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ABSTRACT:

Scholarship on domestic violence and abuse has sought to understand how women's
experiences are influenced by gender and its intersections with other social relations of
power. We draw upon life history interviews with Polish women and interviews with
practitioners to contribute to this intersectional and transnational feminist scholarship by
examining how intersections between the migration process, immigration status and
socio-cultural, religious and institutional contexts of Poland and the UK shape Polish
women’s experiences of domestic violence and abuse. In doing so, we seek to redress the
invisibilisation of Polish migrant women in the scholarship on domestic violence and abuse
in the UK and beyond, in a context where they are invisibilised as ‘white’ and the
particularities of their experiences neglected. Beyond a focus on the specificity of Polish
women’s experiences through utilising an intersectional lens to understand the difference that
difference makes, we also draw attention to similarities in migrant women’s structural
location within exclusionary immigration/welfare bordering regimes in the UK, which creates
conducive contexts for such violence. In doing so, we widen the lens used to understand
domestic violence beyond family and interpersonal dynamics to the opportunities and
constraints posed by intersecting social relations and gendered geographies of power.
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Polish women’s experiences of domestic violence: Intersecting roles of migration and
socio-cultural, religious and policy contexts in Poland and in the UK

This paper examines Polish women’s experiences of domestic violence and abuse (DVA) in
the UK, with a focus on how socio-cultural and institutional contexts in Poland as well as in
the UK create barriers to recognising, reporting and addressing gendered violence. DVA
encompasses a range of abusive and often interrelated behaviours including physical
violence, verbal, sexual, psychological and economic abuse and coercive and controlling
behaviour by a partner, ex-partner or other family member. Crenshaw’s (1991)
conceptualisation of intersectionality alerts us to how, while gender remains the most
common predictor of DVA, the prevalence, nature of the violence and abuse and its impact,
and service responses to DVA are shaped by women’s location within intersecting social
relations of power. For migrant women, inequalities related to their migration/immigration
status intersect with gender, race/ethnicity, class, socio-cultural norms and religion - both in
the countries of origin and in the diaspora - to shape their experiences of DVA.

The prevalence of DVA is higher among migrant women in diverse contexts (FRA 2014;
Gongalves et al. 2016) and for women who migrate to the UK upon marriage, distance from
familial sources of support may increase their isolation and impede help-seeking. Other
research explores the role of socio-cultural norms in countries of origin, such as the notions
of ‘honour’ and shame associated with women’s sexuality, in preventing Black and
minoritised women from disclosing DVA and escaping abusive relationships (Aghtaie, 2016;
Femi-Ajao 2018). However, a focus on intersectionality solely in terms of heightened
vulnerability can reproduce harmful pathologising narratives about ‘othered’ communities
which disregard the structural positioning of migrant women.

International feminist scholarship has extended the lens through which we understand DVA,
beyond vulnerability associated with individual circumstances and family/community
structures or cultures, to broader structural factors related to migration and immigration status
and state policies (Anitha et al. 2018; Mcllwaine et al. 2019; Voolma 2018). These factors
may exacerbate the prevalence of the violence as well as create barriers to seeking support, as
has been documented for racially minoritised victims of DVA in the UK (Femi-Ajao 2018;
SafeLives 2015). Research also highlights how the precarity created by immigration policies
(Segrave and Vasil 2024), the exclusions within welfare policies (Anitha 2010), service
responses and transnational legal regimes can create a crucial ‘conducive context’ (Kelly
2003) that sustains the violence that takes place in private spheres.

Research on DVA is relatively recent in the Polish context (Michalska 2016;
Pawlowska-Muc et al 2023). Compared to the wide range of research on DVA among South
Asian, Middle Eastern and more recently, African migrant populations in the UK (Aghtaie
2016; Anitha et al. 2018; Anitha 2010; Femi-Ajao 2018), DVA experienced by Polish women
living in the UK is significantly unexplored in peer-reviewed sources (an exception is the
study by Sonowska-Buxton and Studsred (20250 which draws upon interviews with 13
Polish women in Norway and the UK,) - a gap that this article addresses.

Anthias (2002: 500) highlights the complexity of migrant identities and their social
connections across different contexts in communities of origin and those of destination,
whereby ‘the migrant is dynamically placed in three locales and their intersection: the society
of migration, the homeland and the migrant group’. While our field of empirical inquiry is the



lives and experiences of Polish women in the UK, Poland remains an important point of
reference to enhance understanding of how gender ideologies are reproduced, contested and
reconstituted transnationally and in local social spaces and across social relations. Drawing
upon the first-ever UK-wide study of DVA experienced by Polish women, we explore how
the migration process and the socio-cultural, religious and institutional contexts in both
Poland and the UK influence the nature and patterns of DVA and responses to it.

Gendered migration from Poland to the UK and domestic violence and abuse within this
population

Whilst there were waves of migration from Poland to the UK at several points during the 20th
Century, the largest movement came following Poland’s accession to the European Union
(EU) in 2004, and access to the UK labour market. By 2017 the Polish community had
become the largest non-UK born population in the UK and far outnumbered all the other
migrants from Central and Eastern Europe (Burrell 2016).

