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A significant increase in migration from Poland has been observed since Poland joined the European Union 
in 2004. It has mainly been labour migration to richer countries ofWestem Europe. The rate of migration has 
exceeded the expectations of both politicians and experts. Statistics now show that about 2 million citizens 
have left Poland since that moment (Główny Urząd Statystyczny 2011). One of the top countries which Poles 
choose as a target for migration is Norway. Not only do the majority of Polish immigrants lack basic skills in 
Norwegian, but they also lack basic skills in English. The communication problems with people who don’t 
belong to us, those who use the same language, is one of the most important factors that contributes to the cre
ation of closed Polish ethnic enclaves. These communities try to rebuild their own identity in new countries 
based on the traditions and cultural codes brought from Poland, and us-them as opposite values. In this case 
us designates those members of a Polish minority in Norway, who follow norms accepted by the group, while 
Norwegians here represent them. A confrontation with the antagonists certifies one’s own ideas and values. 
It is worth noticing that not all Polish migrants live within their ethnic groups. Poland is a rather culturally 
homogeneous country. This is a factor which facilitates finding one’s own ethnic group in a foreign land and 
thereafter establishing one’s place in it. Living abroad, however, changes one’s identity due to foreign influ
ence. The identity of them changes similarly, depending on the situation. After a preliminary categorization of 
all the Poles as us, gradual divisions and categorizations take place within the Polish immigrant community. 
A significant number of Poles, usually less educated, often deliberately choose to isolate themselves from 
the culture of the host country. They use it as a method of retaining their own culture. Families and friends are 
brought from Poland in order to reproduce the lost local homeland.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Migration has been occurring for the last two centuries in the Polish tradition, since 1795. 
The first wave of emigration to other countries was noted after the November Uprising in 
1830 when a significant number of Polish natives left the country without the possibility of 
return. Similar phenomena have been recurring in Polish history with lesser or greater intensity 
up to the present day. Paweł Boski has even gone so far as to claim that Poland is the most 
migrant society in Europe (Boski 2010).

* Opplandsarkivet avdeling Maihaugen in Lillehammer, m.sokol.rudowska@gmail.com
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Migration is quite a specific social process with a noticeable distinction between the us 
and the others. The aim of this study is to present the antagonism from the minority point of 
view, where the us is represented by the Polish immigrants in Norway and the others relates 
to the citizens of Norway with an ethnic Norwegian background. Such specificity seems to 
be indispensable due to the fact that Norway, as a multicultural country, holds a significant 
percentage of citizens with different ethnic and cultural backgrounds, who often do not identify 
themselves with their new homeland, its culture and tradition.

The article has been written on the basis of materials gathered during three international 
projects (including migration from Poland), whose aim was to leam about migration to 
the country of Norway as a whole or to its specific parts. Being one of the largest ethnic groups, 
Poles have played a significant role in the research process. In 2008 they led the statistics relat
ing to the size of particular immigrant nations in Norway (Norsk statistisk sentralbyrâ 2009) 
and they are still in the leading position today (Norsk statistisk sentralbyrâ 2012).

The data were obtained through interviews conducted with Polish immigrants in Norway, 
with those immigrants who have returned to Poland, and with families of immigrants residing 
in Norway. About 70 such interviews have been collected. Other significant tools in the study 
were the active observation of the Polish immigrant community in Norway together with 
research of archival source materials.

2. IDENTITY AS A M ARKER OF CULTURE BOUNDARIES

A very important issue in the immigrant society is the distinction between us and them, 
which has been defined on the basis of Fredrick Barth’s culture boundaries described as mental 
divisions located in the human consciousness -  an outcome of the actions of a particular com
munity to construct and maintain them. It is those boundaries that according to Barth separate 
us from them (Barth 1969; Grzymala-Kazlowska 2007). Moreover, they may be marked by 
a sense of identity and group membership, which in turn is delineated by elements of self
consciousness distinguishing the Self from the Others (Benedyktowicz 2000; Obrębski 1936). 
It is the others/them who enable one to recognize one’s own authenticity by experiencing 
uniqueness, otherness resulting from the need for self-definition (Znaniecki 1931). Identity is 
shaped under the influence of, in relationships with, and contact with the other (Oleś 2008). 
In consequence, relations with the other are quite complex and multilayered, and result from 
the need to have an antagonist, the confrontation with whom would uphold one’s own ideas 
and values (Mazur and Wawrzyczek 2010).

