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International migrants in rural areas

A growing geographical dispersion of intra-European migrants and their
increasing presence in rural areas have become distinguishing features of
migratory patterns in recent years (McAreavey 2017). Scholarly concern with
this phenomenon is becoming extensive and has resulted in a rich body of
empirical evidence illustrating the substantial national and regional diver-
sity of receiving contexts (Gorny and Kaczmarczyk 2018, McAreavey and
Argent 2018, Rye and Scott 2018). The context and character of migration, its
pace, and volume differently affect the degree of social change in the receiving
areas and variously shape the pathways of accommodation and positions of
migrants within social hierarchies of receiving rural communities (Jentsch and
Simard 2009). Related to this is the observation made by Bock ez al. (2016,
81), that rural ‘integration and exclusion (...) is a matter of degree and dimen-
sion, and depends on the extent to which exclusion accumulates or eliminates
in the intersection of legal, market and civil integration at different levels.’

The goal of this chapter is to study the processes by which migrants are
marginalised in rural areas through a comparative analysis of two cases of
labour migration from Poland to rural Germany and Norway, demonstrating
two types of occupational concentration: in agriculture and in fish produc-
tion respectively. We draw on ethnographic data gathered independently
by the authors in two different research settings. While acknowledging the
multifaceted character of marginalisation processes (Vasas 2005, Bernt and
Colini 2013), we limit our analysis to the intersecting dimensions of migration
regimes, sectoral concentration of the migrants within local industries, and
the materiality and settlement structure of the hosting areas. We pay attention
to temporal dimensions, and analyse marginalisation not as an achieved state,
but as developing within specific structural conditions. The comparison of the
two cases enables us to view patterns of international migration to rural areas
not as isolated phenomena, but as entangled within wider global and inter-
national interconnections (Woods 2007) which mould into specific glocalised
forms (Robertson 1994).
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The first case is the once widely popular seasonal migration from Poland
to German agriculture, the other, a more recent non-seasonal migration from
Poland to Norwegian salmon production. The German case is an example of
a seasonal, temporary labour migration from Poland that stretches back to
the mid-nineteenth century and remains popular (K¢pinska and Stark 2013,
Wagner et al. 2013). The Norwegian case is of relatively recent origin and
has been prompted by Poland’s accession to the EU in 2004. It has also been
highly intensive in terms of numbers and cross-border mobility, and within its
short duration developed traits of permanence (Friberg 2012).

Our intention is to demonstrate what forces are at play in two quite dis-
tinct receiving contexts and how migrants accommodate themselves to them.
We illustrate that the marginalisation of migrants manifests itself differently
in these contexts due to their position in rural labour markets and within
material rural space. At the same time, migrants are not simply victims of
oppressive structural forces, but also display an array of agentic competences,
making sense of their situation, achieving a degree of control over their lives
and being able to pursue their life plans (O’Reilly 2012a). As such, they are able
to compensate for and to somewhat mitigate the effects of marginalisation.

At the margins of what? Marginalisation, migration,
and rural areas

In a broad sense, the notion of marginalisation invokes connotations of per-
iphery and denotes a restricted or underprivileged position of an individual
or a group within a given social hierarchy (Vasas 2005). It is closely related
to the notion of exclusion and integration and designates limitations in polit-
ical, social, and cultural rights as well as various forms of social disadvantage
such as poverty, discrimination, or inequality (Bernt and Colini 2013, Mowat
2015). Marginalisation is not a static condition but a process that involves
complex mechanisms depriving people of access to resources or participation
in various domains of social life (Vasas 2005). While keeping in mind this
multifaceted character of the processes of marginalisation, in this chapter we
focus on selected aspects. One central dimension is the migrants’ location in
the labour market, work arrangements, and how these shape the outcomes
and strategies inscribed in the process of migration and/or settlement in rural
areas. Conventionally, labour migrants have been depicted as occupying an
underprivileged position in hosting societies (Piore 1979, Standing 2011).
Concentration of migrants within particular occupational sectors often leads
to the development of ‘immigrant niches’ adding to their marginal position
in receiving contexts (Waldinger and Lichter 2003). Research has shown
how such occupational concentration of migrants within low-skill sectors is
augmented by the employers’ explicit targeting and selection among groups
that lack power, a perception of migrants as particularly suited for certain
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jobs or exhibiting an exceptional work ethic (MacKenzie and Forde 2009,
Holmes 2013).