Driven largely by economic and employment-related motivations (in contrast to movement
by other groups to the UK), the majority of Polish migrants are young people (up to 34 years)
and along with EU-8 migrants, have the highest employment rates in the UK (80% for
women, 90% for men) of all migrant populations, and higher than UK-born people (75% for
women 78% for men) (Ferndndez-Reino and Rienzo 2022: 6). Polish migrants in the UK are
over-represented in low paid semi-skilled and manual occupations in industry, hospitality, and
agriculture, which indicates significant de-skilling compared with their prior employment
status (White 2017). Polish-born women are more likely to be employed in ‘elementary’
occupations compared to Polish-born men (Aziz 2015, pp. 91-95).

Polish women's economic migration was a response to the gendered impact of rising
unemployment in local labour markets following the dissolution of the Eastern Bloc in 1989
(Coyle, 2007; Aziz 2015). Research on male migration also documents how women play
active roles in the decision-making process, suggesting a more collaborative migration
trajectory (Ryan et al. 2009, pp. 65-68). Other patterns of Polish migration include dual
migration, where both partners move together (Ryan et al. 2009), and solo migration by
single, childfree women or women leaving families behind in Poland (Lutz 2008; Urbanska
2016).

Beyond seeking economic opportunities (White 2011) in the wake of Poland's post-socialist
industrial decline, Polish women's mobility can also be viewed as a form of resistance to the
erosion of their rights (Coyle, 2007; Pustulka 2015). The diverse contexts that have shaped
Polish women’s migration to the UK and elsewhere in Europe from 2004 onwards include
inequalities and power imbalances in conjugal and family relations (Urbanska 2016), escape
from violence and abuse from an intimate partner or within their natal family (Coyle 2007;
Ryan et al 2009: 71; Urbanska 2016), or being compelled into migration and transnational
motherhood through the intersection of regimes of care, gender, migration (Lutz 2008) as
well as legal regimes in Poland and Europe (Urbanska 2016). Urbanska (2016) documents
how Polish women’s migration occurred in the absence of effective support from family,
local communities or the conservative state institutions in the face of violence.

Research on Polish women’s experiences of migration explores their migration decisions,
employment trajectories, practices and experiences in Western Europe, including the UK
(Aziz, 2015; Coyle 2007), where they perform gendered, low paid and insecure work as



carers and domestic workers (Coyle, 2007; Cyrus 2008; Praszatowicz 2008). Additional
research focuses on family relations, new maternity practices and identities, care relationships
and the nature of transnational mothering within gendered regimes (Urbanska 2016).
Constructions of gender and gender relations are also analysed in scholarship that documents
the complex co-existence of transnationalism and integration in negotiations of gender and
the process of reconfigurations of family, gender relations and masculinities among Polish
migrants (Bell and Pustulka 2017; Leszczynska et al. 2024; Slany 2018) and how such
reconstructions may subsequently influence gender dynamics in Poland (Siara 2013).

However, this research on gender and migration only refers, inter alia, to gendered patterns
of violence and abuse in relationships of Polish women (Coyle 2007; Ryan et al. 2009).
Urbanska (2016: 113) notes this gap in relation to studies of Polish migration, ‘where there
has been no analysis of [...] domestic violence, divorces and separations in the migration
process and at the intersection of different types of regimes.” She attributes this silence to a
focus on economic factors behind women’s decisions to migrate, the absence of research
focus on periods long before and after migration, and on recording changes in the relationship
with the partner/husband (Urbanska 2016: 112-13). Our research responds to her call for
more studies which encompass all the biographical, intersected trajectories of Polish women’s
migration and marital/intimate relationships in various socio-political and economic contexts,
in the pre- and post-migration periods.

Any focus on DVA in the lives of Polish women in the UK needs to situate their experiences
within the context of the nature of this problem in Poland. The prevalence of DVA among
women in Poland is estimated to be between 19% for physical and/or sexual violence (FRA
2014) to and 63% for physical, sexual, psychological and/or economic violence (Kantar
Report (2019), with the latter also noting a significant underreporting of its occurrence and
frequency. The lack of disaggregated data within the racial category of ‘White’ in the UK
Crime Survey hinders our understanding of DVA within the Polish community, as Polish
individuals are categorised as 'White'. However, between 2009-2018, Polish-born victims
were second in number only to UK-born victims of femicide and constituted 1.7% (24
women) of all victims (Long et al. 2020). This is disproportionate to their 1.2% share of the
UK population and may indicate higher prevalence rates or greater barriers to leaving,
thereby escalating risk of serious harm and death.

The gendered nature of migration was originally theorised by Mahler and Pessar (2001)
through their conceptual model of ‘gendered geographies of power’ which incorporates
geographical scale, social location as well as women’s ‘corporal and cognitive’ agency,
‘given their own initiative as well as their positioning within multiple hierarchies of power’
(Mabhler and Pessar 2001, 447) in both the countries of origin and in the destination countries.
Our article builds on Massey’s (1994) gendered analysis of migration in relation to structural
relations of power.

Research methods

Given the paucity of research on Polish migrant women’s experiences of DVA and the
sensitive nature of the topic, qualitative methods were employed to generate rich data.