Just like us, the w om en in  Poland, every day they m ust cook dinner and bake a cake at the w eek
end. B ut the other w om en here, no. T hey’ve always looked at me as if  I were from another planet 
and thought “you have shops, so you can buy everything” . Cleaning is also another story. We all 
[Polish women] clean on Saturdays, but they don’t. They’ve got cleaning ladies w ho take care 
o f  the house, so they can afford everything, to go on trips, holidays. They don’t care about such 
things, as we do here, in  Poland, you know, about all these m aterial things. Here, for them  simply 
having free tim e counts m ost (Edyta).
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Identity is shaped by the knowledge of, and following, those norms and rules maintained 
in a particular tradition which are usually difficult to define (Bokszański 1997). Anew member 
of the migrant community usually learns the rules governing a particular group through active 
participation and observation. People who introduce a new member to a group cannot always 
precisely describe them, since they themselves often are not fully aware of all such rules or 
boundaries which are identified by the community members through various inherent cultural 
codes and values. This results in the us group being a highly insular society.

That’s w hat In ternet’s for, I m ean the N orw egia.net forum where you can find lots o f  ads, advice 
on how  to be an  immigrant. [...] They said: “listen, you w ant to buy this, so go to that shop, and 
not to this one because it’s expensive” . A nd w hat I found in  those m icrosituations and those m i
crocontexts o f the everyday life is that I simply behaved the way they’d told me. In  other words, 
I ’ve been socialized to becom e a true im m igrant (M arek1).

According to Boski, identity cannot be established without in-group comparisons. It 
specifically pertains to positive identity with the striving for us to be better than them and, 
consequently, taking great pride in the obtained results (Boski 2008). Many times in conver
sation Poles clearly manifest their superiority over Norwegians, referring to a more dignified 
historical background, richer culture, a more educated society and greater diligence.

[They are] simple people. To m e, if  it w eren’t for the oil and gas, it w ould be m uch w orse here 
now  than in  Poland a few  years ago. A nd really they, the people in  Poland, are far m ore educated 
than Norwegians. A t least they know  where N orw ay is, and Oslo. B ut not every N orw egian can 
point to Poland or W arsaw on the map (Krzysztof).

Interestingly, such manifestation of views rarely occurs outside one’s own group bound
aries.

In some cases these beliefs may turn national pride into megalomania, where one’s own 
group is thought to be the centre of the world together with a conviction about its superiority 
and nobility (Benedyktowicz 2000). Polish immigrants often stress the unique complexity 
of their mother tongue in comparison to other Western European languages. Such claims 
often are not supported by true knowledge, since a significant majority of Poles in Norway 
does not speak any foreign language (Sokół-Rudowska 2010). National megalomania is 
also characterised by a specific way of ranking values and ideas -  those that come from us 
are a sign of genius, whereas the same notions shared by the other group are denigrated and 
deemed negative (Bystroń 1980). Janusz Tazbir in reference to the 18th-century Polish society 
described the national megalomania and a strong messianic trend present at that time as a kind 
of “silencer” of the social anxiety and sense of inferiority in relation to the other (1978). This 
observation has not lost its meaning in the 21st century. Polish immigrants themselves, often 
without any objections, accept the social position delegated to them by the Norwegian citizens. 
Many of them are aware of the fact that this often means being a member of a second-class

1 Marek is a cultural anthropologist who has done research on the identity of Polish immigrants living in Oslo. 
For a short period he lived and worked with them while conducting observations.
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social group. The potential benefit leads them to accept their position in the society with little 
chance of moving up in the social ladder.

Sometimes cultural boundaries are established around concepts referring to sanctity 
and transcendence such as God or Reason (Bokszański 1997). Part of the Polish society in 
Norway identifies itself with Catholicism and associated traditions which they have brought 
with them from Poland. These beliefs serve to stand in opposition to the official Protestant
ism of Norwegians and their laicisation. In some cases Polish Catholicism takes quite radical 
forms, such as the Regnum Christi association which defines itself as a Faith Propagation 
Movement, obligated to fight for Christian values in the political life of Poland and Europe. 
In reality Regnum Christi not infrequently invokes anti-Semitic slogans and propagates values 
and attitudes of the radical right (Kulas 2012; Skogsrad 2012).

3. W HO IS US AND W HO IS THEM?

Regarding basic norms, values, archetypes and cultural traditions, Poland is rather cul
turally homogeneous in comparison to other European countries (Mucha 1999). It is a factor 
which facilitates finding one’s own ethnic group in thsforeign land and establishing one’s place 
in it. Meanwhile, in order to define the surrounding reality and assert their identity, the mi
grants often use the popular us-them stereotype to oppose the known against the unknown. 
The main indicator of the us familiarity is language, which helps to verify group membership 
quite easily (Benedyktowicz 2000). Having difficulty in learning the local tongue, the migrant 
society in Norway prefers to mingle with their own ethnic group, where no problems with 
verbal communication exist (Sokół-Rudowska 2011).

