunday and they threw milk at our windows. No, it was after 
Halloween. The next day I went to talk with the family, hoping to solve the 
problem. The parents said they would talk to their children. But the following
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day they put fireworks under the doormat. But luckily it was raining so they 
didn’t go off. It was 10 fireworks tied together. This was last year. After this 
event everything was okay, the Christmas was okay, the New Year’s Eve was 
okay. After New Year, in January they kicked our doors. We called the police. 
So there was peace until October 2008. But in October they started throwing 
stones at our windows and kicking our door again. After this event we moved 
out. We were talking to the police, and to the Housing Executive. There is a 
section of the Housing Executive that deals with these issues. I think it is called 
the Community Cohesion section. But these situations repeated themselves, so 
apparently these talks didn’t help. They were shouting at us:‘ Polish fuck off 
and even gave us the Hitler salute. I think that the decisive factor was that we 
were Polish and then the next was that we were Catholics. This is also the 
problem of them being from a dysfunctional family. Now it will be different, in 
the city centre there are many foreigners, Hindi, Chinese. There are all possible 
nationalities and Protestants and Catholics live together.

In her story, Monika focused on a sequence of certain negative events, weaving a 

narrative of perceived victimization of Poles in Belfast. The cumulative character of 

their story has been important: each and every incident of hate-crime has intensified 

the feelings of suffering in Monika and her family. A self-image generated in such a 

way had a backlash effect on Krzysztofs and Monika’s attitudes towards the 

members of the local community. When Krzysztof lost his job during the credit 

crunch, he said: ‘Irish people, they will one day say “a good man” and on the next 

day they will turn their back on you’. Every negative experience reinforced 

Krzysztof and Monika’s conviction that Poles in Belfast are treated as if they were 

inferior by the other members of the society. Although at some point in her narrative, 

Monika made attempts to find a reasonable explanation for their mistreatment (that 

perhaps these were members of a dysfunctional family responsible for the attacks), 

she then went back to her original story of victimhood, arguing that it would be 

easier to live within a multicultural environment. What is highly significant is that by 

pointing to her possible ‘ally’ (other foreigners), consciously or not, Monika only 

reinforced the existing system of categorizations, where ‘we’ (the foreigners) are
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united against a coming threat from the mainstream society group (the Northern 

Irish). Monika’s case was very similar to Ziutek’s case in the way that both of them 

would refer to their negative experiences in their daily lives. Her husband and she 

would often moan ‘Ah, Ci Ajrishe’ (Ay, these Irish!). When I directly asked them if 

they had any positive experiences with the locals, they both said ‘overall our 

relations with the Northern Irish are bad’. I had to probe further to find out that they 

had some positive experiences as well. For example, it turned out that they gained a 

lot of support from the Community Safety Unit, a branch of the Housing Executive. 

When in January 2008 a local youth kicked her door, she reported the incident to the 

PSNI, who referred her to the mediation service of the Housing Executive. She told 

me:

We were talking to the parents of the children responsible for the anti-social 
behaviour. The pastor was talking with them, too. The parents said they would 
speak to their children. So there was peace until October 2008.

Monika appreciated the help of the Housing Executive and she believed that they did 

their best to help her. However, I needed to cross-question her. Similarly, I had to ask 

Monika and Krzysztof whether they had any positive experiences with the locals in 

their everyday life. They couldn’t remember. Because I interacted with them on a 

daily basis, as an objective observer, I could find many instances when they received 

support from the Northern Irish. For example, when Krzysztof lost his job he went to 

the GEM organization which helped him look for job opportunities. He once asked 

me, ‘Please translate my CV into English, you don’t have to be perfect, they will 

correct it for me’, or he would inform me: ‘I went to GEM today, they told me they 

are looking for welders in Mallusk, I will go there today’. Krzysztofs gratefulness 

was apparent in his accounts of those instances. However, when asked about positive
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experiences, he could hardly remember any. It is also worth noting that Marta, his 

step-daughter was doing very well at the local school and she often received 

invitations to birthday parties from her classmates. Any mention of this was missing 

from our conversations directly regarding Krzysztofs experiences in Northern 

Ireland. This again illustrates how Poles tend to represent themselves being treated as 

inferior by the members of the local community, despite the fact that may also have 

positive experiences during their stay in Belfast.

The main question that arises from these narratives is what makes Polish 

people concentrate so much on the negative aspects of their social reality while 

dismissing the positive experiences. 1 will examine this in the next section of this 

chapter, focusing on the notion of victimhood as a central theme of the Polish 

nationalist discourse. I will also refer to a certain tendency of the Polish to complain, 

seeking explanation in the legacy of the communist past of the nation.

Polish martyrdom and cultural repertoire of whining

Earlier in this chapter, I mentioned that narratives are told in the ways allowed by a 

society’s norms. In this specific context, I believe that the narratives woven by the 

Polish migrants are influenced considerably by two forceful factors: first, victimhood 

as an immanent theme in Polish nation identity building and secondly, inertia and a 

propensity to complain, characteristics that were inculcated in individuals during the 

communist regime.

Golahska-Ryan comments that ‘in the postsocialist context, the recreation and 

affirmation of identity often comes with references to the glories of the past or the 

injustices suffered under the foreign occupations of the Germans or the Soviets’ 

(2006: 173-174). These injustices in the case of Poland included partition of Poland
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from 1772 to 1918, the ‘horrors of the Second World War’ (2006: 170), ‘painful 

experiences with the Soviet Union’ (2006: 172), ‘memories of betrayals, expulsions 

to Siberia, the Gulag, the lies of the communist past and lack of choice’ (2006: 172). 

In relation to this, figures of martyrs are symbols of the Polish nation and they are 

often used as symbols of specific political ideas and doctrines18. Thus, the notion of 

victimhood is a central theme in Polish nationalist discourse. It is so deeply 

embedded in Polish national consciousness that often when Poles are abroad they 

adapt the stance of ‘victim’, for this reason also the theme of martyrdom is present 

their narratives.

There is also a motif that exists apart from this collective self-image of 

victimhood, which seems to be missing from the anthropological analyses. Namely, 

many of my informants pointed to a propensity of Poles to complain; there is a 

common auto-stereotype prevalent among the migrants that Polish tend to whine 

more than any other nation. From this point of view, one could argue that in the 

cultural repertoire of Polish migrants there are various whining strategies available 

that reinforce narratives of victimhood. I often came across opinions of Polish 

migrants according to which Polish people like to complain. For example, after a 

lengthy interpreting session Katarzyna mentioned that her client was impatient as it 

took her a long time to record his statement. She then also said:

I believe that Polish people complain a lot, this is the general opinion among 
Poles but also other nations perceive us like this. There is this joke in the 
United States, don’t ask a Pole how he is because he will respond and 
actually answer your question. That’s true, there is always something wrong, 
the car didn’t want to start, the weather was poor. Irish people also share this 
opinion about us.