Life history interviews were chosen to enable participants to give in-depth accounts of their
lives and relationships and were conducted with 28 Polish women who had experienced DVA
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whilst living in the UK. Interview themes included childhood and early lives, migration
decisions and processes, the context and nature of the abusive relationship, and experiences
of help-seeking and services. Women were recruited using purposive sampling via
practitioners/organisations who approached previous clients and upon consent, passed on
their contact details to us, and through snowballing and in response to adverts on UK-based
Polish social media sites. Based on women’s preference, eight interviews were conducted in
English and 20 in Polish. The English-language interviews were conducted jointly by authors
1 and 2 (Polish-speaking), to reach a common approach to interviewing, as the topic of DVA
and the UK context of DVA services were relatively new to author 2. Due to the COVID-19
pandemic most interviews were conducted online; only two were conducted face-to-face in a
public venue chosen by the participants during periods when the social distancing measures
were not in place. Interviews lasted between 2 to 4 hours and were recorded.

The women were aged 33-64 at the time of interview (mean age 41) and had between 0 (n=1)
and 4 (n=3) children (mean number 2). All but two of the women we interviewed migrated
to the UK after 2004 following the EU Treaty of Accession. They varied in terms of whether
they came to the UK with/ to join their partner (17 women) or met their partner here (11
women). The ex-partners of 24 women were Polish (one woman recounted two abusive
relationships, both with Polish men whom she met in the UK), two were British (one was
Black African and one was White), one was Eastern European and one woman’s partner was
North African (exact country not disclosed to maintain anonymity) - she had migrated to the
UK from Poland with him. All the women we interviewed had left the abusive relationship
between 7 months and 13 years previously. A majority of the women had completed tertiary
education, though three women did not attend high school. All the women identified as
Catholic though the levels of religiosity varied, and for individual women it also varied
across their life-course.

In-depth interviews were also conducted with 18 frontline professionals with experience of
supporting Polish families on the issue of DVA. Practitioners from domestic abuse services,
Polish community organisations, police, health and legal services were recruited through
practitioner networks and snowballing. Interview themes probed their experiences of service
provision for Polish women who had experienced DVA.

Data analysis

Interview data were transcribed and where necessary translated into English, including
quality checks of translation by author 2. Key themes were identified inductively through a
process that involved the reading and re-reading of a few transcripts by author 1 and 2, to
develop a coding tree. Some initial higher-level codes (eg., on types of DVA) were also
informed by our knowledge of existing scholarship. Thereafter, all interviews were initially
coded by one of the co-authors and verified by a second team member. The team members
met regularly through the process to refine the codes on the basis of the emerging data, and
re-coded the earlier tranche of data till the codes stabilised.

Ethics



Ethical approval was granted by the Human Ethics Committee, University of Lincoln (Ref:
2019-May-0612) and consent granted prior to any data collection. Measures to seek full,
informed and ongoing consent included informing participants that they could choose not to
answer any questions, or indeed withdraw from the interview. Given the potentially
distressing nature of recalling traumatic experiences, information on services was at hand
should participants have needed it. The names of all survivors have been changed to
pseudonyms, while practitioners are identified with a descriptor of their organisation.

Limitations

It proved difficult to recruit staff from local authority and health services, which can be partly
attributed to the immense pressure these services were facing during the pandemic. Women
shared very valuable experiences of these services with us, but direct practitioner
perspectives from statutory services are under-represented in the dataset.

Dominant socio-cultural, religious and state constructions of, and responses to domestic
violence in Poland and within the Polish diaspora in the UK

Migrants’ frame of reference is not only the destination country but also the country of origin,
which together shape the global gendered geographies of power (Pessar and Mabhler). This
section examines how the axis of out-migration and the context of the country of origin,
Poland, features within the experiences of Polish women in the UK. Our findings examine the
complex interplay of dominant socio-cultural gender norms, state policies and practices
relating to DVA and migrant women, the role of the Polish Catholic Church in framing DVA,
and the interventions of women's organisations in both Poland and the UK.

Barriers to disclosing domestic violence and abuse

Practitioners and victim-survivors commonly referred to socio-cultural norms in Poland to
account for Polish women’s feelings of fear, guilt and shame in the face of their experiences.
Sosnowska-Buxton (2022) argues that international domestic violence research does not
engage with Polish culture, while there is little sociological engagement with the problem of
DVA in Poland (Zielinska-Po¢wiardowska and Sosnowska-Buxton 2023). This creates a gap
in our knowledge of how dominant cultural norms shape attitudes to DVA and help-seeking
behaviours of victim-survivors in Poland, and within the Polish diaspora.

Mirka (35) explained that it was simply not the done thing in Poland to talk about such
‘personal’ and ‘private’ matters, ‘because in Poland, people do not speak [...] I doubt that
people there would understand, because they look at you like it's your fault’.

Sosnowska-Buxton and Studsred (2025, p. 62) argue that in Poland, DVA is framed as an
individualised failure of the woman, whereby women are constructed as weak and as
deserving the abuse or requiring it. An EU survey on the perceptions of EU citizens about
gender-based violence documented that 21% of respondents in Poland think that domestic
violence is a private matter and should be handled within the family (as compared to 15% in
the EU-28 as a whole) and 28% of respondents in Poland think that violence against women
is often provoked by the victim (compared to 17% in the EU-28) (EU 2016).