The interplay between marginalisation and place is important for this
analysis. While literature on the intentions of settlement in the immigration
country informs us that contact with the natives is crucial in forming a place
attachment and making settlement decisions (Sgholt ez al. 2012, Brunarska
and Torunczyk-Ruiz 2019), the scholarship on international rural migra-
tion illustrates how problematic it may be. Lever and Milbourne (2017) have
demonstrated how the intersection of labour market and spatial positioning
renders migrants invisible in the local community. Similarly, Wagner et al.
(2013), based on the case of labour migration from Poland to German agri-
cultural production, showed how such conditions result in an ambiguous
self-perception among migrants. On the one hand, they view themselves as
occupying a marginal position in the social structures of the receiving com-
munities, on the other, they are conscious of their pivotal role in the industry.
Andrzejewska and Rye (2012), who researched seasonal workers in Norway,
found that the geographical isolation of the farms and the long work hours
suppress the possibility to engage in the local community and develop social
relationships with the local Norwegian population.

Polish migration to Germany and Norway - two
contexts, two stories

Polish intra-European migration eludes a single conceptualisation and has
been shaped throughout the years by changing policies regulating the cross-
border movements, access to jobs and settlement of Polish migrants abroad.
In the aftermath of the collapse of communism, migration from Poland
was an important livelihood strategy and has been labelled ‘incomplete’
(Jazwinska and Okolski 2001) due to its largely temporary and circular char-
acter. Poland’s accession to the European Union in 2004 granted a larger
degree of freedom of movement for Polish citizens. Similar to their earlier
migration movements, the post-2004 migratory processes were also largely
analysed as temporal, and their transnational and ‘liquid’ (Engbersen and
Snel 2013), or ‘intentionally unpredictable’ (Eade et al. 2007), character was
emphasised. At the same time, treating intra-European Polish migration as
in a state of constant flux would be an oversimplification, as evidence from
major receiving countries clearly reveals patterns of permanence. In the case
of Germany, the circular migration for many became a lifelong project to the
extent that one can talk about ‘permanent temporariness’ (¢f/. Martin 2001).
In the case of Norway, settlement is clearly observed, for instance in the trans-
national rearrangements of family lives (Friberg 2012).

The 1989 collapse of the iron curtain opened new avenues for migra-
tion from Poland to Germany (¢f. Cyrus and Vogel 2006). A high number
of irregular Polish migrants in Germany and the labour demand of the
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German farmers resulted in a bilateral agreement legalising the access of
Poles to seasonal employment in Germany, signed as early as December 1990
(Okolski 2004). It became one of the few possibilities for legal employment
in the west for the growing numbers of Polish citizens. The number of sea-
sonal workers grew steadily, reaching nearly 300,000 workers on the eve of
Poland’s EU accession in 2004 (Ke¢pinska 2013, 539). While the inclusion of
Poland in the EU granted a greater degree of freedom of movement to its
citizens, Germany decided to introduce and maintain the transitional period
for a maximum length of seven years (as regulated in the Accession Treaty).
In practice, this restricted the freedom of movement of workers from the
acceding countries until 2011, apart from those working on the basis of the
seasonal work agreement. While the country hosts a substantial Polish dias-
pora numbering between 1.5 million to 2 million people (Nowosielski 2016),
many of whom are settled but living transnational lives (Barglowski 2019), it
is also evident that thousands of workers continue to circulate between the
countries (Wagner et al. 2013).