They don’t w ant to m ix w ith us. M aybe the problem  is also that I don’t know  their language.
M aybe it’d be different if  I spoke the same as them. I speak Polish w ith Poles, so I should speak
N orw egian w ith them. M aybe I ’d have m ore friends then. The language is the burden (Krzysztof).

It is also worth mentioning that due to linguistic similarity and thus easier communica
tion together with a similar cultural background, Slovakian immigrants are often included 
as members of the us group.

Identity is not a stable value. Among immigrants living abroad for a longer period of time, 
one can observe a gradual change of identity, resulting from constant overlapping of values 
from different culture fields (Oleś 2008). This leads to an implication that the image of them 
is as changeable and transitory as one’s own identity (Bauman 2000). The same people in 
one situation are perceived as us while in other they become them. This means that them/ 
the other/foreign is not an objective, but a rather a subjective indicator of group membership 
(Bartmiński 2007). At first, a Pole in a foreign country is automatically treated by the fellow 
compatriots as us, no matter the region or community of origin. The situation changes when 
a group member often unwittingly breaks the existing rules and fails to comply with them. 
This results in loosening of ties with the us fellows, who start to feel apprehensive about 
the member. He/she is neither totally with us nor completely with them.
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Relationships between family members and friends must also be taken into account, 
where there is greater loyalty than to a common ethnic group. The Polish immigrants are not 
a homogeneous society, which can be observed in the example of the gap between the old and 
the new immigration. The former consists of people who emigrated to Norway as political 
refugees in the 1980s, forming quite a cohesive group, whose members are highly educated, 
fluent in the Norwegian language, politically active citizens having developed close relation
ships with the Norwegians. They differ from the modern income-oriented new immigration 
of people with low education, sharing such different values that they do not feel a special 
bond with this group.

Despite the fact that Poles even abroad are seen to display racist behaviour, accord
ing to the study of Monika Bilas-Henne (Bilas-Henne 2011) members of particular ethnic 
groups residing abroad are more willing to mingle with people from their own group and, 
in second place, with members of other immigrant ethnic groups, who act as a multicultural 
buffer that stands between us and them, the natives. Other ethnic groups are considered as 
them (foreigners) by the native citizens, which presents a value of being less them or even 
more us, especially when there is a similarity of language and culture (e.g. Slovakians, 
Ukrainians).

4. POLES IN  NORWAY -  US AM ONG THEM

Norway is a multicultural country, where over 700 thousand citizens are immigrants. In 
a country populated by about 5 million people, they constitute as much as 12,2% of the total 
population. There are 60 thousand Poles living in this cultural mosaic. What is more, for 
years they have constituted the most abundant group of foreigners living in Norway (Norsk 
statistisk sentralbyrâ 2012a).

Migration in itself has many aspects, since decisions to emigrate have various underly
ing reasons such as political, economic, family, social, cultural and demographic situations 
(Dębowska 2007). Research proves that the phenomenon of international migration is closely 
connected with the modern global economy (Kłos 2006).

Norway is considered as a country hospitable to immigrants, especially because they 
play an important role in the country’s economy; local manpower is not sufficient to answer 
increasing needs (Tiersland 2012; Braathen 2011). It is a post-modern country, which pre
fers to act according to the notion that the other cannot be eliminated; therefore, in order 
to maintain social stability, it is best to accept their otherness (Bauman 2000). In contact 
with the culture of the host countries this otherness of Poles stems out of the need to be 
seen as an Eastern European, as opposed to Western European cultural identity (Mazur and 
Wawrzyczek 2010) or, in this case, Norwegian ethnicity. Poles often describe themselves 
as spontaneous people, who are quite emotional and extrovert, which stands at odds with 
the characteristic features of Norwegians -  polite, but closed and aloof. Such discrepancy is 
often the cause of problems Poles have with accurate interpretation of foreign, Norwegian 
social codes of conduct.
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Norwegians are very kind people, but once you m eet them, it turns out that these kind smiles and very 
polite behaviour aren’t always honest. As I ’ve said, the people I ’ve m et on m y way treated me as a 
complete stranger and didn’t want to m eet me. A nd that’s the most upsetting, because w e’re not inferior 
people. W e’re the same as other nations and it seems to m e that we shouldn’t be treated as inferior. 
I ’m  not a bad woman. I didn’t hurt anyone and I think it isn’t fair to be treated like that (Katarzyna).