Polish migrants are connected to both the UK and Poland by a conception of space as open,
networked and composed of multiple connections (Massey 1994) which White (2018)
characterises as a single transnational social space, the ‘Polish society abroad’. Within these
spaces, while research documents the contestations and reconfigurations of gender regimes
and relations, there is also scholarship that points to the strong attachment to a Polish national
identity and the gender roles implied therein (Pustutka 2012, p. 164). The victim-survivors
and the practitioners we interviewed reiterated how dominant constructions of the wife and
mother in Poland served to constrain them and shaped family and community responses in
Poland and within the UK-based Polish diaspora that exonerated the perpetrator and instead
blamed them for the violence they faced, or indeed for refusing to remain silent:

There are cultural barriers, and these are our barriers that we took with us [from
Poland]. [...] It's a belief that what goes on at home goes on at home, so as not to
wash the dirt [in public]. And I think that's persistent. And also, the belief about
what it means to be a good wife, to be a good mother. (Practitioner 12: Polish
community support service)

Framing and responding to domestic violence and abuse: The role of police and Polish
Catholic church in Poland and in the UK

Practitioners also highlighted limited faith amongst Polish women in relation to support from
the police. Such attitudes are influenced by the specific historic context of police’s role in
state socialism and limited legal frameworks and professional mandates to intervene in cases
of abuse (Mijatovic 2019). One practitioner reported: ‘And these are the cultural foundations
that we have—don't snitch, don't cooperate with the police. It's a lack of trust when it comes
to the police, for example’ (Practitioner 12, Polish community support service).
Victim-survivors also described previous negative experiences with the police service in
Poland, where they felt that “women are really left to their own. And the police, well, there is
no support at all for these women in Poland” (Marta, 40). Others reported past police
responses in Poland which resulted in a lack of trust or faith in them:

She was afraid that there would be nothing here, no help for them. And they often
say what kind of reaction they met with in Poland, even from the police! One
woman told me that when her husband smashed the windows, the policeman who
came said, “My grandmother pissed me off, so I smashed the window too.”
(Practitioner 13, ‘by and for’ DVA service)

This policeman took my number and started calling, texting, coming to see me. I tell
you, I had so much experience with policemen in Poland that I was... I was afraid to
call the police. (Jola, 40)

These barriers are exacerbated by the highly patriarchal, anti-egalitarian Catholic Church in
Poland that draws upon powerful intertwined discourses of religion, nationalism and tradition
to construct the ideal of the self-sacrificing ‘Matka Polka’—‘Mother Poland’ or ‘Polish
Mother’, who is confined to the spheres of domesticity and procreation (Sosnowska-Buxton
2022). Lack of state responses to DVA through protective services or policing are
consequences of this ideology that women’s safe space is in the home. Challenges to these



gender norms are not only seen as threats to the ideal of womanhood but also to the very idea
of national identity.

For unmarried women, dominant discourses about the ideal wife and mother left them feeling
excluded from the very construction of the family, whereby the harm they experienced within
their relationship was perceived as less problematic than the nature of their family itself.

They don’t want to listen about this [the violence], it’s a, a sin, I can’t, [ can’t be an
unmarried parent, my children are, you know, from a bad, bad relationship—so
there’s no understanding. [...] Sadly, for me it is hard to pray in English, I have
prayed all my life in Polish. So yeah, yeah, it has separated me from my Polish
church [in the UK]. There were so many times when I was bruised, bleeding, and I
ran away to the church just to sit on the bench and just pray by myself; there was no
reaction from the people who were there. I tried, I, I was crying there and the priest
would not approach me and he would not ask “Can I help you? What’s wrong?” So |
stopped going there because there was no understanding. (Joanna, 42)

The invalidation of Joanna’s experiences by the Polish Catholic church in the UK reflects the
construction of DVA within Polish Catholicism as an anathema (as religiously understood) to
the sacred ‘natural’ family (Graff & Korolczuk, 2021) and the home as a safe haven for
women. Church primates and Law and Justice politicians claim that DVA does not occur in
the home when the church’s teachings are adhered to (Grzyb, 2020). Responding to efforts by
public officials to minimise the problem of DVA and present it as a feature of informal (rather
than marital) relationships, more than 100 women’s rights NGOs, experts and activists,
signed a letter to the Polish Prime Minister, quoting from official government reports and
academic research which had demonstrated that 50% of victim-survivors were in formal
relationships (Mijatovic 2019, p. 28).

The Catholic church has a very important social role in Poland, having been a longstanding
feature of Polish identity and resistance to state socialism and older waves of historical
occupation. Religion played an important role in the identity and social context of many of
the women we interviewed. The frequency of contact with the church and nature of
confession meant that some women turned to the church to seek support for DVA. Oliwia
recounted:

It was terrible. The priest is definitely not the kind of person who would be
supportive. It's that you just have to serve your husband. I don't know, maybe at
confession, maybe if you mentioned something about your husband, it would be,
like, you have to please him more, to give something of yourself, to try harder to
make an effort and be nicer. Yes, yes! To do more, well, to cook something cool, to
cook, to iron, and so on, isn't it? [...] In the beginning I still went to church, we still
went, even sometimes with my husband. But now...well, I just don't go. Even if
someone in Poland found out that I simply wasn't with my husband, I don't care
anymore. Well, maybe because I am here, maybe that is why. (Oliwia, 41)

Oliwia attributes her disregard for the stigma attached to her decision to leave the relationship
to the social context of her life in the UK, where she is able to evade the judgement that
would otherwise confront her—both for lack of attendance at her church and for her divorce,
were she in Poland. Urbanska (2016) documents how Polish women migrants, facing



unequal, often violent, and oppressive home lives, are driven to divorce—a previously
unavailable option in Poland.