While not a regular member of the EU, through its membership in the
European Economic Association (EEA), Norway participates in the policy
of a cross-border flow of people, capital, services, and goods. This fact has
had far-reaching implications for the patterns of migration in the country.
While Polish migrants were no strangers to Norwegian society before 2004
(Godzimirski 2005), as a result of the opening of the Norwegian labour
market, they have soon become the biggest group of migrants in the country,
totalling today approximately 100,000 registered persons (Statistics Norway
2019). Similarly to Germany, Norway upheld the transitional period, but only
for a period of five years. Between 2004 and 2009, the conditions for obtaining
a residence permit demanded a full-time work offer from the employer and
a guarantee of wages following Norwegian standards. However, a bulk of
migration has been organised as posted workers and through recruitment
agencies, which has been an effective way of avoiding collective agreements
such as equal wages (Friberg 2013). In May 2009, the transitional period
ended and, from this time on, holding a part-time contract was sufficient for
obtaining permission to stay and work (Friberg et al. 2013). The reports of
‘social dumping’ from labour intensive sectors in which many Polish migrants
concentrate, for instance construction, agriculture, or manufacturing, have
led to state intervention and the implementation of measures such as a gener-
alisation of wages and greater control in several sectors (Friberg 2013). From
2018, the generalisation of wages also includes the fish industry.

Researching migrants in rural areas - methods and
challenges

The data used in this chapter come from two independently conducted
projects. In both cases, the researchers were guided by the logic of an
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ethnographic approach, combining in-depth interviews and participant
observation. The common objective was to gain an understanding of Polish
migration as a process developing in time and space, and the consequences it
generates for the migrants.

The German case comes from multi-sited fieldwork in Poland and Germany
lasting for eight months and stretching between 2010 and 2012. Fieldwork
was conducted in the local community in Poland, where seasonal migra-
tion was a widely popular livelihood strategy, and in Germany, at the place
of work for the seasonal migrants (see Wagner et al. 2013). Data collection
comprised covert and overt participant observation, including five weeks of
employment as a strawberry picker in Germany. The author was thus able to
live and work with the migrants, and observe the daily work-life rhythm at
the farm, which employed over 200 people in the high season. Importantly,
due to mistreatment and malpractices in the work and living spaces of the
migrants, some of the findings were only able to be obtained if the identity
of the researcher was concealed. Such a method of data collection inevitably
raises ethical concerns due to the workers’ lack of awareness of the aim of
her seasonal employment. Thus, the questions of protecting the identity and
privacy of the participants were of crucial importance and had to be handled
with a great level of reflexivity and care for the co-workers, all of which were
addressed by the author in her work and the institution in which she was
based. Towards the end of the fieldwork, Fiatkowska disclosed the aim of
her seasonal employment to trusted co-workers, with whom she discussed the
observations, and she acquired their consent to use the data in her work. These
touched upon topics that were important parts of the migrants’ experiences
and workers’ discussions (for instance, arrangements related to living in
Poland and working in Germany, accommodation and working conditions,
and the general wellbeing of the migrant workers). This was combined with
40 semi-structured in-depth interviews conducted in Poland with the seasonal
workers. Altogether, this allowed for a discussion regarding the observations
and to inter-subjectively reinforce the accuracy of the interpretations. To pro-
tect the co-workers and interviewees, their names and the place of the field-
work have been anonymised.

In the case of Norway, the fieldwork has been conducted among Polish
migrants who live and work in one of the rural municipalities located by the
Norwegian coast. From 2004 onwards, the area has attracted a substantial
number of east and central European labour migrants who found employ-
ment at the local fish-processing plant. Today, the share of the migrant
population in the municipality is over 25 per cent and the Polish local popu-
lation numbers approximately 200 persons. The fieldwork was divided into
a series of ethnographic stays conducted between May 2016 and May 2018.
It combined formal and informal interviews, participant observation, visits
to the fish-processing plant where the majority of the migrants worked, and
visits to migrants’ houses. During the fieldwork, 30 in-depth interviews with
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36 Polish migrants were conducted. They included 19 men and 17 women
ranging from their early 20s to early 60s. Twenty-three of the participants
were in their late 20s or 30s. An average time the interviewees had lived in
the locality was six and a half years. The approach to the interviews was bio-
graphical (Roberts 2002). Its aim was to understand how the situation of the
migrants in the locality changes with time. The themes discussed were their
living and working conditions, social relationships, rationale for arriving
and staying, their everyday concerns, and experiences and practices. All the
interviews were conducted in the informants’ first language, most of them in
the setting of the migrants’ private living spaces. The conducted fieldwork
was entirely overt.