18 Holy (1996) describes a similar phenomenon in Czech Republic, where notion of martyrdom is 
ingrained into the state’s politics and feeds Czech national identity. However because Poland and 
Czech Republic’s contexts differ from each other, I do not discuss this issue in depth.
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Also, one day Edyta, who was sharing accommodation with other Poles, mentioned 

that her flatmates were difficult to live with and that they were always complaining 

about the general household matters (such as electricity bills, and heating issues). 

She then commented:

It is never good enough for Polish people to be quiet and desist from 
complaining. People all the time try to have something more, and they 
complain. Even if they get what they want, then they complain they would 
like something else.

Some of the migrants looked in the history of Poland for the explanation for why 

Poles tend to complain more than other nations. 1 will refer here to the conversation 

that 1 had with Ania to clarify my point:

Ania: Yes, Polish people like to whine 
Marta: Why is that?
Ania: Because it is their character 
Marta: What do you mean by character?
Ania: It means mentality, like Italians are nice and friendly, etc. It is some 
kind of norm. Polish people are pessimistic. When it is cold they complain, 
and when it is hot they still complain. Where does it come from? I don’t 
know. We were under partition and for a long time we didn’t have our own 
country. Then there was communism. There was nothing to eat, the shelves 
were empty, etc., so Polish people learned how to whine and they passed it on 
the future generations.

Zosia also sought reasons within the past of the Polish nation as to why the Poles 

have a propensity to complain:

1 think just that Polish people complain a lot about everything. It is related to 
our history; Polish gentry would complain a lot but wouldn’t do anything for 
the country. Most of Poles are like this; they whine all the time and won’t 
take matters into their own hands. It is also about the communist times, the 
state was taking care of individuals so people learned to be passive instead of 
rather doing something for themselves.
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In my opinion, the communist past of Poland is highly significant, as it has greatly 

contributed to development of ‘whining strategies’ by individuals. The paternalistic 

state looked after individuals and bred ‘learned helplessness’ and ‘passivity’ 

(Marody 1992). There was a saying: ‘No matter if you stay or lay, you should get 

2000’ (Czy siq stoi czy siq lezy, dwa tysiqczki sie nalezy'. As a result people adopted 

receptive and demanding attitudes (postawy receptywno-roszczeniowe) (2001: 258). 

Ziolkowski et al. contend that the Polish society is a reflexive society, thinking all the 

time about what is going on and what could be going on (2001: 261). In relation to 

this, it also a nation that is continuously comparing itself, usually with a point of 

reference or a comparator, which they find better than themselves (we are talking 

here of upward comparison). Finally, it is an impatient nation, which would like to 

see fast effects of the changes in place (2001: 261). These three characteristics, 

outlined by the authors, may help to understand why Polish people appear to moan 

more than other nations.

It seems that these two dominant characteristics of Polish society, victimhood 

as a notion imminent in the politics of Polish nationalism and the receptive and 

demanding attitudes, serve as cultural scripts that shape the narratives of the Polish 

migrants translating their experience into a tellable story. Furthermore there appears 

a parallel process to take place, namely these traits seem to be simultaneously fed 

and exacerbated by migrants’ experiences in Northern Ireland. In the context where 

migrants may find themselves in state of limbo, often feeling alienated by the 

majority group, they relate to certain cultural norms that they are familiar with and 

which help them to deal with the emotional distress, which belonging to a minority 

group may cause.
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Conclusion

In this chapter I dealt with narratives of perceived ethnic discrimination and hate

crime. What I was interested in was therefore not the objective, paradigmatic truth

but rather migrants’ perceptions and interpretations of what they considered as unfair

treatment by the members of the local community. As Margaret Somers points out:

Persons construct identity by locating themselves or being located within a 
repertoire of emplotted stories, and make sense of what has happened and is 
happening to them by attempting to assemble or in some way to integrate 
these happenings within one or more narratives (1994: 613-614).

While it cannot be doubted that my informants’ experiences shaped their 

personhoods, it is simultaneously through the weaving of narratives that individuals 

actualize and reconstruct their identities of a victimized stratum of the society. Seen 

from this angle, their stories are the sites in which the identity is instantiated and 

negotiated and practice of narration involves ‘the doing’ of identity.

In this process, my informants focus on the negative aspects of the social 

reality that surrounds them, representing themselves as condemned to the suffering 

inflicted upon them by the locals. This is so regardless of the fact that they all had 

certain positive experiences with the Northern Irish people. Such a way of presenting 

self calls for seeing the stories as both individual - an actively formulated narration 

of someone’s life and simultaneously informed by recurrent interpretative 

repertoires. In the case of my informants, their narratives appeared to be ordered by 

two cultural guides for action: first, the theme of victimhood embedded in the 

politics of Polish nationhood, and second, whining as a specific kind of a cultural 

repertoire with its roots in the communist past of Poland.
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Conclusion

In this chapter I provide an overview of the study, restating the research problem and 

the main themes discussed in the thesis. Following a summary of my main findings, I 

will discuss the most significant issues which they present. Finally, I suggest the 

ways in which my research might be developed beyond the scope of a doctoral 

thesis.

Research problem

Following the accession of Poland to the European Union in 2004 and the opening of 

the labour market, Great Britain experienced the largest immigration wave in its 

history. Since that date nearly a million eastern Europeans have arrived in the 

country, with Polish people constituting over half of this number (Ford 2009). This 

influx has thrown up a myriad of issues and concerns regarding the relations of the 

Polish minority with the local community, and the ways in which the migrants 

construct their ethnic identities. The aim of my research was, therefore, to investigate 

the links between current debates about migration and identity through an in-depth 

study of the Polish ethnic minority. I chose Belfast for the location of this research, 

since the Northern Irish context adds an additional layer of complexity to the 

problem. In my study, I focused on the following research problem: To what extent 

and by what means do Polish migrants maintain their ethnic identities as Poles? To 

this end, I discussed the process of maintaining of Polish identity within the new 

locality, ever sensitive to a potential willingness to move beyond the ethnic group, 

and to the potential identification of additional, and pertinent, layers of identity. I 

examined how migrants’ identities are enacted in the everyday life of the Polish 

migrants and in the events that take place outside of ‘ordinary’ life. Furthermore, 

bearing in mind the specificity of the context of the Protestant-Catholic conflict and
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the sectarian divide in Northern Ireland, I focused on religion as an important factor 

that reinforces a sense of belonging among Polish migrants. In the last part of my 

thesis I discussed the narrative construction of a self-image of a victimized group 

among migrants, linking stories of perceptions of ethnic discrimination and racism to 

the past experiences of the Polish people under communism and to victimhood as an 

immanent theme in Polish nation-building identity.