Dominant constructions of womanhood and Catholic church’s responses to DVA in Poland
suggest that women’s endurance of abuse and suffering brings them closer to God
(Sosnowska-Buxton, 2022). In this context, it is their refusal to remain unheard and unseen in
the face of violence that is constructed as the problem. Zusanna recounted her experience of
disclosing the DVA she was experiencing, to her priest in the Catholic church in Poland:

[The Polish Catholic Church] somehow forbids you to divorce, so you are stuck with
someone, despite what he is doing to you, because the priests have decided
otherwise. [...] When I went to see the priest [...] when I am saying umm that it is
tough with him and that we have that problem [domestic violence], that perhaps my
husband drinks too much. And I'd hear [from the priest] ‘I am not saying that it is
your fault but perhaps it’s worthwhile to ask why?’ [...] That there is something that
the wife is not providing [...] that there is something / am not coping with [...] in
the sense that you aren’t a good enough wife and that’s why your husband behaves
that way. [...] so the church, did it help me [shakes her head |? (Zuzanna, 42)

Silence, denial and victim-blaming were common responses to disclosures of DVA, both in
Polish Catholic churches in Poland and in the UK, an orientation that is common in other
faith-based communities that emphasise forgiveness, acceptance and endurance on part of
women (Truong et al. 2020). Within such constructions, it is women’s own actions and
behaviours that become the focus of enquiry and allocation of blame, absolving men of their
behaviours.

Speaking about Polish mission organisations in the UK, three victim-survivors described the
support they accessed through their church for the violence and abuse they were
experiencing. This included Polish Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) meetings for their husbands,
and support groups for the wives of alcoholic men, facilitated by Polish churches in the UK.
Such interventions have a long history in Poland, where following the end of the socialist
regime, the Catholic church played an important role in addressing the problem of alcohol
abuse through facilitating AA meetings (Jannasz 2018).

However, where these services were offered in the context of women’s disclosures of DVA,
they served to obscure the gendered power and control within their relationships and framed
the problem as that of men’s alcoholism rather than their violence, thus absolved men of
responsibility for their behaviour (Holmila et al. 2014). This was the case even where the
patterns of coercive control, economic abuse and sexual abuse preceded and outlived the
occasional acts of alcohol-fuelled physical violence or verbal abuse. In the face of such
constructions by the Polish church that extorted victim-survivors to “forgive and love”
(Joanna, 40), “just listen, provide food, make sure that, you know, everything is clean. And
s0, your husband, you know, he's looked after” (Malwina, 36), victim-survivors such as Julia,
40, described how she hung on to the hope that she could “save him”.

Information through UK-based ‘by and for’ DVA services for Polish women proved to be an
important counterpoint to such constructions of the problem and helped some women to



understand that men’s alcohol abuse was not responsible for the DVA and that they were not
responsible for ‘curing’ their partners’ alcoholism by enduring the abuse.

Domestic violence and abuse in the context of migration to and settlement in the UK

Following this discussion of the specificities arising from the socio-cultural, religious and
state contexts in Poland and in the Polish diaspora in the UK, we now examine the ways in
which the DVA experienced by Polish women in the UK is shaped by the process of
settlement and employment in the UK, and how conducive contexts for DVA are created by
UK state policies and welfare/bordering regimes.

Masculinities, migration-related deskilling and compensatory violence

Several interviewees recounted how the negotiation and reshaping of masculinities in the
context of migration shaped the gendered power relations and violence within their families.
The gendered nature of the deskilling that workers experience upon migration, which
particularly impacts women who migrate to marry has long been the subject of enquiry
(Kofman and Raghuram 2006). Research also documents migrant men’s experiences of
deskilling, discrimination and inferiority in the employment realm (Batnizky et al. 2009; Sarti
and Scrinzi 2010). This scholarship analyses how masculinities get (re)shaped by the process
and type of migration undertaken, and the nature of gender regimes and social relations of
power such as those based on race, ethnicity and religion in destination countries (Bell and
Pustulka 2017; Donaldson et al., 2009; Leszczynska et al. 2024). The impact of the
migration process on dominant and context-dependent ideals of masculinity and its
connection to DVA is explored here in relation to Polish migrants’ gendered experiences of
the UK labour market.