Due to obstacles encountered, the recruitment of the informants combined
purposive and opportunistic sampling (O’Reilly 2012b). Two gatekeepers
have been central for establishing contact with the participants and aiding the
recruitment process. An important issue that emerged during the fieldwork
was the social visibility of the local Polish community. This prompted the
researcher to reflect upon issues of ethics, and to anonymise the identity of
the participants and the name of the locality.

Living on the edge(s) of rural societies

In this chapter, we analyse and compare two domains of migrants’ lives across
the two contexts: work arrangements and spatial aspects of their lives in the
community and beyond. We illustrate their impact on migrants’ overall pos-
ition in the receiving context and how migrants respond to them.

At the edge of the local labour market

Unskilled labour in German agriculture and Norwegian fish production have
been largely abandoned by local workers and gradually replaced by inter-
national migrant workers. As a result, the continuous flow of migration over
the years has led to an occupational concentration of workers with a foreign
background.

The migration trajectory from Poland to Germany built around circularity
and concentration in agriculture has been a result of the above mentioned
bilateral agreement in 1990, which continued after 2004 and up to 2011, inde-
pendently of restrictions following from Germany’s transitional arrangements.
Access to this form of employment was organised through informal networks,
on which workers were dependent. At the time of the fieldwork (2010-2012),
many of Fiatkowska’s respondents were expected to pay an informal fee of
20 up to as much as 100 euros to a senior employee, who often also acted as a
middleman for such an arrangement.

Faced with limited options for other kinds of employment, migrants had to
be resilient and obedient at work in order to secure employment for the next
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season. Often unclear employment conditions caused an intensification of
work (Smith 2006) and competition among the workers, breaking down loyal-
ties and cooperation. This was critically addressed by one of the interviewees,
Iza. She worked alongside her cousin and friend, forming a team, for which
the cousin was made responsible. The work was arranged by her cousin, who
had to earn the trust of the employer to be allowed to ‘bring’ someone else to
work. In the interview, Iza explained how this happened:

[...] they slept for five hours, there was a lot of work [...]. The German
stood and watched them in the field. Something’s not right and he kicked
the box with strawberries and made you start over from the beginning of the
row. So, from what she said, it was just terrible. But as it turned out later, it
was about choosing the best workers, who later could recruit others.

Insecurity related to future employment translates into an intensification of
work and self-exploitation, which also emerges from Iza’s account: ‘she said
that once I decided to come to work, I have to endure as long as the boss
wants, and not to quit after a week.” As she explained, this would negatively
affect her cousin’s situation, who depended on this form of employment. This
adds to the burden of the employees, who realise that their position and rela-
tionship with the employer is determined not only by the quality of their
work but also by those whom they recruited. Yet they learned to rationalise
and to adapt to such situations. While work in agriculture and the circulation
between the two countries was not simply a matter of choosing but often a
necessity due to financial difficulties in the home country, the seasonal migra-
tion was often referred to as inscribed into their lives, or as a desire to go
‘when the spring comes and you will smell the soil’ (cf. Wagner et al. 2013, 46).

Yet migrants were acutely aware that they do the jobs locals will not do.
‘They laughed at us, Polnishe Maschine they say’ is what another respondent
overheard from a few locals employed on higher positions on the farm. Such
attitudes unveil their dehumanising approach towards the employees, which
legitimises foreign workers’ exploitation, all of which they are aware of.

Negotiating their marginal social and labour market position, the
interviewees referred to what Morawska (2001) called a ‘cultural kit,” a com-
bination of features such as reliability or diligence inextricably linked with
national identity. This is evident in the narrative of Grzegorz, who has been a
permanent seasonal migrant for the last 20 years. In a conversation that took
place just before his forthcoming apple-picking season, he stressed the reli-
ability of Polish workers and their high work ethic.

The boss tries to be fair because he knows that who else would come here to
work, right? He will not turn to Germans, because they won't come. They
won't come to work in the field, and not for this money [...]

(Grzegorz, mid 50s)
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Constructing the figure of an ‘ideal worker’ (MacKenzie and Forde 2009) and
contrasting it with the locals’ approach to work, Grzegorz’s statement also
points to how migrants rationalise, normalise, and narrate the story of their
migration. Paradoxically though, by becoming an ‘ideal worker’ and enhan-
cing their employability by appealing to their ‘cultural kit,” migrant workers
contribute to their marginalisation by becoming exactly the kind of workers
the employers need — hardworking, flexible, and with few demands. Their
marginal labour market positioning as well as social invisibility resembles in
some aspects the situation of Polish migrants in Norway.