Discussion of main findings

Migrants’ identity and dialogical self

My research found that identity is a dynamic entity, undergoing constant processes of 

negotiation located at the boundaries of ‘us’ and ‘them’. By drawing on the theory of 

the dialogical self, it brought attention to the multidimensional and multilayered 

aspects of identity construction. As Yingling argues:

Constituting and reconstituting identity across a spatiotemporal milieu of a 
life is an ‘improvisational art’ of adjusting to changes in that milieu. The 
challenges to building identity have shifted as the cultural milieu changed 
from modern to postmodern. The ‘new self-conscious’ of the postmodern 
individual is exposed to [...] the vertigo of unlimited multiplicity (Yingling 
2004: 245).

In other words, in the postmodern epoch, the individuals are located in-between the 

plurality of cultures and therefore belong to multiple cultural systems 

simultaneously. In such a context, an individual is an active actor, who is in constant 

dialogue with other individuals coming from myriad of cultural milieus, and 

consequently, the self moves within an ‘imaginal space’ consisting of a variety of 

positions (Hermans 1996: 44). In this way, ‘the cognizing, emoting, experiencing 

and evaluating individual is seen as emerging from, operating within, and transacting
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with a complex set of social relations - an ongoing play between culturally defined 

realities and reality defining selves’ (Bandlamudi 1994: 460). My study suggests that 

the positions among which the ‘I’ fluctuates are determined by migrants’ auto

identifications as Poles, representatives of their small-homelands, Slavs, Europeans 

and World Citizens. These positions are dialogical and can be in agreement or 

contradiction with each other, depending on the context. Identity thus understood is a 

dynamic construct, able to account for the co-presence of different layers of 

belonging and cultures in one’s self-construction. Even in such a context, 

‘Polishness’ still remains a very powerful type of ethnic auto-identifications, to 

which the migrants cling, concurrently taking other forms of identities on different 

occasions.

Migrants’ culture

The present study discussed the dialectics inherent in migrants’ attempts to maintain 

the fixed boundaries around their culture and identity, and the porous and malleable 

nature of these boundaries in the world of movement. It advanced an understanding 

of culture as a ‘toolkit’ or ‘repertoire’, and brought attention to the hybrid nature of 

cultural entities and to the in-betweenness of cultural worlds.

Ann Swidler argues that ‘culture influences action not by providing the 

ultimate values towards which action is oriented, but by shaping a repertoire or “tool 

kit” of habits, skills, and styles from which people construct “strategies of action’” 

(1986: 273). Grounded in historical-structuralism (see for example Ortner 1989, 

Sahlins 1981), such an approach suggests that culture provides certain apparatus, 

which people need in order to orientate themselves in the world and according to 

which social actors make sense of their everyday life experiences. From this
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perspective, enhanced by their circumstances of being suspended between 'here’ and 

‘there’, Polish migrants in Belfast appear to creatively formulate new cultural 

schemata in the process of action. Whilst they apply certain cultural scripts and 

scenarios to guide their behaviours, these scripts are simultaneously transformed in 

the process of action. Therefore the attempts to reinforce rigid boundaries of one’s 

self and one’s culture are nolens volens parallel with transgressing these boundaries, 

which are shifting.

In Ortner’s terms, human experience can be compared to ‘serious games’:

It is never just a ‘discourse’ and never just ‘acts’, but is some inextricably 
interwoven fabric of images and practices, concepts and actions in which 
history constructs both people and the games that they play, and in which 
people make history by enacting, reproducing transforming these games 
(Ortner 1999: 23).

Polish migrants from this point of view are not just ‘cultural dopes’, who 

unconsciously enact internalized cultural dispositions, but they have an active 

capacity to use and transform culture. In this way, rather than considering culture as 

an objectified and rigid system, I have endorsed such an understanding of culture in 

this thesis, where the actors constantly improvise within ever changing social 

conditions.

Religion and identity

Social scientists, in spite of the earlier embrace of securalization theory by some 

scholars (Berger 1967, Wilson 1966) are increasingly recognizing growing role of 

religion in postmodern societies. As Berger put it, ‘[t]he big mistake which I shared 

with everyone who worked in the area in the 1950s and 1960s, was to believe that 

modernity necessarily leads to a decline in religion’ (1998: 782). In both countries,
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Northern Ireland and Poland, religion still plays a vital role in the lives of their 

peoples (Casanova 1994). Taking this into account, the present thesis showed how 

Poles in Belfast reinforce their ethnic identities through their participation in the 

religious life of the Polish community. This may be in line with the traditional 

religious beliefs and imperatives, or less stringent, more individualized forms of 

religious life - especially in the case of a younger generation. Another important 

aspect of ethnic identity construction among the Polish migrants, where religion and 

ethnicity are intertwined, is the weaving of narratives of local martyrdom. In these 

narratives, Poles, categorized as predominantly Catholics, are represented as victims 

of sectarian violence.

One must, however, bear in mind that although in general (according to my 

informants) religion does still seem to play a crucial role in the construction of the 

identities of Polish migrants in Belfast, and in determining their livelihoods, there are 

also other voices which stand against such a dichotomous perception of the 

ethnic/religious boundaries between Polish people and the locals. These voices point 

at the diminishing role of religion in both societies and oppose a rigid system of 

social categorizations based on religious beliefs. Nevertheless, religion as the subject 

of ongoing debates within the Polish community does seem to corroborate the anti- 

securalization thesis, and suggests that the intersection between religion and ethnic 

identity cannot be excluded from the analysis of a sense of belonging in migrants.

Poles as a victimized group within the society

Finally, the present thesis considered the narrative construction of an ethnic identity 

founded upon a self-image of a victimized group within the society. As narrative is 

never a factual presentation of the events but rather their interpretation, my main
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concern was not whether or not Poles in Belfast were indeed unfairly treated by the 

Northern Irish, but rather what kind of cultural scenarios they used as a guide for the 

construction of their stories. To this end I first dwelled upon the role of victimhood 

in Polish nationalist discourse. The history of Poland abounds with the injustices and 

sufferings inflicted during the periods of partitions, wars, and the communist past of 

the nation. This has contributed to the creation of a national identity founded upon 

the notions of victimhood and martyrdom. At the same time, I tackled the role of the 

social legacy of the communist past in Polish history, pointing to certain attitudes 

and strategies of dealing with their everyday life problems that Poles developed 

during that time. The main characteristics of the contemporary Polish society 

inherited from that period are demanding attitudes and intertia, with a visible 

tendency for upward comparison and towards impatience. These factors determined 

to a large extent what accounted for tellable stories in the narratives of my 

informants.

