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1. Introduction

In the past, men took the lead in economic migration. The husband and father was expected to find sources of livelihood and support his family. This pattern can be detected in letters written by Polish peasants looking for work and land in America as well as in detailed analyses of migration conducted a century ago by W. I. Thomas and F. Znaniecki.
 The predominance of men in migration processes is confirmed by migration statistics (volume and percentage) for the period between July 1910 and July 1911
. Women did migrate, but rather as wives or daughters of the migrating men, and hence they represented the background, not the moving force behind migration. If single women migrated, they often did it at the request of a man who did not want to marry an American woman “as there are no good housewives there because women are unwilling to work”
 and since a man “cannot live by himself, please find me a decent girl, for there are no decent girls in America.”
 Of course women also went to work abroad, but such ventures required them to be more active than in their homeland. “America is no paradise… [A woman] has to work as a domestic servant…has to learn English and even how to wash and cook.”
 
Since then, the structure of migrants has radically changed under the influence of various factors. In the late twentieth century, particularly in the 1980s, the situation in labour markets in some European countries (e.g. Italy or Spain) changed considerably.
 The demand for women’s labour has generally increased, also with regard to tasks that belonged to the internal functions of the family and were carried out within the family. Due to the changes occurring in the family structure and women’s professional employment, families have increasingly engaged people from the outside to provide care and housekeeping services.
 The fact that such occupations were regarded as unattractive by job-seekers in local labour markets has led to the growing demand for workers from abroad. This phenomenon could be observed in the USA as early as in the 1960s, with the influx of large numbers of South American women looking for work and sources of income that were so difficult to find in their home countries
. This phenomenon, referred to as “the feminisation of migration”, arrived in Europe later and was an effect of improved financial circumstances and living standards in the “old” EU Member States. The gender structure of migrants was changing with the increasing proportion of women in labour markets outside their country of origin.
 Changes were also observed in the role of women in migration processes in many countries as well as in the making and implementation of individual decisions to migrate. In view of these developments, researchers have been increasingly interested in the circumstances of women as agents rather than merely a background of migration.

The analysis of the situation of Polish women emigrants was one of the subjects of research conducted in co-operation with Veneto Region. We conducted individual and focus interviews mainly with women. An in-depth analysis of the interviews has revealed interesting characteristics of women’s labour migration. The women interviewed differed with regard to their employment status and the duration of their stay in Italy. We examined their experiences and their judgements concerning their circumstances. Thus, this study presents issues connected with decisions to migrate as well as the nature of the work and life of Polish women emigrants primarily employed as caregivers of the elderly, which is one of the least documented women’s migration flows to Italy. Studies cited in literature estimate that in the Veneto Region alone such work is performed by approx. 25 thousand women, of which approx. 20% work illegally. Although most frequently they are Rumanian, Moldavian and Ukrainian,
 Polish women are also among them.

2. Migration strategies of Polish women

The main factors “pushing” people to migrate include unemployment or threat of unemployment and/or low wages that do not cover the planned expenses. The main factor “pulling” migrants to a particular destination is their conviction that they will find a decently paid job in the host country. 

Literature on the subject also mentions other strategies involved in women’s decisions to migrate, and these include:

· particularly difficult family circumstances;

· opportunities offered by the host country;

· migration for one’s own sake.

The latter include:

· “escape from the peripheries”: migration from small towns and villages, i.e. areas where finding a job is particularly difficult and inhabitants see no prospects for change in the future;

· two models of career expectations: 

· educational and professional;

· matrimonial, referred to as “travels in search of a husband” in literature.

a) Family situation

Interviews conducted with women indicate that their migration is mainly prompted by the “family factor”, i.e. the recognition of the family’s difficult circumstances and the definition of the woman’s role as somebody who can make a difference for the better.

First of all, the difficult situation concerns the family for which the woman feels responsible: 

“I have family in Poland, three kids. My husband works, but his meagre salary is just enough to pay the bills. There’s no money left for other things. So I am working here as a badante [a caregiver of the elderly]”. The decision to move may also result from the need to finance one’s children’s studies or illness of a family member: “my daughter took seriously sick and we needed money for her treatment.” 
Sometimes the responsibility is assumed by a woman who does not have her own family yet, but wants to support her family of origin: “Needs and problems crop up all the time. My mum has begun redecorating [the flat], … my sister is expecting a baby so she needs help too. I also have a godson...” (F.1)*
Thus, in the case of women who actively participate in labour migration, their traditional role is redefined. Leaving aside a detailed analysis of the reasons for this phenomenon (lone-parent families or the low activity of men on the one hand, and an increasing number of job offers for women on the other), we have to recognise the new dimension of women’s work: instead of being an opportunity for self-fulfilment, it is a condition of their families’ survival.

b) Opportunities offered by the host country

The recognition that one’s family situation requires going abroad to work is one thing, but it does not explain why the women interviewed chose Italy as their destination. The interviews indicate that there were a number of factors at work. First, the migration networks came into play. A family member, neighbour, acquaintance, or the respondents themselves had already worked in Italy before, hence the women knew that it was easy to find illegal work, even without qualifications and knowing the language of the country. They also knew that in Italy you should first look for work in the south where wages are lower, but the employers are not so demanding. When you pick up the language, you look for work in the north of Italy where you can earn more. 