In the Norwegian case, migrants cluster predominantly within the local
salmon industry. After 2004, the industry started to rely increasingly on
the recruitment of migrant workers and experienced a rapid growth in its
share of foreign labour force. As a result, the company that employs most
of the migrant workers in the study locality has gradually become ethnic-
ally segmented. With only a few exceptions, the physical tasks of fish pro-
cessing, such as slaughtering, cutting, filleting, and packing, were performed
by workers with a foreign background. Increasing migration to the locality
prompted competition between the migrant workers, creating a pressure to
improve performance and resulting in an overall intensification of work. In
addition, the workers over time experienced a worsening of their working
conditions. From the full-time permanent contracts offered to them during
the first years after the EU-extension, the employment policy changed to an
offer of 80 per cent permanent contract, preluded by a lengthy trial period.
This change contributed to the internal segmentation of the foreign work-
force, with more recent arrivals experiencing an increased insecurity in their
work situation. Dariusz shared his thoughts on this issue:

They don’t give us the rights we deserve. If I was Norwegian, I think they
would give me a 100 per cent contract (...) This system makes you inse-
cure. It gives people the feeling that if they don’t work hard, they are not
good enough. They squeeze them like lemons for two years, and then people
can’t work properly after they get the permanent contract. They are too
exhausted after the two-year struggle for the contract.

(Dariusz, early 30s)

The narratives of the migrants concerning the working conditions were
often framed as exploitation and instrumental treatment. They reflected the
awareness of being treated as a flexible and disposable labour force, and not
as long-term assets.

The occupational concentration of the Polish migrants has wider implications
for their marginalisation. The organisation of work in the fish industry severely
limited possibilities for the acquisition of the Norwegian language, as migrants
socialised almost exclusively with other migrants. Some have spent years
performing menial, physically demanding tasks in the fish industry, prioritising
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financial gains but at the same time risking a deterioration of their health and
wellbeing, and limiting the opportunities for inclusion in other spheres of the
local community. While some have managed to find other jobs in the local labour
market, for most, changing jobs was a risky venture that may put strain on an
otherwise fragile life. As one of the female informants, Krystyna confessed:

INTERVIEWER: What are the pros and cons of your job?

KRYSTYNA: Salary is a positive side. The negative side is that my health
deteriorates. Your joints, back, and psyche are worn-out. But when it comes
to the salary, it is ok.

INTERVIEWER: Do you consider changing this job?

KRYSTYNA: Yes, I do.

INTERVIEWER: What are the real chances for making it come through?

KRYSTYNA: [ think that chances are good but there is... I don’t have courage.
You think, what is going to happen, right? (...) there is this waiting time in
the job office. Two months [waiting time before one is entitled to benefits
in case of voluntarily quitting job]. And what then? What about finances,
then? So, I refrain from doing that for the time being.

(Krystyna, mid 40s)

The above story illustrates sentiments that are characteristic for many
migrants. The prolonged stay in the locality is a form of sacrifice. It involves
an improvement of their financial situation and gradual settlement, but at the
same time offers very few perspectives on mobility in the local labour market,
and may in turn result in consolidating migrants’ position within the second
sector of the labour market (Piore 1979).

Spatial edges

In this section, we discuss how migrants’ marginalisation is related to their
spatial distribution within the respective localities, and how this reflects their
overall position within the hosting communities.

Becker (2010, 7) has metaphorically conceived seasonal migrant workers in
Germany as an ‘army of goblins’: fairylike creatures, whose role is reduced to
performing a certain job and then vanishing. The workers arrive, do the job
and return home largely unnoticed by the mainstream society. Their invisibility,
also experienced by the researcher during the fieldwork, is strengthened by a
clear spatial separation, as migrants are accommodated in remote areas where
work is performed. Accommodation must be provided by the employer in case
of seasonal work in agriculture (for which migrants are usually charged). Often
it is a cellar or the attic in an outbuilding — in the analysed case, approximately
200 co-workers were accommodated in containers and caravans, forming a
sort of ethnic colony on the side of a little-used road at the margins of the
village, in the vicinity of the farmlands.
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The minimum conditions set in the law for accommodation are: a minimum
of six square meters per person, a maximum of six persons in a room — women
and men separately, bed and a cupboard should be provided for every person,
as well as a chair and place by the table, and there should be a place to prepare
food — minimum one kitchen stove per two persons, access to the fridge, one
toilet per eight persons, and one shower per 10, access to a washing machine and
access to a first aid kit. These were suggestions for newly built accommodations.
A departure from these norms has been tolerated over time and in practice.