Reflection on further research

The central focus of my study was the cultural aspect of migrants’ identities, and 

although other forms of identifications that Poles in Belfast may adopt, determined 

by their gender, profession and locality were not missing from my research, I did not 

fully concentrate on them in depth. Hence, my suggestion for further research would 

be to examine other forms of self-belonging that Polish migrants may construct. 

Furthermore, while immigration of Poles to the United Kingdom is still a very recent 

phenomenon, it would be valuable to conduct a sort of longitudinal comparison 

carried out when the migrants’ children reach primary school age, which would 

analyze in depth their ethnic identities. Nonetheless, this thesis, embedded as it is in a
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local context, contributes to the existing body of literature on post-accession 

migration by its analysis of the migrants’ narratives and life experiences. It also 

makes a valuable contribution to theoretical debates in social anthropology on the 

nature of cultures and identities in contemporary societies.
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APPENDIX 1

Appendix 1A 

Migrants’ profiles:

Adam - a 23 year-old male from Turek, who came to Belfast in 2005. He was 

working at an aluminium local factory in Poland and came to Northern Ireland to 

learn English. At the time of the interview he was employed as a porter and intended 

to enrol in a local collage to obtain a degree in Sociology. Adam was living in South 

Belfast in a multi-cultural house (with Mexican and Germans).

Aga - a 27 year-old female from Gdansk, who came to Belfast in 2005. She is a 

holder of an MA diploma in English Philology. 1 met her at a Mace shop where we 

were working together but she then changed jobs and became employed as a call 

centre agent. She was living in the Lisburn Road area with her Polish boyfriend and 

went back to Poland a year ago.

Agata - a 29 year-old female from Warsaw. She was studying Polish philology in 

Poland but interrupted her studies in order to work seasonally in the UK. Her stay in 

Belfast extended and she has now been in Belfast for four years, intending to go back 

to Poland in the foreseeable future. She is now working as a human resource assistant 

at a local company and living in East Belfast.

Agnieszka - a 32 year-old female from Cieszyn, who came to Belfast in 2007. She 

was working at a local shop in Poland and is also now employed as a sales assistant 

at a Mace shop. Agnieszka is living with her boyfriend in Central Belfast.
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Alicja - a 28 year-old female from Legnica, who came to Belfast in 2008. She is a 

graduate of psychology and theology departments in Poland, and is currently 

working as a care assistant at Four Seasons. She is living in South Belfast with her 

Polish partner, whom she met in Belfast.

Ania - a 25 year-old female from Mikolow, who came to Belfast in January 2007. 

She is a holder of a BA diploma in German. When we met, Ania was working at the 

GEM call centre, but then moved to Norwich to obtain a postgraduate qualification 

in Political Science. Ania has a partner from Nigeria. I shared accommodation with 

her for over a year.

Anita - a 25 year-old female, who came to Belfast in 2007 in order to join her 

boyfriend, who had arrived in Northern Ireland shortly before her. After her arrival, 

she found a job at the GEM call centre as a German speaker. She has been working 

there until today. In the meantime she enrolled in an MA programme in German at 

Queen’s University Belfast. Anita is living with her current Northern Irish partner in 

South Belfast.

Anka - a 29 year-old female from Koszalin, who came to Belfast in 2005. After her 

graduation from Mathematics department in Poland, she taught at a primary school in 

Poland. Then she was made redundant and came to Belfast to look for employment 

opportunities. I met her at the call centre but she is currently working in payroll 

department of a public sector company. She was renting accommodation with other 

Polish female, but now took a credit and moved into a house in North Belfast.
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Anna - a 26 year-old female from Krakow, who came to Belfast in 2005. She is a 

degree holder in physiotherapy and is currently working as a physiotherapist at a 

local hospital. She is living in Central Belfast with her parents.

Artur - a 24 year-old male from Jastrz^bia Gora, who came to Belfast in 2005. He 

interrupted his studies at Koszalin Polytechnic in order to take up seasonal 

employment in Northern Ireland but eventually stayed in Belfast longer than initially 

intended. He is now working at an engine factory and living in North Belfast with his 

brothers.

Asia - a 26 year-old female from Cieszyn, who came to Belfast in 2006. She is a 

degree holder in Social Work. Asia is currently working as an administrative 

assistant at the Housing Executive and living in the Donegall Road area with her 

Polish boyfriend.

Aska - a 26 year-old female from Wroclaw. She came to Belfast three years ago and 

is currently living in Whiteabbey. She has a five year-old daughter, Natalia and a 

Filipino husband, whom he met in Belfast. Aska came to Northern Ireland right after 

receiving her postgraduate degrees in Philosophy and Human Resources in Poland. 

She found a job in Northern Ireland as a care assistant at the Four Season nursing 

home in Whiteabbey. After that, Aska worked as a receptionist at a local hotel. When 

she got married, she started volunteering for Citizens’ Advice Bureau. She is now 

employed as an administrator in NHS and doing a NQV course in business and 

administration and in citizens’ advice.

Barbara - the coordinator of Krokus organization
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Basia - a 23 year-old female from Ciechanowek, who came to Belfast in 2007. She 

was working as a sales assistant in Poland and is now employed at a call centre (in 

the Polish language section of the Nissan campaign). She is living in North Belfast 

with her friends from Poland.

Beata - a 28 year-old female from Koiobrzeg, who came to Belfast in 2006. She 

interrupted her studies in economics and management in order to take up seasonal 

employment in Belfast. Her stay extended and she is currently working as a waitress 

at a local pub. Beata lives in East Belfast with her 8 year-old son. Her intention is to 

stay in Northern Ireland until her son completes his compulsory education.

Daria - a 26 year-old female from Krakow, who came to Belfast in 2006. She is 

living in East Belfast with her Polish boyfriend and Patryk, a two year-old son. She 

worked as a waitress in Poland and is currently employed at Burger King. Daria 

intends to back to Poland in a four years time when she saves up enough money for 

the house.

Dominika - a 30 year-old female from Myslenice (near Krakow), who came to 

Belfast in 2008. She is a graduate of West Slavonic Studies department. Dominika is 

currently unemployed, taking care of her two-year old daughter, Lucja. She is living 

in North Belfast with her husband, who is working at Belfast docks.