They differ in  mentality, for example. It seems to m e that they are m ore even-m inded. For example 
w hen they work, they w ork and w hen they relax, they relax. A  Pole cannot do that, ju s t simply 
m ellow  out. I don’t know  w hat the cause o f  this is. W hat I know  is that you can’t drop by to pay 
someone a visit, I ’m  talking about Norwegians. You m ust arrange a meeting hrst. In  Poland, however, 
you can pop in w ithout making special prior arrangements. In  our country drinking alcohol is more 
visible. Here it’s m ore hidden or done in  secret, but I know  they drink, because I ’ve seen them. They 
drink a lot. But you can’t see it in  the streets. They try not to display this too m uch (Wojciech).

In line with the research conducted in the Netherlands (Toruńczyk-Ruiz 2010), one can 
say that the Norwegian society sees Poles as a single, cohesive group, laborious, likely to 
form small enclaves, distancing themselves from the natives and excessively drinking alco
hol. What’s more, the Norwegians (with good reasons) think of Poles as potential smugglers, 
mainly of alcohol and cigarettes (Andreassen 2012; Eriksen 2012), and also as people “with 
little dignity” (a cheap labour force), working for very low wages, which Norwegians deem 
offensive. Moreover, Poles often work overtime, and often being unaware of their rights, they 
get cheated by dishonest employers (Renda 2010; Gulldahl 2012; Nederba 2012).

I ’ve w orked on a farm w ith anim als, hens. I also helped the farm er in  building a new  bam , renovate 
the old one. The w ork there finished in November, so I found w ork as a driver for a guy who co
operated w ith a bakery. Unfortunately he turned out be dishonest and d idn’t pay m y wage. I had 
to beg for it. I decided to hand the case over to the police and they delegated it to the labour court, 
where o f  course I w on and he had to return everything... (Adam).

It is natural for migrants of the same ethnic origin to form groups (Toruńczyk-Ruiz 
2010), which influences the lifestyle of its particular members and demands adjustment to 
the governing norms (Toruńczyk-Ruiz 2010). The main elements which help to maintain 
group cohesion and self-define its members include: symbolism as deeply rooted and publicly 
approved cultural knowledge, language in its cognitive and paradigmatic function, as well 
as axiology related to the values and everyday practices in all spheres of life (Boski 2010). 
Polish immigrants in Norway share a specific lifestyle constituted by a group of habits and 
routines building the whole group, within which the migrant feels secure. It is quite different 
from the Norwegian lifestyle, where concentration on pleasure, comfort and consumption 
contrasts with the Polish work ethos, frugality, and a readiness to make sacrifices for one’s 
family. The otherness of the reality in which they are to live is also highlighted by Poles’ lack 
of intercultural experience and poor knowledge of foreign languages (Toruńczyk-Ruiz 2010).

However, it happens that this otherness and cultural difference is maintained consciously, 
so as not to disturb the relations within a wider socio-cultural network (Benedyktowicz 2000). 
Polish migrants often choose cultural separatism in order to uphold their own culture, disre
garding the culture of the host/receiving country (Boski 2010).
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Being there in  Norway, they treat the country in a purely pragm atic way, the only thing that counts 
is work. I t’s not im portant for them to form relations w ith the N orw egian society (Marek).

For about 20 years they’ve been working in  construction, earlier in  Germany or someplace else. 
They had perfect skills, but d idn’t know  the language at all. They’ve invented their ow n mixed 
language and that is how  they com m unicated w ith the management. B ut how  they m anaged to get 
their m essages across, I really don’t know. It was funny w hat it all looked like. [...] B ut w hen I 
spoke w ith the bosses and they said they usually d idn’t have a clue w hat those w orkers w anted to 
say. They only nod because they see that som ething’s going on, but have no idea what. They see 
that the jo b ’s running, so they nod and leave. A nd even though they’ve been working here for so 
long, they refuse to leam  the language. [...] They said that they w eren’t going to leam  anything, 
the bosses could leam  Polish instead (Tomasz).

The specifics of chain migration, where the departure of one person starts a wave of 
migration among the family and friends is reflected in the urge to reproduce the lost local 
homeland (Appandurai 2005). Bringing one’s relatives and friends from Poland helps to make 
the space more familiar, and build a buffer of us-ness/familiarity.

M y family has been here before, that’s the m ain reason why I came here, and my sister helped me 
find a job. Yes, I d idn’t go in the blind, but I ’d already had a place that was waiting for m e (Adam).

M y brother-in-law ’s sisters had been living in  N orway for several dozen years, and the rest just 
came one after the other. M y brother-in-law  emigrated first, then my sister follow ed him  and she 
brought me here (Dorota).

A community of compatriots gives migrants support and a feeling of security (Toruflczyk- 
Ruiz 2010).

We talk, eat something nice. Once a w eek w e have a party w ith some alcohol, [...] we laugh, 
som etimes dance. Just a friendly social meeting. We have small talk about everything and nothing 
(Krzysztof).