Marta found manual work as a cleaner soon after she migrated to the UK with her partner,
though it took longer for him to find a job and he therefore struggled to establish his position
as the head of the household. Marta was scathing in her assessment of her partner’s
expectations and behaviour:

He was living at mummy's [prior to migration]. Mummy did everything for him.
When he did something wrong, mummy quickly fixed it because it was her sonny. So
I ended up with this kid, you know. A total adult kid. [...] Here he had to be
responsible for himself and also for me. And later, when our daughter came here, he
also had to take care of us, right? It was like he... he was not able to manage things. It
was a bit hard. And he just started drinking alcohol. And then everything [the
violence] started. (Marta, 40)

Marta attributed his alcoholism and the severe physical and sexual violence he inflicted upon
her to the dislocation in status that he experienced upon migration, and his inability to
conform to the heteropatriarchal ‘male breadwinner’ ideal. Other women also referred to the
potential renegotiations of gender hierarchies upon migration as they took up the
opportunities offered in the UK’s service sector, which contrasted with men’s more insecure
manual jobs or employment experiences that were marred by their dependency on alcohol.
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For Krystyna, the success she made of her professional and social life following migration as
a couple came at a heavy price. In the context of his sporadic periods of unemployment, she
was expected to work to provide for the family but was resented for doing so:

Despite all that [the abuse], I was still able to find the strength and motivation to do
something, to change my life. And that's probably what frustrated him the most, that I
did something [...] Coming [to the UK], like him I didn't know the language,
everything was the same, right? And I gradually got out of it and then, you know, I got
a job, he didn't, I had more friends, he didn't, I already, you know... How to say it? I
was getting back on my feet and he was always, you know, all over the place.

(Krystyna, 47)

As Krystyna’s professional career flourished and he remained confined to odd jobs, he
compensated for his perceived loss of masculinity through an ever-escalating regime of
control and violence, which included marital rape and an attempt to kill her, which
precipitated her decision to leave the abusive relationship.

Men’s strategies of control commonly reasserted their dominance in household
decision-making and use of the household resources and was intended to establish the man’s
position as the master of the house, and her subservient position within the household. They
can be seen as ‘manhood acts’ that signify membership in the gender category of men and
thereby as attempts to reproduce gender-based inequality and claim gender privileges
(Schrock and Schwalbe 2009). As men navigate social situations, their actions seek to present
themselves as men, as recalled by Joanna whose husband who was confined to a low-paid,
low-status job:

When he was in Poland he was soldier in army and it was a permanent job, and
when he came to UK he was [...] embarrassed that he was such a great person in
Poland “I came to UK, couldn’t find job and I have to be porter.” [...] So he would
pretend in Poland that he’s not porter, he’d just make up some stories that he’d got a
better job. [...] And it was small money so he’d feel embarrassed that I earn more
being a cleaner. ‘Cos in his head and in the tradition he grew up in, the man should
earn more, the man should be more important, it is only the man who has a voice,
the woman shouldn’t say anything. So when his aunt visited us I couldn’t say a
word, I couldn’t discuss anything with them: “You should be quiet, go to the
kitchen.” (Joanna, 42)

In the context of the deskilling and the dislocation in his status upon migration, Joanna felt
that her husband was reasserting his power and dominance over her through his treatment of
her. It is important to note that although the notion of manhood acts centres on micro-level
behaviours, these acts are constituted within and through larger social forces of patriarchy
and structural masculine power (Morris and Ratajczak 2019). Schrock & Schwalbe (2009)
argue that manhood acts are inevitably collective acts, interpreted socially by audiences and
facilitated through the help of other actors. In this case, the presence of the aunt was
recounted by Joanna as the pretext for his performance of masculinity.

The recollections of Polish women suggest that, faced with their diminishing power and a
loss of status upon migration, men’s feelings of emasculation can provide the context for their
decision to reassert their masculinity through violence. Men’s situational use of violence
through such strategic manhood acts can be conceptualised as compensatory violence. For
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Polish women, their differential location in the labour market, compared to other migrant
women, shaped somewhat different journeys out of the abusive relationships and towards
recovery, as outlined below.

Impact of state policies and practice in the UK on Polish victim-survivors

Research documents how perpetrators weaponise their knowledge of the policy/service
landscape and the prevailing hostile environment towards migrants to limit the lives and
possibilities of women (Anitha et al. 2018; Segrave and Vasil 2024). Migration was a key
factor that shaped the nature of control deployed by the perpetrators as well as exacerbated
the impact of the control. Men’s strategies of control were fine tuned to women’s position as
recent migrants and designed to exploit women’s sense of precarity.

When we asked Weronika about the difference that migration made to her experiences, she
highlighted its isolating effect:

Separation, separation from people who care about me. I couldn’t call anybody, I
couldn’t send them an email—he was checking my phones, he was checking my
email. He controlled me one hundred percent of the time; I couldn’t move without his
knowledge. [...] I didn’t have my passport because he hid it. (Weronika, 62)

This pattern of control and isolation was also mentioned by several practitioners from Polish
‘by and for’ DVA services'. While a few women reported that the regime of coercive control
was imposed very soon after the start of the relationship or upon migration, a majority
reported that the control gradually escalated as they were bound together through joint
migration, marriage or pregnancy:

And when I opened my eyes to all this, it was simply too late to run away from him. |
was pregnant, I was here in England with my second son. And now I couldn’t go to
Poland, because he is the child's father after all! He can keep me, even though the
child hasn't been born yet. He manipulated me in a very skilful way. He showed me
his knowledge of the law over dinnertime conversations. He gave me, I suspect, some
invented cases where a woman was pregnant and ran away with the baby, then got
arrested and so on. I am an intelligent person [...] but when I got such a dose of
information every day and to such a very large extent... (Aniela, 39)

Aniela’s pregnancy and her lack of knowledge about the UK law and her mobility rights
became a tool in her partner’s arsenal of control. When women eventually explored the
possibility of leaving the abusive relationship, women found that hostile immigration and
welfare bordering policies created barriers, while gendered transnational legal regimes also
served to induce fears in victims, particularly those who had children. The knowledge of the
inadequacies of these systems was commonly weaponised by the perpetrator. Joanna
described constant threats from her partner to abduct their children and take them abroad
while he also withheld his consent for her to travel with their children, thus preventing her
from going to see her family in Poland. Other common modes of control intended to
immobilise women were through taking away their official documents, such as passports.

! "By and for' organisations are those which provide domestic violence services for particular communities, and
whose staff and trustees are from the same communities as the clients.

12



Although EU nationality allowed unrestricted access to the labour market in the UK until the
end of the Brexit transition period on 31 December 2020, Polish and other European Union
nationals were affected by restrictions that prevented them from accessing welfare and
housing benefits. In the UK, refuges that house victim-survivors of DVA derive most of their
rental income from housing benefit, which means that they commonly refuse to house women
with no recourse to public funds (NRPF), which deterred a few women from leaving abusive
relationships.

I don't know why, social services came to me and said they were taking me to a hotel.
[...] they took me to a neighbouring town, to a hotel, for two days. They said that
afterwards they would go with me to get me some benefits or something, so that I
could leave. Of course, it was of no use because I had just arrived, I didn't have a job,
I didn't have anything, my child wasn't even born in England. So what could I get?
Well, absolutely nothing! I spent two days in a hotel and that's all, I had hot water, I
could take a proper bath and that's all. It was total nonsense. I came back to the house.
(Paulina, 41)

It was several years before she was able to leave the abusive relationship. Practitioners
articulated concerns that the treatment of Polish women was often shaped by an engrained
xenophobia at the level of the individual practitioner whose racist attitudes might shape their
service responses, as documented elsewhere (Schneider and Ingram 2005). The ambiguity
written into the policy on the entitlement of mothers with NRPF (Anitha 2010) creates a
service context where individual practitioners can determine the outcomes:

I’ve met housing officers saying things like “Oh you are coming to this country and you
want to have, you want to have a house given by the council two months after you
arrived in the country—yeah [...] it’s not fair, it’s not right” without even checking
properly the situation of this specific family who was asking for help. (Practitioner 2,
Polish family worker in a school)

Gender intersects with immigration status to shape the very nature of DVA and its impact
through the operation of welfare bordering and border regimes which function as conducive
contexts that enable and sustain such violence for all migrant women (Anitha et al. 2018;
Segrave and Vasil, 2024). However, while this commonality in migrant women’s experiences
of DVA is important to document, our findings show that Polish women’s experiences are
also shaped by their location within multiple intersecting regimes of inequalities based on
race/ethnicity, class, position in the UK labour market, socio-cultural and religious contexts
specific to their country of origin and their diasporas.

Both survivors and practitioners reported on how Brexit had also influenced public attitudes
(including hate-crime) towards the Polish community, as documented elsewhere (Burnett
2017; Rzepnikowska 2019). Practitioners noted its impact on help-seeking and the increasing
anxiety about accessing formal support:

Also, after Brexit, people face additional bias, which is like hostility from not just

ordinary people, but also from agencies, like a hostile environment [...] people feel
like that they will not be well-received when they go to British agencies and ask for

13



help because they’re not welcome here anymore, nobody cares about their problems
anymore. (Practitioner 3, ‘by and for’ Polish DVA service)

As predominantly white Christians, Eastern European migrants can derive racialised
privileges from their putative whiteness in relation to their position in the UK's segmented
labour market (Fox, 2012). Research also documents how Polish migrants racialised as
not-quite-white in the context of Brexit have experienced xenophobia and racism
(Rzepnikowska 2019) as well as their own investment into racial exclusions of other groups
(Narcowicz 2023). The interviews were conducted during 2020-22, in the aftermath of Brexit
but in the midst of the deadline for the UK’s EU settlement scheme, which generated
glimpses of exclusionary welfare bordering practices within changing regulatory contexts.
Other research has highlighted how barriers to accessing domestic abuse support services
have increased for Eastern European migrant women living in England in the wake of Brexit
(Phillips et. al, 2024). Polish ‘by and for’ services compared bureaucratic gate-keeping by
statutory services towards Polish women with much-documented experiences of Black and
racially minoritised women who lacked recourse to publicly funded support. Based on this,
they argued for the funding of ‘by and for’ services for Eastern European women in the UK
akin to those for Black and racially minoritised victim-survivors of DVA. During this
research, the first ‘by and for’ refuge for Polish women opened its doors in Bristol. Future
research is needed to document any specificities in Polish women’s experiences of welfare
bordering in order to understand how race, racialisation and whiteness is constructed by
service providers and experienced, negotiated and performed by Polish migrant women
seeking to leave abusive relationships and by the services seeking to support them.