Edyta - a 27 year-old female from Radom, who came to Belfast in 2005. She is a 

graduate of School of Nursing but because she was made redundant in Poland, she
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came to Northern Ireland to look for employment opportunities. Edyta is currently 

working as a nurse at a local hospital. She is living in a shared accommodation with 

two Poles and other foreigners.

Ela - a 23 year-old female from Lublin, who came to Belfast in November 2007. She 

is a Jehovah’s witness. Ela is living in North Belfast with her husband, expecting a 

baby. Because of her pregnancy, Ela is not working at the moment, but previously 

she was self-employed as a cleaner.

Emilka - a 25 year-old female from Radomsko, who came to Belfast two years ago. 

She was a barmaid in Poland. Her husband (also Polish) is currently working in 

Belfast as an architect, while she is taking care of their son, Nathan. They are all 

living in East Belfast.

Ewelina - a 25 year-old female from Krakow, who came to Belfast three years ago. 

She is living in East Belfast with her Northern Irish boyfriend and a two year-old 

daughter, Clara. She is currently unemployed.

Grazyna - a 40 year-old female from Lodz, who came to Belfast in 2007. She was 

working as a court clerk in Poland and is now employed as a housekeeper at a local 

hotel. She is living in West Belfast with her husband.

Grzegorz - a 27 year-old male from Goleszow, who came to Belfast in March 2008. 

He holds an MA diploma in Architecture and at the time of the interview was
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working at a local architecture company. He was living in East Belfast and intending 

to go back to Poland to get married to his Polish fiancee.

Jacek - a 31 year-old male from Warsaw, Poland, who came to Belfast in January 

2006. He is a graduate of the Economic School in Poland and is currently working at 

a local call centre. Jacek is a gothic rock musician and is a member of a band that 

consists of Polish and Northern Irish artists. He is currently living in East Belfast 

with his Lithuanian girlfriend.

Jakub - a 30 year-old male from Slupsk, who came to Belfast in 2005. He is a 

graduate of English and Spanish Philology departments in Poland and is currently 

working at a call centre. Jakub is a Jehovah's witness and is living with his wife (also 

Polish) in North Belfast.

Jarek - a 30 year-old male from Warsaw, who came to Belfast in 2004. He is 

employed as a surgeon at a local hospital. Jarek has a wife and a 7 year-old son. He 

is actively engaged in the activities of the Polish Saturday School. He is living in 

South Belfast.

Joanna - a 26 year-old female from Krakow, who came to Belfast two years ago. She 

is a holder of a diploma in physiotherapy and is currently enrolled in the Medical 

Education Science master course at Queen’s University. She is living in South 

Belfast with her parents and has an Egyptian fiance.
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Judyta - a 31 year-old female from Warsaw, who came to Belfast five years ago. She 

is a graduate of history department in Poland, and currently doing her PhD in 

History. She is living in South Belfast with her Mexican partner.

Karolina - a 23 year-old female from Rybnik, who came to Belfast in 2006. She 

interrupted her studies in Poland in order to work seasonally in the United Kingdom. 

Karolina was working at a local recruitment agency, where she met her current 

fiance (also Polish). They were sharing accommodation with another Polish migrant 

in Belfast but went back to Poland in 2009 so that Karolina could complete her 

studies.

Kasia - a 31 year- old female from Mr^gowo, who came to Belfast four years ago. 

She has a Polish husband and two children, aged 6 and 9 (Ola and Wiktor) and is 

living in Newtownabbey. She is currently unemployed because of her chronic illness, 

but was volunteering as an accountant for Polish Saturday School.

Kaska - a 29 year-old female from Zielona Gora, who came to Belfast in 2006. She 

is a PhD student in Philosophy and I met when we were both working at a call 

centre. She was then living in the Village with her Polish boyfriend. Kaska is now 

back in Poland, intending to return to Belfast in a couple of months time.

Katarzyna - a 31 year-old female from Gdansk, who came to Belfast in 2005. She 

holds an MA diploma in Scandinavian Studies and is currently employed at Northern 

Irish Council for Ethnic Minorities, occasionally working as an interpreter. 

Katarzyna is now living in North Belfast with her Polish partner.
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Kornel - a 27 year-old male from the Lubuskie County, who came to Belfast in 

2006. He is a degree holder in architecture and at the time of the interview he was 

working at a local architecture company and living in South Belfast. He then went 

back to Poland.

Krzysztof - a 42 year-old male from Lipno, who came to Belfast in 2006. He was 

working as a psychiatric nurse in Poland and was made redundant, the reason for 

which decided to migrate to Northern Ireland. He is now employed as a cleaner. 

Krzysztof is married and has two daughters, Julia (4 year-old) and Marta (9 year- 

old). He and his family are living in Central Belfast.

Lukasz-a 17 year-old boy from Katowice, who came to Belfast in January 2007. He 

is living in East Belfast with his parents and went to the Dundonald High School. He 

is currently attending a GSCE course at Belfast Metropolitan College, and is in part- 

time employment at a local bakery.

Maciek - a 28 year-old male from Jelenia Gora, who came to Belfast in November 

2006. He is a degree holder in English. I met him when he was living in South 

Belfast and working at a local call centre. He recently has moved to Dungannon in 

order to teach Polish at a local primary school.

Maciej Bator - the Secretary of the Polish Association of Northern Ireland
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Magda - a 23 year-old female from Chelm, who interrupted her studies in English 

Philology and came to Belfast in 2007 to take up seasonal employment. She 

extended her stay in Northern Ireland and is now working as a receptionist at a local 

hotel. Magda is engaged to a Yemeni male, who is currently in Yemen because of 

family problems. I shared accommodation with Magda for half a year.

Magdalena - a 37 year-old female from W^gorzewo, who came to Belfast in 2006. 

She was a hairdresser in Poland and she is currently employed as a cleaner. 

Magdalena is living in South Belfast with her boyfriend Wojtek.

Malgosia - a 36 year-old female from Piotrkow Trybunalski, who came to Belfast in 

July 2006. Malgosia was working as a care worker in Poland and is now employed as 

a care assistant at a local nursing home. She is a Jehovah’s witness and is living in a 

residential area of Shore Road with two other Polish girls, who are also Jehovah’s 

witnesses.

Marek - a 30 year-old male from Warsaw, who came to Belfast in 2006. He is a 

degree holder in computer science and psychology. At the time of the interview he 

was working at a call centre but has recently become employed by a local Burger 

King. He is living in East Belfast with his Polish boyfriend.

Maria - a 50 year-old female from Krakow, who came to Belfast in 2005. She was a 

Polish teacher in Poland and is currently working at a local hotel as a housekeeper. 