According to Boski, Poles feel alienated without the support of their ‘fellow comrades’, 
which may lead to depression and alcohol abuse (2010).

Despite obtaining some harmony of life between us and them in Norway, visible con
flicts do happen, resulting from culture clashes and misunderstanding of mutual values or 
sometimes even as an act of opposition against the rules governing the other group. One 
of such conflict ignition points is childcare. Norwegian law gives the Barnevernet, which 
is a national institution, the right to far-reaching intervention in family issues (Barnever- 
net 2012), even when circumstances for taking such action are not based on sound evidence. 
In some cases this results in children being taken away from their parents and located in 
a foster family, which sometimes may lead to the separation of siblings. In 2011, the parents 
of over eight thousand children lost their parental rights because of Barnevernet interven
tion (Norsk statistisk sentralbyrâ 2012b). The biological parents can see their children once 
every few months under strict control of the Barnevernet authorities (Witoszek 2012). Such 
far-reaching interference in family matters cannot be understood by the Polish parents and
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the Polish society in Norway. For them it is against all known norms. The institution which 
deprives the child of its family in the name of good will, ‘because it came to school with 
a sad face’, and then delegates the child to strangers, who often do not speak its language, 
is seen as negative and unacceptable. Conflict with Barnevernet does not only involve 
Poles, but also other ethnic groups residing in Norway (Olsen 2012). Cultural differences 
and lack of will of the national authorities to find common ground emphasize this other
ness and often lead to personal tragedies. Such situations generate extreme action taken up 
by the parents, who sometimes kidnap their children to steal them away from their foster 
families (Adamowska 2011).

5. AN IMAGE OF THE US GROUP REPRESENTATIVE

The vast majority of Polish migrants in Norway constitute men (Norsk statistisk sen- 
tralbyrâ 2010), who find employment mainly in the building industry (Friberg and Tydlum 
2007). In January 2011 the Central Statistical Office in Norway noted around 13 thousand 
men with Polish citizenship between the most productive working age period of 30-39, and 
only 5 thousand women in the same group. Polish females usually work in the services sec
tors as cleaners (Trygstad et al. 2011). The Norwegian employers are more willing to hire 
Poles, being a highly-qualified, but also cheaper and more dedicated labour force (Nygaard 
2011; Oddvin 2011; Michalsen 2011).

A majority of migrants are employed as non-qualified workers in professions which seem 
unattractive to Norwegians due to low wagesjob prestige and high arduousness. This means 
that Norway is almost completely dependent on foreign employees (Tiersland 2012). Having 
decided to work abroad, migrants must usually take into account the possibility of profes
sional demotion, working below their qualifications on a much lower position. The otherness 
of the environment in which they have found themselves in is highlighted by a feeling of 
a dramatic fall in social status.

The Poles’ lifestyle, great diligence, and lack of balance between work and free time are 
defined by disharmony in life. This often results from the fact that a Pole working in Norway 
spends most of their earned money on self-maintenance and delegates a sum to the family in 
Poland. Entertainment, which is quite expensive in Norway in comparison to Poland, seems 
out of reach.

B ut those im m igrants are quite an interesting group, because they stay there for three weeks, 
then they return for ten  days to Poland, where their social identity changes, where, on one hand 
they m ust m ake a lot o f  sacrifices in Norway, they can’t afford many things. And, on the other, in 
Poland they can afford to go on different trips or for dinner to m ore expensive restaurants (M ark).

In  Vinstra, a pub, a disco pub where we often m et [...] I spent my money, but later I decided to set 
something aside and I stopped going there, because a beer cost about 50 PLN. A nd I rem em ber 
that once I w ent w ith a girlfriend to a disco in Oslo, where I paid I think about 120 PLN  for a cola 
w ith a little whisky, and after that night I  stopped having fun this w ay (Tomasz).
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The attitude to work and play is one of the key features that distinguishes Poles from 
the natives in Norway, who also do not care for balance in life, but for them it is the other 
way round, as entertainment and pleasure play an important part in their lives.

Poles are proud of their typical Polish values such as close relationship with family, hos
pitality and spontaneity (Toruńczyk-Ruiz 2010), but a common image of the Polish immigrant 
is a constant longing for their relatives and elements of Polish culture or reality which could 
not be found in the receiving country.

The biggest problem  is the fact that [...] there is no family here. You always had grandmas, 
grandpas, parents, cousins dropping by or on occasion a brother, one or the other w ith his w ife or 
girlfriend. We m et and it w as nice. There was a warm family atmosphere. And you know, friends, 
how ever nice they were, you always m iss your family, and people who have never been so far 
away from hom e can’t understand this. They can’t understand this and they don’t know  how  hard 
it is som etimes (Katarzyna).