It is obvious that these are menial occupations (housekeeping, care) and, according to a respondent in an individual interview: "no Italian woman will ever accept work involving 24-hour care of a sick person.” (E)

This observation already gives us an insight into the traits of women taking up such work. According to many interviewees, these are usually middle-aged (“only about 10% are young”) and rather less educated women forced to migrate by the difficult financial circumstances of their family, often coming from villages and small towns. „They are mainly simple, uneducated persons from Poland B [the less developed part of Poland, translator’s note]. They are afraid of everything, of solving anything, of moving through big city, they don’t know the language.”
 That additionally aggravates their anxiety and stress they experience. One of the women interviewed remarks: "not accustomed to life in a city, they are frightened.” 
c) Migration for one’s own sake

It seems that, besides the desire to earn money, women’s plans do not correspond to any career model mentioned in literature. To a large extent, it results from the working and living conditions that prevent women’s from pursuing additional activities outside work. Only some of them, primarily young women, have attended a language school, found better jobs or started a family and stayed in Italy. Most respondents have no such intentions and merely want to earn some money and return to Poland as soon as possible.

3. The nature of work and working conditions

Whether it is an interna in Spain, or a badante in Italy, the situation of working women is similar: they are employed illegally and without a written contract, which deprives them of legal protection.
 They spend better part of the day working, have no free time and even if they do have some time to spare, they look for additional jobs, e.g. cleaning offices in the evenings, in order to save up more money. Therefore, they have no time for recreation, entertainment or sightseeing.

a) Type and characteristics of work

In order to interpret the situation of women employed as a badante at the turn of the twenty-first century, I would like to quote a woman who had emigrated to America and wrote to her family in 1911: “Now I am working as a servant. I’m faring well, the food is good, it’s just that I have to work from 6 a.m. to 10 p.m.” 
 
One hundred years later, little has changed. Polish women employed as a badante in Italy conclude that: “the majority work around the clock.” (E) In consequence of such an employment system and the fact that it is illegal, “you’re a servant here. You are entitled to 36 hours off per week, but I have only 10 hours off: 5 hours twice a week.” (G) That is why they practically have no spare time because they devote it entirely to the person they take care of. 

At the same time, the work is not easy, depending on the person looked after. One of the women takes care of a 95-year-old “senile” woman who is difficult to communicate with, introduces various burdensome restrictions, controls and rations food, and “does not let me use the phone, so I have to use the phone booth.” (G) No wonder that another respondent admits that “badante is an unpleasant occupation.” (K)

However, the work also has some good sides. 24-hour work requires the woman to stay permanently at the employer’s home, hence it is referred to as “perm”. “A woman on perm has board and lodging ensured, so she can save everything she earns.” (F.1). Given their poor knowledge of the language and difficulty in managing on their own in a strange city and in a strange country, such women feel safer when they are controlled by the family that employs them.

Naturally, women having professional qualifications and employed legally also participate in labour migration. In a focus interview, the husband of a nurse describes his wife’s work. Working conditions in Italy differ from those in Poland. An immigrant nurse works 12 to 14 hours a day. The above-mentioned woman was head nurse in Poland, whereas in Italy she has to do everything, “she is a hospital attendant. Although she doesn’t wash the floor, she has to wash and wipe the patients’…imagine a 120 kg man who has to be moved… At night she’s all on her own in the ward. Three wards and three nurses, they don’t sleep at night there.’ (F.1) The woman works and earns more, but the conditions are really hard.

b) Remuneration

Migrant workers are willing to make great sacrifices connected with the separation from their family and the necessity to adapt to new circumstances. They hope that the hardships they endure will be compensated financially. After all, they go abroad to earn money. Are their expectations fulfilled then?