Maria is living in North Belfast with her husband, Zbyszek.
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Marian - a 30 year-old male from Bialystok, who came to Belfast in 2004. He is a 

degree holder in Ethnology and is currently employed at a local multicultural 

organization. Marian is living in South Belfast in shared accommodation with other 

migrants of different nationalities.

Marysia - a 24 year-old female from Sosnowiec, who came to Belfast in 2006. She is 

now enrolled in an MA programme in Arts at the University of Ulster and working at 

a local shop. She is renting a house in the Village with her mother.

Marzena - a 35 year-old female from Lipno, who came to Belfast in 2008, after her 

two-year stay in Southern Spain. Marzena was a sales assistant in Poland and is now 

working as a cleaner. She is living in South Belfast with her Spanish boyfriend.

Michal - a 31 year-old male from Szczecin, a holder of diploma in Astronomy. He 

was working at a factory in Poland and in 2005 decided to move to Belfast to look 

for better job opportunities. He is now working at a call centre and living in the 

Donegal! Road area.

Miroslaw - a 35 year-old male from Kielce, who came to Belfast in 2005. He did his 

vocational training in car engineering and at the time of the interview was working at 

a local Tesco. He went back to Poland in June 2009.

Monika - a 33 year-old female from Lipno, who came to Belfast in 2006. She was 

working as a psychiatric nurse in Poland and came to Belfast to join her husband
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who had arrived here before her in pursuit of job opportunities. She is currently 

unemployed, looking after her children, Julia and Marta.

Ola - a 25 year-old female from Dwor Mazowiecki, who came to Belfast in July 

2007. She is a degree holder in Administration. Prior to her arrival to Belfast, Ola 

had spent three years in Dublin. She is now working for the Nissan Campaign at a 

call centre and living with her Nigerian husband in East Belfast.

Oliwia - a 26 year-old female from Warsaw who came to Belfast in 2006. She holds 

an MA in Geography and came to Northern Ireland to look for employment 

opportunities. She is currently working as an interpreter and living in South Belfast, 

in a multicultural house.

Pawel - a 24 year-old male from Tarnow, who came to Belfast in January 2007. He 

has completed the secondary level education and is now working at an aluminium 

parts factory in Curryduff. Prior to his arrival to Belfast, he had worked seasonally 

in Greece. He is now living in a shared accommodation in South Belfast.

Robert - a 30 year-old male from Lodz, who came to Belfast in 2005. Robert was a 

warehouse operative in Poland and is currently self-employed as a painter. He is 

married (to a Polish female) and has a 7 year-old son. He is living in South Belfast 

with his family.
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Sebastian - a 35 year-old male from Lipno, who came to Belfast in 2007. He 

completed a vocational training as a car engineer. Sebastian is currently working as 

a cleaner and living with his girlfriend, Zosia, in South Belfast.

Tomasz - a 42 year-old male from Lodz, who came to Belfast in 2007. He had a 

company in Poland but went bankrupt and decided to go to Northern Ireland to start a 

new life. He is currently working as a warehouse operative and living in West Belfast 

with his wife, Grazyna.

Ula - a 48 year-old female from Koszalin, who came to Belfast in 2006 with her 12 

year-old daughter when her husband died. She is now working as an architect at a 

local company and living in East Belfast.

Weronika - a 31 year-old female from Blonie, who came to Belfast in May 2007. 

She is a BA holder in economics, currently working at a local car factory. She is 

living in North Belfast with her partner (also Polish).

Wojtek - a 39 year-old male from W^gorzewo, who came to Belfast in 2006. He was 

a farmer in Poland and is now working at the O’Kane chicken factory. Wojtek is 

living in South Belfast with his girlfriend. Magdalena. They intend to go back to 

Poland when they save up money for a new house.

Zbigniew - a 30 year-old male from Zwoleh, near Radom who came to Belfast in 

2006. Zbigniew is a degree holder in Cultural Studies. He is currently working at a 

call centre and living in East Belfast with two other Polish migrants.
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Zbyszek - 51 year-old male from Krakow, who came to Belfast in 2005. He is a 

PHD holder in Polish Philology, currently unemployed. He is living in North Belfast 

with his wife, Maria.

Ziutek - a 42 year-old male from Mr^gowo, who came to Northern Ireland in 2005. 

Ziutek was an upholsterer and a painter in Poland, and a famous artist in the area of 

his hometown. The reason for his migration was economic; he is now working as an 

upholsterer at a local company in Belfast. Ziutek, his wife and children (aged 6 and 

9) live in Newtownabbey.

Zosia - a 39 year-old female from Lipno, who came to Belfast in 2007. She was 

working as a psychiatric nurse in Poland but was made redundant and subsequently 

decided to join her boyfriend, Sebastian in Northern Ireland. She is currently 

working as a cleaner and living with her boyfriend in South Belfast.

Zuzia - a 27 year-old female from Lublin, who came to Belfast in 2005. She was 

working as a sales assistant in Poland. Zuzia is married to a Polish man and has a 6 

year-old son, Max. She is currently unemployed and living in East Belfast.

Zygmunt - a 36 year-old male from Ustroh, who came to Belfast in 2007. He was 

working at a beer factory in Poland but made redundant. He then came to Northern 

Ireland and is currently working at a local Tesco as a warehouse operative. Zygmunt 

has two daughters, aged 5 and 7. He is living in West Belfast with his wife.
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Appendix IB

Organizations:

Citizens Advice Bureau

The Citizens Advice service helps people resolve their legal, financial and other 

sorts of problems by providing free information and advice, and by directly 

contacting the policy makers (Citizens Advice 2009). Every Citizens Advice Bureau 

is a registered charity reliant on trained volunteers and there are all together 22 

Citizen Advice Bureaux in Northern Ireland.

Cooltura Polish Community Association

Cooltura association is a Polish community organization, located in the 

Newtownabbey area, which was established in 2007. It holds a weekly drop-in centre 

for Polish migrants having difficulties with filling out different forms, such as 

applications for national insurance or benefits claims in Glengormley. Cooltura 

association organizes also occasional events, such as Mikolajki or The Neighbour 

Day event.

GEMS Northern Ireland

GEMS Northern Ireland was set up in the 2002 to work with the unemployed in 

communities in the south of Belfast to make sure that their skills could match the 

needs of employers. GEMS NTs main goal is to move people from long-term 

unemployment, economic inactivity to work. In 2004 GEMS NI also developed an 

advice guidance counselling and mentoring service, MEESP, (Minority Ethnic 

Employment Support Programme), which deals with the employment barriers 

experienced by new and established minority ethnic communities (GEMS NI 2009).
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Housing Executive

The Northern Ireland Housing Executive is a non-departmental public body, 

established by the Housing Executive Act (Northern Ireland) 1971. The goal of the 

Housing Executive is to work with communities and other organizations to meet the 

housing needs of individuals (Housing Executive 2009). The Housing Executive 

helps individuals on low income to pay their rent or rates for their home by means of 

so-called ‘housing benefit’. It also promotes ethnic diversity and intercultural 

awareness through so-called ‘Community cohesion’ unit. The community cohesion 

unit’s programme is set within five themes:

1. Flags, emblems and sectional symbols (assisting the communities with removal of 

sectional symbols with the medium of arts).