6. NOT TOTALLY US BUT NOT COMPLETELY THEM

However, not every migrant identifies with his/her ethnic group and wants to be seen as 
ours. Despite being seen as a coherent ethnic group, Poles are aware of the fact that they lack 
inner solidarity. They consider it to be one of the features distinguishing the Polish social 
group from other migrant ethnic groups (Toruńczyk-Ruiz 2010). Some Polish immigrants 
do not want to subordinate to their ethnic group and reject the values maintained by it, since 
they feel ashamed of the behaviour presented by their compatriots. Polishness as a unifying 
category can cause problems with self-identification in terms of social class, education or 
identity (Garapich 2010).

B ut w hen I returned and noticed I had dirty shoes, standing in  the subway I looked at those shoes 
and said: “O h m y God, now  everyone here thinks I ’m  a Pole. This is definitely a Pole, who came 
here for money, w ho drinks a lot etc.” And this is fantastic, I caught m yself taking out a notebook 
and w riting notes, w hat I ’d observed during that renovation. And I was doing it ju s t to show  them 
that I  was writing something dow n here (M arek).

Migrants working in more “prestigious occupations”, standing a bit higher on the social 
ladder, tend to shy away from the typical migrant community. They distance themselves from 
the lifestyle and behavioural patterns represented by their unskilled compatriots (Toruńczyk- 
-Ruiz 2010).

Some Poles strive to break the us-them antagonism, trying to soften the boundaries of 
this division. Usually the language is the key to this social integration with the natives, giving 
immigrants a chance to form relations with Norwegians not only at work but also on social 
grounds. Thanks to language, Poles leam about the traditions and social codes of the host 
country. They acquire a new culture, bridging the gap between their native and the newly 
acquired customs.
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H ow  can you live here and not know  the language? I don’t understand this. I have friends, a friend 
w ho has been living here for 10 years now  and doesn’t know  a word. B ut it’s their choice. Above all 
this isn ’t only about work. You have to go out, go to a shop, an office, a party, deal w ith something. 
H ow  can you do this w ithout the language? I t’s impossible. You can’t live in  a foreign country not 
knowing the language (Eliza).

In most cases these immigrants take advantage of the acquired skills professionally, 
working as translators/interpreters or bilingual teachers of Norwegian for Polish children. 
They go out of their own group and reach into the other; consequently they aren’t the same 
anymore, but become contaminated with new values and ideas. Meanwhile as domesticated 
foreigners, due to the highly hermetic nature of the migrant society, for the natives they con
stitute a major source of potentially inaccessible knowledge about the biggest ethnic group in 
the country, which is slowly becoming an important part of Norwegian society and especially 
of the country’s economy.

Children constitute a very interesting not-us but not-them group, who have either come 
to Norway in early childhood or have been bom in this country. These children are constantly 
balancing between these two cultures -  the Polish one at home and Norwegian outside. Being 
in constant presence of the Norwegian educational environment and forming close relations 
with their Norwegian peers at school, they take over the values and culture codes of the host 
country. When children live under the influence of the Norwegian culture from their early 
childhood, despite having Polish parents, they identify themselves as Norwegians. Not in
frequently, the third generation of Polish immigrants does not speak Polish. In the eyes of 
the migrants’ children the culture of the parents becomes foreign, their culture in the eyes 
of the migrants’ children (Boski 2010; Phinney 2003; Liebkind 2006).

7. CLOSER TO US

Zbigniew Benedyktowicz, in line with Florian Znaniecki’s theories, claims that establishing 
hierarchy within the notion of otherness can become a trap, since depending on the situational 
context the same person or group might be seen one time as us and another time as them/ 
the other. In his view it is impossible to contrast racial and anthropological differences with 
national and cultural ones (Benedyktowicz 2000). However, in relation to international and 
intercontinental migrations, one cannot take into account only the differences mentioned above. 
Africans stand out from the Norwegian society not only by their skin colour, but even more 
distinctively with their culture and a specific perception of reality. Not infrequently, despite 
having Norwegian citizenship, they maintain their own cultural values and identify themselves 
with the origin country. In Norway, just as in Great Britain, Polish migrants are perceived in 
a specific way, as white Christians, who despite being members of an Eastern European country, 
belong to the Western European culture. Therefore, in spite of many differences, they can easily 
read the common European socio-cultural codes of behaviour. Therefore, they are not quite as 
other as others. Poles constitute a kind of buffer against the unknown, thus dangerous others, who 
are usually of Islamic origin and a different race. The image of a Pole seems closer to us and more 
acceptable in the mosaic of ethnic groups which form a multicultural country (Garapich 2010).
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8. THEM  IN  THEIR COUNTRY

Migrants create a delocalized transnation and as a diaspora they have a special bond 
with their homeland (Appandurai 2005). Currently in the era of globalization and commonly 
available access to the Internet, mobile telecommunications, satellite TV, and cheap airlines, 
maintaining regular contact with Poland has become much easier than 30 years ago.

