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Will Polish nationals feel at home in Scotland after
Brexit?

How does it feel to be a Polish national in Scotland after the EU referendum? Kate Botterill
& (Edinburgh Napier University) discusses how the result and subsequent uncertainty affected
- ‘\ them, and the strategies they have adopted to deal with it. Post-Brexit, the Scottish Government
. want a different approach to migration from the rest of the UK, which may lead to stronger
-iir identification with Scotland among many Poles living in the country. Nonetheless, Scottish public
o P, attitudes towards migration appear to be hardening.

When it comes to migration, Scotland is widely considered to be on a different political journey to the rest of the UK.
For First Minister Nicola Sturgeon, Brexit signals an opportunity to ‘change the narrative’. Given the distinct set of
demographic and economlc challenges Scotland faces, the Scottish Government has made a case for a different

, extending commitments to EU citizens’ rights and calling for autonomy from Westminster on
free movement. For the 219,000 EU nationals resident in Scotland this should be a welcome respite from the
unsettling aftershocks of Brexit.

Research on attitudes to migration in Scotland has found, however, that despite these political commitments there is
a ‘growing hostility towards migration’, and while those who voted Remain are less concerned about immigration, a
majority would support a more restrictive immigration regime. Furthermore, research conducted before Brexit has
highlighted the multiple social, economic and political insecurities experienced by EU8 nationals

in urban and rural Scotland. What are the impacts of this shifting political landscape on the everyday lives of EU
citizens in Scotland? Is Brexit a rupture to feelings of belonging and mobility in the UK? And what does it mean to be
a European in this murky terrain?

Passengers disembark from an Edinburgh-£6dz flight in 2009. Photo: A.Currell via a CC-BY-NC

2.0 licence
My research with Polish nationals in Scotland in the days and weeks following the Brexit vote has found that their
sense of belonging in Scotland has been affected in complex ways, punctuated by everyday (in)securities in local
spaces as well as shaped by discourses of migration, security and nationalism in and beyond Scotland. Through in-
depth interviews with Polish nationals living in urban Scotland | explored
1) reactions to the referendum outcome;

2) how the Brexit vote had shaped everyday encounters in local spaces; and

Date originally posted: 2018-03-15
Permalink: http://blogs.Ise.ac.uk/brexit/2018/03/15/will-polish-nationals-feel-at-home-in-scotland-after-brexit/

Blog homepage: http://blogs.Ise.ac.uk/brexit/


http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/brexit/files/2018/03/File-123188.jpg
https://www.research.ed.ac.uk/portal/files/38000389/SIPafterBrexit0617.pdf
http://www.heraldscotland.com/news/15829903.We_need_to__change_the_narrative__on_migration__says_Sturgeon/
http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0053/00531087.pdf
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/brexit/2017/04/10/what-have-i-done-to-deserve-this-the-aftershocks-of-brexit-for-londons-eu-migrants/
https://www.euppublishing.com/doi/abs/10.3366/scot.2014.0006
http://www.natcen.ac.uk/media/1361413/40kt-55a-brx1t-r%C2%A3p0rt_v5.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13621025.2016.1191430
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1068/a45158
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0743016716302054
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/psp.2122/abstract
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/brexit/files/2018/03/4164718090_8606f3a788_o.jpg
https://www.flickr.com/photos/23748404@N00/4164718090/in/photolist-7BHJjf-a6grRo-a6dzUc-a6dzPX-3haS7i-3oLbdN-a6u6WP-7kXmqv-a6u6Sn-a6grEL-a6wXVs-a6wXGw-7m2gzC-7kXWWK-a6u6Ka-7m2h19-a6grJ5-a6grBA-7kXoSP-7kXkMR-a6grwq-7m2gAj-7MuGLZ-7kXoqv-a6u6Di-a6dAfK-dabAtn-7m2huQ-a6wXsh-a6u78z-7m2x1Q-7kXKUt-a6dArn
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/2.0/
https://www.researchgate.net/project/Brexit-mobilities-and-everyday-security-perceptions-and-experiences-of-Polish-nationals-in-Scotland

LSE Brexit: Will Polish nationals feel at home in Scotland after Brexit? Page 2 of 3

3) how the referendum affected national and European identities.

For Dorota, a Polish national living in central Scotland with her Spanish husband and two Scottish-born children,
Brexit temporarily unsettled her attachments to Scotland and has the potential to shape future integration and
settlement practices.