In the analysed case, the containers were too small to host six people, not to
mention their belongings, which were stored under the beds since there was no
cupboard (see Figure 7.1 for an example). The number of showers or toilets
was below the required amount, there was a lack of hot water and limited
access to the washing machine. Facing frequent power cuts, workers used
candles, but no fire extinguishers were provided. Interviews with other sea-
sonal workers confirm that these observations from the field are still frequently
experienced problems, while there is a limited awareness of the workers’ rights
regarding the minimum standards of accommodation (Wagner et al. 2013).

Intersecting with the structural dimensions, most notably with the
mentioned earlier sectoral concentration and type of work, migrants are
practically excluded from the life of the host community. They spend most
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Figure 7.1 Accommodation of seasonal migrant workers in Germany, 2010 (Photo credit:
Kamila Fialkowska)
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of their time working and then resting, which limits their opportunities to
have outside contacts or relationships, or to seek help or advice when needed.
Moreover, working and living alongside their compatriots, they hardly ever
have a chance to learn or practice the local language. The host community
usually means the farm, so the most important issue here is what kind of
relation they have with their co-workers, employer, or their employer’s
representatives. “‘We came here to work, not to take a rest’ was an oft-repeated
phrase, which helped to build resilience in the face of poor accommodation, a
demanding job, and the demeaning treatment of workers. The temporality of
this arrangement made it easier to consent to it. Regular seasonal workers on
the farm would return to the same container every other year. As such, they
could live with their former colleagues, which increased their sense of comfort
as well as the ability to adjust the containers to their needs, domesticating the
unhomely space (Boccagni 2014).

In the Norwegian case, the local spatial distribution of Polish migrants and
their living arrangements were different. Unlike the German case, the occu-
pational concentration did not transcend into specific housing patterns. One
of the reasons was the fact that Norwegian employers are not obliged to pro-
vide accommodation for the migrant workers. Migrants are thus responsible
for finding and arranging their own living places in the local housing market.
During the fieldwork, no specific area in the local housing and settlement
structure where migrants would concentrate was identified. The non-seasonal
character of the work in the fish industry has facilitated a longer-term stay
of many migrants and invited them to invest in better housing arrangements.
Despite the sparsely distributed population and frequently experienced iso-
lation caused by considerable distances between villages in the locality, and
the fact that 90 per cent of the housing structure consists of detached houses,
migrants belonged to the ‘natural’ existing settlement structure (see Figure 7.2
for an example). Nevertheless, the material and geographical conditions of
the locality were experienced by many as burdensome, as they imposed geo-
graphical barriers which needed to be traversed on a daily basis. Radek, in his
late 20s, was among those who reflected upon this:

There is not so much motivation to be (participate) everywhere, let’s say
play basketball, because everything is far away. Everything is so spread out
here (...) During the weekends... in Poland when we used to go out with
our peers to a restaurant or a pub, it was easy to get back because there was
public transportation. Here you have to drive.

(Radek, late 20s)

The material structure of the location necessitated migrants to relate to it
and to domesticate it. As Radek’s experiences indicate, long distances could
effectively limit migrants’ participation in spare-time activities and socialisa-
tion with other inhabitants in the locality (Cass et al. 2005). As such, the
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experiences of the locality were often described as an ambivalent mixture of
rural idyll and the drudgery of everyday material obstacles (Woods 2011). At
the same time, such experiences have not refrained many from reuniting with
their families in Norway and purchasing properties. Both are tangible signs of
an intention to stay longer term. Ela, who together with her child joined her
husband in Norway, reflected upon this:

I don’t want to move anywhere else (outside this particular location in the
area) (...) We're looking for a house here, but we can’t find one (...) It has
to be here. We're close to the doctor’s office and to school ... and the shop is
close... (...). We want to buy a house because we want to have something
that is ours. I want to feel that this is my place, I want to feel that I am
coming back home, not to a soulless apartment.