W hen looking at the m igration process [from  other countries] or from Poland, initially it was eco
nomically motivated, then in  many cases, a politically m anifested opposition against the system. 
N owadays, m igration has becom e a m atter o f choice ju s t like choosing a particular profession. 
There are no longer such dram atic consequences. I  know  that for example our friends, w ho came 
to N orway through refugee camps or the like, couldn’t enter Poland for eight years, until they had 
received N orw egian citizenship. N ow  it’s not a problem. So it’s a far less dram atic decision. I t’s 
ju s t like m igrating from one w orkplace to another. You always have to bear some costs o f  your 
decision, but you do it for a reason (Jakub).

Migrations are a matter of personal development, not related to morality, as they were 
defined in the past. Migration was seen as a refusal to take up responsibilities of one’s national 
group, which gives an individual an ontological dimension and imposes a specific system 
of norms and sanctions. Therefore, it was to provoke moral degeneration and undesirable 
transformation of personality (Garapich 2010). Moreover, dramatic reasons to migrate 
generate close attachment to the concept of homeland (Appandurai 2005) and often lead 
to its idealization. For political migrants of the 1980s a more or less obligatory emigration 
from the country was a traumatic experience, one which determined their attitude towards 
the homeland. Many representatives of this migration period who settled in Norway in politi
cal protest against the communist regime had spent some time in Polish prisons, which gave 
their memories a form of ethos related to fighting for independence. While living in Norway, 
they cultivated their Polishness and the image of the forsaken motherland. When after 1989 
they had a chance to visit Poland, it was hard for them to recognise the country and, most of 
all, accept the transformation of Poles’ mentality.

I realized that so many things had changed that I couldn’t find m yself in Poland. I didn’t know  
the w heres and hows. I got to know  that you m ust give a bribe here, a bribe there, but I didn’t have 
the foggiest idea how  to do it (Ewa).

In  Poland they can’t understand us. Anyway, there’s a different kind o f stability. We are more 
even-tem pered in  some areas and lack this anxiety. O f course w e have m uch m ore stable living 
conditions, w e don’t have to fight everyday w ith  an everyday problem. A nd people look at us and 
think “oh yes, a totally different class, different people, different... W hat to talk  about w ith them 
if  they don’t understand us” . That was a bit disappointing and... we are different. W e’re them / 
the other. M aybe we don’t stand out from the crowd, m aybe our language isn’t so bad that someone 
could say that w e’ve been living abroad for a long tim e, but nonetheless w e do have a different 
mentality (Wojciech).
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A fter such a long absence in the country I feel neither here nor there, I don’t consider m yself N or
wegian. N orway isn’t my country, but in  Poland... Even after the death o f m y m other-in-law  w hen 
I had to settle things in different offices, I som etimes asked m y se lf’does this w om an speak Polish 
or Chinese?” I had m ajor problem s [...] There are so many changes, so many new  things, and a new  
mentality. I left Poland w ith a different mentality, now  the new  generation lives differently (Jolanta).

So now  where am I supposed to be? N either N orw egian nor Polish (M arek S.).

Despite an initial urge to return to Poland, only some of them have managed to achieve 
this goal. The others felt like foreigners among people who spoke the same language but 
had different values and their lives were governed by strange norms. The migrants did not 
take into account the fact that the nation undergoes constant transformation in the process 
of further development. Especially when such a dramatic and revolutionary system change 
took place as it did in 1989.

Current migrations do not have such dramatic underpinnings. In a place of rapid change 
and breakup, one can experience an evolutionary process of recognizing the reality, learn
ing and taming the space with a possibility of return to the country within a hand’s reach 
(Garapich 2010). However, the Polish migrants are unwilling to come back. Such act is seen 
as failure since there is an informal obligation of achieving material success abroad, mainly 
induced by one’s expectations and the family left in Poland (Boski 2010).

I say: “W hy don’t you return to Poland? You have or had a job  there, d idn’t you?” “I had” . “You 
earned money, d idn’t you?”

“Yeah, he says -  you can say that. I ’m  asham ed to come back to Poland. I ’m  asham ed to return 
there w ithout m oney” (Wojciech).