2. Segregation/ Integration (implementation of mixed housing schemes).

3. Race relations (ensuring that all black and minority ethnic people in Northern 

Ireland can get full and fair access to housing services and employment opportunities 

within the Housing Executive).

4. Interface areas (environmental initiatives and regeneration programmes).

5. Communities in transition (identifying communities at risk and when necessary 

allowing timely and appropriate intervention).

Krokus

Krokus is the first Polish Anonymous Alcoholic and Abstention organization in 

Northern Ireland bringing help to people who abuse alcohol on a regular basis and to 

their families. It was formally formed in the autumn of 2008 receiving support from 

the Polish Association of Northern Ireland. The members of the organization meet on 

a weekly basis at the headquarters of Polish Association of Northern Ireland.
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Northern Irish Council for Ethnic Minorities

NICEM was created in 1994 and it was the first body dealing with ethnic diversity 

issues in Northern Ireland. NICEM defines itself as a ‘voluntary sector, membership 

based, umbrella organization representative of ethnic minority groups and their 

support organizations in Northern Ireland’ (Hainsworth 1998:30). The strategic 

priority aims of NICEM for the years 2004-2009 as presented in the Annual Report 

2007/8 are as follows:

1. To create an environment that supports and enables individuals and groups from 

black and minority ethnic communities to participate fully accessing their rights,

2. To mainstream minority ethnic groups into government policy and practice,

3. To raise public awareness on racism and multiple discrimination and bring about a 

positive change,

4. To promote equality of access to education, training and employment for black and 

minority ethnic people; and,

5. To ensure that priority areas of work are supported by appropriate organisational 

structures and resources (NICEM 2007: 4).

NICEM - CONNECT

NICEM CONNECT is a social economy enterprise incorporated in 2002 by the 

Northern Irish Council for Ethnic Minorities. NICEM transferred responsibility for 

delivering of interpreting, anti-racism, equality and diversity training and 

consultancy services in 2005 (NICEM 2007: 29). NICEM’s Register of Community 

Interpreters includes individuals who have undertaken accredited training for 

community interpreters and who undergo continual training to specialize in particular 

areas such as: education, health and social services, welfare benefits, housing, 

immigration, police, court service, etc.
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Police Ombudsman Office

Police Ombudsman’s Office receives and considers complaints from people who 

believe they have suffered injustice or mistreatment from the Police. The law 

requires that at the end of an investigation of alleged criminal behaviour, the 

Ombudsman must submit a file to the Public Prosecution Service. The Public 

Prosecution Service evaluates the evidence within the file to determine whether there 

is a realistic prospect of conviction, that is, whether the evidence supports the 

allegation, and the prosecution is in the public interest.

Polish Association of Northern Ireland

The Polish Association of Northern Ireland was created on 11 of March 2006. The 

association concentrates on providing help and support in many dimensions of social 

life, regarding employment, education, health and discrimination. Its main goal is to 

disseminate knowledge about life in Northern Ireland, so that people living and 

coming to Belfast are aware of their rights and privileges and get integrated with the 

local community. The association also aims at disseminating knowledge about Polish 

culture among the Northern Irish community and at providing Polish community 

with educational programmes, such as English language course. It cooperates with 

other minority organizations in Northern Ireland and organizes Polish community 

events, such as Polish picnic. Polish Association of Northern Ireland was running on 

voluntary basis only on Saturdays on Ormeau Road until 2008. The migrants went 

there to seek for advice in practical matters, such as filling out the national insurance, 

worker registration scheme, and tax and benefits application forms. However in 

2008, Maciej Bator became employed for Polish Association of Northern Ireland and 

since then the association has been operating on a daily basis, with its headquarters at 

North Street.
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Polish chaplaincy in Belfast

Polish chaplaincy in Belfast was formed in 2006 when Father Mariusz D^browski 

came to Northern Ireland. The priest was sent on a mission at the request of the 

Down and Connor dioceses and was based at St John’s the Evangelist Parish in West 

Belfast. The Polish chaplaincy in Belfast is a part of the Polish chaplaincy in Ireland.

Polish Community Forum of Northern Ireland

Polish Community Forum is a project that through information and experience 

exchange between Polish organizations, aims at improvement of the situation of 

Polish community in Northern Ireland.

Polish Saturday School

Polish Saturday School in Belfast has been in operation since 2007 and it was 

established with the support of the Polish Association of Northern Ireland. It takes 

place at Ravenhill Road at St Mary’s Primary School. Polish Saturday School holds 

weekly three hours activities from 10 am to 1 pm for children from aged 4 to 13. The 

three hour block involves Polish, Geography and History classes. After 1 pm, 

extracurricular activities are available, such as dance, religious education and PE 

classes. The school also organizes events for Polish children, such as Mikolajki and 

Andrzej ki.
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Appendix 2

Table 1: How long do you intend to stay in the UK/ Ireland?

Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative

Percent

Valid Less than 6 months 7 6.8 6.8 6.8

From 6 months to 2 years 10 9.7 9.7 16.5

From 2 to 5 years 25 24.3 24.3 40.8

More than 5 years 12 11.7 11.7 52.4

Permanently 15 14.6 14.6 67.0

Don’t know/ Hard to say 34 33.0 33.0 100.0

Total 103 100.0 100.0
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Table 2: What county are you from?

Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative

Percent

Valid Dolnoslqskie 3 6.0 6.1 6.1

Kujawsko-pomorskie 8 16.0 16.3 22.4

Lubelskie 1 2.0 2.0 24.5

Lubuskie 1 2.0 2.0 26.5

todzkie 1 2.0 2.0 28.6

Matopolskie 4 8.0 8.2 36.7

Mazowieckie 12 24.0 24.5 61.2

Opolskie 3 6.0 6.1 67.3

Podkarpackie 3 6.0 6.1 73.5

Podlaskie 1 2.0 2.0 75.5

Pomorskie 4 8.0 8.2 83.7

Slaskie 3 6.0 6.1 89.8

6wi?tokrzyskie 2 4.0 4.1 93.9

Warmiiisko-mazurskie 1 2.0 2.0 95.9

Zachodniopomorskie 2 4.0 4.1 100.0

Total 49 98.0 100.0

Missing 99 1 2.0

Total 50 100.0
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Table 3: How long do you intend to remain in Belfast?

Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative

Percent
Valid Less than 6 months 4 8.0 8.2 8.2

From 6 months to 2 years 12 24.0 24.5 32.7
From 2 to 5 years 10 20.0 20.4 53.1

More than 5 years 7 14.0 14.3 67.3
Permanently 2 4.0 4.1 71.4

1 don’t know/ Hard to say 14 28.0 28.6 100.0
Total 49 98.0 100.0

Missing 99 1 2.0

Total 50 100.0

Table 4: ‘Belonging’ of the migrants according to the findings of my survey:

Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative

Percent
Valid European 4 8.0 8.3 8.3

Polish 28 56.0 58.3 66.7
Slav 2 4.0 4.2 70.8
Cosmopolitan 6 12.0 12.5 83.3
Polish and European 7 14.0 14.6 97.9
All 1 2.0 2.1 100.0
Total 48 96.0 100.0

Missing 99 1 2.0

System 1 2.0

Total 2 4.0

Total 50 100.0
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Appendix 3

«0J POtlOASftil

' ^ 0 4 fit A R M i H S'« Q ■ M A 7 if * 5

*QJ
lACHOomwomofiSKit ,

»OJ . »0 AOi S» If

WO J UIIP.ISIUCWOJ OOlHOStAS^

♦w«t»oii«;TSKit

. WOj $IAS«>1

DlARMCrtt

WOJ UAtOAOtflUf

Fig. 1: Map of Poland (source: http://www.mapa-polski.net.pl/)
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Fig.2: Polish handwriting
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Fig.3: Money under the Christmas dinner plates
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Fig 4: A drawing of Easter done by Ola
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Fig.5: Blessing of food on the Easter Eve
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Fig.6: Marta’s drawing representing Christmas



I

Fig.7: Marta’s letter to the Santa Claus
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Fig.8: A Cadbury’s Easter egg and smarties in Asia’s Easter basket
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Fig.9: Ola, Natalka, and Wiktor on the Halloween night
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Fig 10: Ola posing to a photo in the Cracowian-style attire

Fig. 11: Group Zgoda performing a folk dance
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Fig. 12: A group of children from the Portadown Polish Saturday School (in the 
Krakowian folk attire)

270



Fig. 13: TLove concert
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Fig. 14: Boleslawiec pottery



Fig. 15: Egyptian style garden decoration

273



Fig 16: Easter eggs drawing by Malwinka



Fig. 17: Coleraine bakery products
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Fig. 18: The ‘map’ of Poland



Appendix 4: 
Questionnaire:

Gender:
1. Male
2. Female

When did you come to Belfast?

Education:

1. Primary education
2. Secondary education
3. Vocational training
4. A level
5. College
6. Undergraduate diploma
7. Postgraduate diploma

County of origin in Poland:

1. D0ln0sl3.sk.ie
2. Kujawsko-pomorskie
3. Lubelskie
4. Lubuskie
5. Lodzkie
6. Malopolskie
7. Mazowieckie
8. Opolskie
9. Podkarpackie
10. Podlaskie
11. Pomorskie
12. Sl^skie
13. Swi^tokrzyskie
14. Warmihsko-mazurskie
15. Wielkopolskie
16. Zachodniopomorskie

Choose the size of the town of your origin:

1. Village
2. Town to 10 000 inhabitants
3. Town from 10 0000 to 30 0000 inhabitants
4. Town from 30 0000 to 50 0000 inhabitants
5. Town from 50 0000 to 100 0000 inhabitants
6. Town from 100 0000 to 300 0000 inhabitants
7. Town from 300 0000 to 500 0000 inhabitants



8. City above 500 000 inhabitants 

Religion:

1. Catholicism
2. Non-believer
3. Other.................................................................

Have you ever lived abroad before?

1. Yes (Where..............?)
2. No

Why did you come to Belfast?

1. Because of financial reasons
2. I wanted to get to know more of world
3. For personal reasons
4. Other.....

Whom are you with in Belfast?

1. Alone
2. With my partner
3. With family
4. With friends

How many people live at your house?...............................

Where do you work?..................................................................

How do you assess your knowledge of English?

1. advanced
2. good
3. mediocre
4. poor
5. none

Whom do you share your house with?

1. Alone
2. With other Poles
3. With other foreigners..................... (What nationality are they?)
4. With the Northern Irish
5. With other Poles and foreigners.....................(What nationality are they?)
6. With other Poles and Northern Irish
7. With Poles, other foreigners and Northern Irish.....................(What nationality

are they?)

278



Are you going to go back to Poland?

1. Yes
2. No
3. I do not know/it is hard to say

How much time are you going to spend in Belfast?

1. Less than 6 months
2. From 6 months to 2 years
3. From 2 to 5 years
4. 5 years and more
5. I will permanently stay in Belfast
6. 1 do not know/ It is hard to say

With whom do you spend most of your free time?

1. With Polish people
2. With other Poles
3. With other foreigners
4. With the Northern Irish
5. With other Poles and foreigners
6. With other Poles and Northern Irish
7. With Poles, other foreigners and Northern Irish

Do you participate in the events of the Polish community?
1. Yes...........................(What events have you participated in?)
2. No

Do you believe that the Northern Irish people are open to the foreigners?

1. Yes, I believe that they are open and I could make friends with him
2. I believe that they are helpful but would not be able to make friends with 

them
3. I believe that they are not open to the foreigners

Do you believe that religion is important in relations between the Polish and the 
locals?

1. Yes
2. No

Which part of Belfast do you live in? (Specify the area)
1. South .......................
2. North...........................
3. East...........................
4. West.........................

If you had a choice, where would you prefer to live:
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1. Protestant parts of the city
2. Catholic parts of the city
3. Doesn’t matter

Which of the following statements it true?

1. I aim at maintaining Polish traditions and culture in Belfast
2. I aim at maintaining Polish traditions and culture in Belfast, but I try to adapt

to the local ways of life
3. While in Belfast, I take on the local customs and ways of life
4. I use the opportunity to learn about different cultures and traditions

How often do you go to Poland?

1. Once a year
2. Twice a year
3. More than every three months

How often do you keep in touch with your family?

1. More than once a week
2. Once a week
3. Less than once a week ........................ (How often?)

Do you miss Poland?
1. Yes
2. No

Do you miss your town?
1. Yes
2. No

Do you consider yourself:

1. European
2. Polish
3. Slav
4. World citizen
5. Other.....................
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