Beyond the commonality in migrant women’s experiences of welfare bordering, there were
also particular features of Polish women’s positionality within the UK labour market,
including their high levels of employment that also shaped their exit strategies.

While two women who had entitlements to public funds sought safety in a refuge to enable
them to leave the abusive relationship, most women we interviewed preferred to maintain
their tenancies and employment by obtaining an injunction to exclude the abusive partner
from the family home rather than relocate. Joanna recalled how her resolve to end the abusive
relationship was weakened by the initial advice she received:

So when I started my plan [to end abusive relationship], this person from [refuge] said,
“You can’t stay in this house, [...] come to me and I will try to find you a bed.” [...] |
was like, no, I will try another day and maybe they will help me with securing the flat.
Then I found another person in the same place [refuge], she was a Polish speaker, and
she said, “OK, we can do this and he will have bail condition, you will stay in this
house.” And then the housing association helped me too, with the contract just in my
name. But if I had listened to this first person who picked up my phone call I would
have believed her that I have to run away, I have to disappear. (Joanna, 42)

Malwina, who had to find work in a factory when she came to the UK but learnt English and
eventually went on to build a professional career said:

This is what they offered me. But I said, no, why on earth me, as a victim, I have to run

away? Why can't you deal with the perpetrator? Why can't you remove the risk for me
and my daughter, I wasn't ready for that. [...] Changing your surroundings completely,
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going to the refuge where you do not know where you are. It's not the solution. It's
simply not the solution. (Malwina, 36)

As first-generation migrants who had expended considerable resources into establishing
themselves in their workplaces and communities and building up social networks in the UK,
dislocating again to make a fresh start was a daunting prospect for many women we
interviewed. Bowstead’s (2015) characterisation of women’s journeys to escape DVA as
forced migration rang true for this category of our respondents.

The two women who decided to go to a refuge expressed their dissatisfaction at having to be
uprooted from the life they had built in the UK for themselves and their children.

I was the one who had to leave everything I worked for and I still didn’t kind of, I
couldn’t understand why it was me again, you know, I left everything I knew, my
friends, my work, my house, everything, I took my child, just few belongings, and I
ended up two hundred miles away in the place where I don’t know nobody, I was
always working and now I’'m going to be relying on benefits. (Julia, 40)

Apart from the forced nature of the migration, the women also reflected on how this move
disrupted their dream of building an economically secure life through employment in the UK.
In a context where self-reliance and achievement are strong elements of Polish self-identity,
women conveyed to us their strong commitment to paid work. Moving to a refuge was seen
to undermine this sense of self.

Contrary to what is documented in the scant scholarship on the medium- to long-term process
of recovery from DVA in the UK (Kelly et al, 2014; removed from peer review), all but two
of the victim-survivors we interviewed were engaged in paid work. Further research is
needed to understand the extent to which these initial findings of differential journeys
towards recovery are shaped by the specificity of the gendered Polish migrant experience in
the UK, especially the employment-related motivation for migration and the different
employment trajectories of Polish women - compared to other migrant women - after exiting
abusive relationships.

Conclusion

We draw upon Mahler and Pessar’s (2001: 5) conceptual model of ‘gendered geographies of
power’ to understand how ‘gender operates simultaneously on multiple spatial and social
scales (e.g., the body, the family, the state)’ across transnational terrains and in the context of
migration. Our analysis draws attention to the ways in which gender relations and ideologies
are reaffirmed as well as reconfigured across transnational spaces to shape the nature and
impact of DVA inflicted on Polish women in the UK. In particular, societal attitudes to family
and women’s roles in Poland - framed by positions from the Polish Catholic Church and the
conservative government which limit legal and service provision around DVA in Poland -
highlight the importance of context from countries of origin.

Our findings draw attention to intersecting social relations of power based on gender, race,
religion, experiences of and discourses about migration and settlement, immigration status
and the employment experiences of the women as well as their partners. In doing so, we draw
attention to the commonalities in migrant women’s experiences of DVA that are shaped by
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immigration and welfare bordering but also shed light on the specificities in relation to the
Polish community - which has hitherto remained largely unexamined.

Our findings highlight the need for a more nuanced understanding of the links between
migration and DVA rather than the grouping of all migrants together, or reduction of their
experiences to either migration regimes or socio-cultural background. Research on DVA at
the intersection of gender and migration has largely been examined in relation to the
experiences of racially minoritised women. Polish women are invisibilised within DVA
prevalence data that is gathered in the UK as they are categorised as ‘white’, but nonetheless
experience — alongside other Eastern European women — a racialised othering in relation to
the majority white British population, as reflected in their unequal economic and labour
market positions in the UK as well as discrimination faced as migrants, especially in the
context of Brexit. In this context, our research also draws attention to the need to examine the
particular gendered and racialised experiences of EU migrants in a changing political context
in the UK.

By widening our lens beyond individual relationships to the gendered geographies of power,
we can understand the ways in which the violence that occurs within intimate relationships is
shaped by broader socio-structural factors at the national and transnational levels including
experiences of migration and the structural inequalities that shape migration policies and
processes of settlement in the UK.
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