Migrants also do not see any prospects for the future in Poland, disappointed by the fact 
that the other society treats them better and gives them more chances of development than 
their own (Toruńczyk-Ruiz 2010). However, those that plan a return try to maintain regular 
contact with the country so that the social environment, in which they are going to live again, 
will not be the other, and they will be able to live as us in our country.

9. CONCLUSION

From the moment of joining the European Union in 2004 Poland has become a main 
exporter of labour force to the wealthy countries of Europe. Thanks to the work of Polish 
migrants Ireland, Great Britain and Norway have noted a significant boost to their econo
mies. Due to poor integration, creating closed communities and, in many cases, lack of in
tercultural experience, since for many Poles departure to a new job was the first experience 
abroad, the migrants have developed a very clear us and them distinction (Toruńczyk-Ruiz 
2010). The problems in deciphering culture codes are the main reason why Poles decide to 
stay in closed enclaves, where everything is clear and understandable. As a consequence of
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the contraculturation process (Gajda 2008), they treat Norwegian society with animosity and 
distrust, whereas their own positive national traits create a highly idealized image of Polish 
culture.

One cannot omit the fact that the us-them relations, which are still maintained having 
passed the contraculturation stage, usually appearing at the beginning of the migration pro
cess, mainly relate to people with a highly traditionalistic worldview, unwilling to accept 
otherness (Boski 2008).

It is worth noticing that not all Polish migrants live within their ethnic groups. The phenom
enon described above can be found mainly in large agglomerations such as Oslo or Stavanger, 
where the industrial sector attracts large communities of immigrant workers. However, many 
Poles live in small villages scattered across the country, which lack large ethnic groups of 
Polish origin. Thus the migrants are forced to interact with Norwegian society.

Most Polish immigrants living in Norway are satisfied with their lives in the new real
ity and do not plan on changing this in the near future. They usually work in professions 
unattractive to the natives and do not aspire to higher positions; therefore, they do not pose 
a threat to Norwegians. Poles and Norwegians mutually feel as the other, however, this oth
erness does not carry any sense of threat. In addition, Poles in Norway are not seen as much 
the other as the larger and more culturally distant migrants from the countries of Africa, Asia 
or the Middle East. Especially now when the country is populated by whole migrant families, 
the native citizens expect that the Polish immigrants in the second and third generation, with 
a proper integration policy introduced by the government, will blend in with the Norwegian 
society and eventually become us.
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SWOI POŚRÓD OBCYCH. NA PRZYKŁADZIE WSPÓŁCZESNEJ POLSKIEJ EMIGRACJI DO NORWEGII

Od momentu wstąpienia Polski do Unii Europejskiej w 2004 roku zaobserwować można masową migrację 
Polaków za granicę głównie w celach zarobkowych. Badania statystyczne wykazują, że począwszy od tego 
momentu z Polski wyjechało około dwóch milionów obywateli (Główny Urząd Statystyczny 2011). Jednym 
z krajów docelowych polskich migrantów była Norwegia. Polacy mieszkający i pracujący w tym kraju tworzą 
dosyć zamknięte grupy etniczne, głównie ze względu na nieznajomość języka nie tylko norweskiego, ale 
i angielskiego. Społeczności te starają się na nowo zbudować swoją tożsamość w nowym kraju, opierając się 
na tradycjach i kodach kulturowych przywiezionych ze sobą z Polski, a także przeciwstawnych wartościach 
swój-obcy. W tym wypadku swoimi są członkowie mniejszości polskiej w Norwegii, którzy postępują zgodnie 
z normami przyjętymi przez grupę, a antagonistami Norwegowie, w konfrontacji z którymi można potwierdzić 
własne wzorce i idee. Należy jednak pamiętać, że nie wszyscy Polacy żyją w swoich grupach etnicznych. 
Względna jednolitość kulturowa Polski pozwala na stosunkowo szybkie odnalezienie własnej grupy na mi
gracji i określenie swojej pozycji w niej. Jednak przebywanie poza granicami ojczyzny sprawia, że własna 
tożsamość zmienia się, ulegając obcym wpływom. Podobnie ma się sprawa z tożsamością obcego, którego 
obrazjest również zmienny w zależności od sytuacji. Wewnątrz społeczności polskich migrantów, początkowo 
uważanych za bezwzględnie swoich, z czasem dostrzec można kategoryzację i gradualizację swojskości. Wielu 
Polaków, najczęściej tych słabo wykształconych, świadomie wybiera izolację od kultury kraju przyjmującego, 
chcąc tym sposobem zachować własną kulturę. Jednocześnie, sprowadzając swojąrodzinę i przyjaciół z Polski, 
starają się dokonać reprodukcji utraconej lokalności.

Słowa kluczowe: migracja, Polacy, Norwegia, swój-obcy, integracja