(Ela, early 40s)

The quotation illustrates place-attachment and the development of a feeling
of being at home. For house owners or those considering buying property, this
was often an important life stage associated with stability and a ‘grounding’
of life (Bygnes and Erdal 2016).

Figure 7.2 An example of migrants’ housing in the Norwegian case (Photo credit: Jakub
Stachowski)
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Thriving on the edges of rural communities -
final thoughts

In this chapter, we have compared two cases of international migration from
Poland to different rural contexts in Germany and Norway respectively. We
placed our analysis within a wider context of migration regimes but paid par-
ticular attention to industrial and material aspects of receiving local contexts.
As the initially quoted observation by Bock et al. (2016) suggests, exclusion
and integration, but also marginalisation, work intersectionally and are the
results of interaction and overlap between various factors.

The role of working conditions, migrants’ position in the local labour
market, and the fact that they are largely contracted to perform certain
types of physical, unskilled tasks were central factors in this analysis. These
conditions have proved central in grasping the workings of the marginalisation
processes, as they illustrate how the disadvantaged position of the migrants
is impacted by their work arrangements. While, in both cases, a combination
of recruitment strategies and the volume of migration has led to the forma-
tion of ethnic niches (Waldinger and Lichter 2003), their existence intersects
differently with another dimension emphasised in the analysis, namely the
rural place. In the case of the German agriculture, the combination of spatial
and physical emplacement of work in the fields and seclusion through camp
accommodation pushes migrants drastically to the edge of, and out-of-sight
in, the local community. In Norway, however, despite the high occupational
concentration of the migrants, the workings of spatial marginalisation differ.
Despite the frequently experienced social isolation as a result of the material
attributes of the place, migrants are spatially distributed within the ‘naturally’
existing settlement structure of the location.

While the German case features seasonal production and, as such,
presupposes largely circular migration, throughout its duration over many
years, the migration has evolved into a recurring circuit. One of the reasons
the seasonal migration of Poles to Germany developed as a life-long pro-
ject for some of the migrants has been long-lasting limitations inscribed in
the migration regime that supported circulation rather than settlement. By
contrast, through its membership in the EEA, Norway grants EU-migrants
a higher degree of freedom to seek employment and settle down. In add-
ition, the non-seasonal character of the work in fish production invites and
facilitates some of the Polish migrants to establish long-term roots in the
locality. These factors affected the ways in which the respective streams of
migration developed.

As the German case showed, the circular seasonal migration turned into a
permanent phenomenon in the researched case, with profound implications
for migrants’ personal life trajectories, as well as their families and local com-
munities (c¢f. Fialkowska 2019). In this case, the continuous treatment of the
home country by migrants as a primary point of reference may facilitate
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rationalisations of their marginal positions. Furthermore, a belief in the
good reputation of the Polish migrant workers who are vital in the success of
the harvesting season in Germany may be also a compensatory strategy. In
Norway, on the other hand, there is a tendency towards a more permanent
settlement, visible through the acquisition of properties in the locality,
family reunifications, and place attachment. Creating a home and focusing
on constructing familiarity in the relative social isolation and relatively low
labour-market position is how they exercise their agency.

As such, these examples are manifestations of migrants’ agentic capabil-
ities. Narratives of the migrants and concrete practices reveal various ways of
making sense of their situation, rationalising and, in consequence, mitigating
the experience of marginalisation experienced otherwise. Considerations of
migrants’ agency, viewing them as reflexive and able to exercise some control
over their actions, and as negotiating the asymmetrical social relations they
experience, enables us to better comprehend and problematise the processes
of marginalisation in receiving rural areas.

One of the final reflections emerging from the analysis is the importance
of keeping scholarly pace with the dynamically changing character of rural
international migration. Migrant positionalities in rural contexts are not con-
stant but rather continuously evolving as a result of cross-cutting mechanisms
of exclusion/inclusion within respective migration regimes and the ways of
negotiating these conditions by the migrants.
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