‘It felt like a personal attack completely...I've been rejected. | didn’t feel Scottish, British whatever. I've
been rejected. I'm not putting my own time and skills anymore. I’'m just gonna earn money and then
search for opportunities... | used to feel settled. | seriously felt settled. | just felt like okay, it's fine.We
started to build up more local contacts. Not a huge amount, but there’s a few people | would like to
expand. And it all stopped since June because why would you if you’re gonna leave?’

The anger and rejection at the referendum outcome has shaped Dorota’s sense of belonging in Scotland and she
links this to pragmatic strategies to secure her status. Such strategies are often understood as economically driven,
where costs and benefits are weighed up as rational calculations. However, the emotional costs of Brexit and the
feeling of non-belonging play an important role in framing decisions for mobility and settlement. For some
participants, the representation of immigration by right-wing tabloid media and political campaigns (e.g. Vote Leave)
led to anxiety about potential hostilities in everyday spaces. Accent, and speaking a foreign language, were
perceived as key markers of difference that often altered encounters with others, including not speaking to children
on public transport and avoiding certain public spaces.

Helena moved to the UK in 2006 and has recently become a British citizen. She reveals that despite acquiring formal
citizenship and feeling ‘welcome’ in Scotland, the anti-migration discourse in the UK continues to shape her everyday
encounters and sense of security and belonging.

‘It's very consoling that so many Scots, you know, even like the MSP Sturgeon... she said that you're
welcome here, we value you... but it's hard to describe what | feel... it doesn’t really matter whether | had
citizenship or not. You know, after ten years living somewhere and feeling, | felt 100% equal. | never felt
worse. So even though so many people voted to remain, I'm looking at the streets and | feel anger and |
feel hatred... And | have an accent. Whenever | speak somebody will hear that I'm a foreigner. | never felt
ashamed of it or anything like that but now, you know, you open your mouth and you don’t know, you
know, whether somebody will react to it or what you’re doing here’.

Helena’'s ambiguous attachments to place and nation are directly connected to ever n iations of citizenshi
local spaces. After the referendum the locality became a site in which broader discourses of security, nationalism
and migration played out. Given these challenges, will changing Scotland’s narrative on migration be enough to
make EU citizens feel at home? For the participants in my study, the political narrative in Scotland has been a
welcome antidote to a perceived ‘backwards step’ taken by the UK government in its relationship to Europe. As
Kasia, who has lived and worked in Scotland since 2008 stated:

‘| identify much more with what, for example, Scottish Parliament is representing.... and political direction
that they’re taking. I'm a little bit concerned about the UK direction...of taking a step back from working
as a community’.

For many, the Scottish Government’s positions on migration and Europe were key factors in their identification with
Scotland, rather than England. For example, some of those claiming to be a ‘citizen of Europe’ also expressed a
desire for Scottish independence and a Scottish passport. Jacek, who has lived in England, Ireland and Scotland,
describes his identification with Scotland through a European sensibility.

‘... I was really hopeful of this whole project turning us into... one continent.. that made me really proud
and made me consider myself a citizen of Europe as opposed to a citizen of Poland or wherever... ‘|
voted ‘No’ in the [Scottish] Referendum cause | was badly misinformed...I didn’t pay enough attention...|
would vote ‘Yes’ if | were voting again because as | realised that this was one of those rare situations
where people were given a chance'.

This research raises key questions about how Polish nationals are negotiating belonging in Scotland through broader
affiliations with Europe, and often away from Poland. Although this is not straightforward as some held multiple
loyalties to Scotland, Poland and the UK showing complex multi-scalar identifications with place.
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Many of those | interviewed grew up during the transition from state socialism to neoliberal capitalism in Poland, and
came of age during an era of free mobility taking advantage of opportunities for travel and working abroad. Brexit
signals another, largely unwanted, transition for Polish nationals in Scotland characterised by ongoing uncertainty.
These transitions are negotiated and narrated by EU citizens through interconnected discourses of belonging and
citizenship across a range of scales. The views expressed here do not represent those of other Polish or EU
nationals in the UK. Instead, they provide a snapshot of feelings and experiences at a time of intense geopolitical
transition and are important reminders of the complex relationship between political narratives, everyday encounters
and an individual sense of belonging.

This post represents the views of the author and not those of the Brexit blog, nor the LSE. It is based on a
forthcoming paper for the journal Population, Space and Place. The data is based on a study funded by Edinburgh
Napier University. Kate is currently developing this work in a project titled ‘Re-making the European’ (funded by the
Carnegie Trust) and is looking for research participants. If you are a Polish national living in Scotland and would like
to speak about your experiences. please get in touch — k.botterill (at) napier.ac.uk.

Dr Kate Botterill is a Lecturer in Human Geography in the School of Applied Sciences at Edinburgh Napier University.
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