There is not clear-cut answer to this question. “I earn 850 Euro per month, so the home budget gets a certain injection of cash.” (G) Since some women have returned to Italy, they must have been satisfied with their earnings. That applies primarily to those who have signed a contract and work legally. “You have all the benefits guaranteed by the contract, everything is in accordance [with the arrangements]" (M.)
But that is often not the case. One of the respondents remembers her acquaintance who “worked in a bar, but they didn’t pay her.” (F.1).
Besides, women point to the problems arising from the delays in payments by Italian employers. “Italians are solvent, but they don’t respect deadlines. You have to wait up to two months to get the money.” (F.1).
You can appreciate the resulting problems only when you understand the conditions and realities of daily life of Polish migrant women and when you remember the motivation for their migration: their families at home anxiously waiting for every cent. Thus, the timely payment of wages is a very serious matter for the women employed.

4. Living conditions

It is obvious that the money earned abroad is converted to the Polish Zloty. Thanks to the favourable Euro/Zloty exchange rate, the wages that can be earned in Italy, even though much lower than the standard remuneration in that country, are sufficiently attractive for the poor women to decide to leave Poland and take up work as badante. The costs of living there are also converted into Zlotys, which determines their living standard, the organisation of their daily life as well as their sense of the place and role they have chosen.

a) Daily life

Their everyday life boils down to continuous sacrifice. Looking at various expenses from the perspective of the Polish Zloty and what you can buy for it in Poland, migrants believe they have to keep their expenses to the minimum because in Italy "life is very expensive, prices are exorbitant, so you have to save." (K) However, one has to eat something and women migrants follow two strategies. The first one is the elimination of expensive products and limitation of the amount of products purchased: “We didn't buy meat because it was too expensive and not tasty”, because “the bread was tasteless”
 The second strategy is, if possible, bringing food from Poland where it is cheaper and tastier: “we took 13 kilos of cured meat from Poland.” (G)
The limitations also apply to the general standard of living, leisure and entertainment. Some of the poorest women who really want to save up every cent earned do not participate in any other activities than work. From this perspective, they find no problem with the fact that they work around the clock and their employer does not allow them any time off work to which they are entitled. After all going out would involve additional expenses, and that is why many of the working women “never go anywhere, never spend their money.” (m-l) 
b) The arduous journey through bureaucracy

The standards and conditions of living are also influenced by contacts with the authorities and local administration. Polish women migrants, particularly those having more work experience and a better command of the language, express a lot of critical remarks, especially with regard to the protracted bureaucratic procedures. “Badly organised migration offices, people having to wait for months and months.” (M) Work and residence permit procedures take very long, exposing migrants to a number of problems and preventing their access to social benefits, e.g. access to health services: “I waited five months for the leave to remain.” (M) 
Additional difficulties result from the incompetence of the officials: “administration employees lack essential knowledge.” (F.1) “Italians are not familiar with Polish documents" (M), which not only delays the completion of residence and work permit procedures, but also exposes migrants to additional frustrations. The problem is illustrated by the following story told by a woman who was looking for a job in Italy, having a university degree and an excellent command of Italian. “When they asked me about my education, I said I had graduated from a university, but they entered ‘high school’…The man at the office asked about my profession: I answered ‘art historian’, but he recorded ‘clerk’. I was so angry that they would write that I only had a high school diploma, instead of a university one. Why should they humiliate me so?” (T)
c) Awareness of one’s rank in the “pecking order”

The change of the migrant’s social rank is a significant aspect of migration in sociological studies.
 When someone moves to another country, the change of his or her place of residence and work is accompanied by changes concerning his or her social rank, the subject and nature of social contacts. In addition, various kinds of social distances develop between social partners in the new country. Issues concerning the social rank of migrants in the host country have been discussed by numerous authors. They point to the migrants’ difficulty in finding their place in the structure of the receiving society, a phenomenon described as the “delocalisation” of social class.
 Another aspect of the problem is the formation of immigrant ghettos or enclaves within urban space, which emphasises the existence of real and symbolic social distances between permanent residents and newcomers. Moreover, it has been observed that immigrants conceal their national or ethnic origin
 “for fear of disapproval from the British majority, as shown by a study of Poles in London.
 These issues are extremely important for the effectiveness of the social integration or assimilation of immigrants.

As our studies indicate, women migrants are assigned a low rank in the social hierarchy merely due to the fact that they take up menial, low-paid jobs. These issues feature strongly in the experiences of our respondents. A respondent who has stayed in Italy for 5 years, has achieved a high social position and gets on well with the Italians, admits that there still exists a distance in the relations between her and the Italians. "My relations with the Italians are purely professional, they are my friends, but from a distance… It’s different from the relations among Poles.” (K) The sense of distance does not foster a complete social integration.
The social rank of women working as badante is much lower. They experience distress and humiliation, even though they realise that in the eyes of the Italians their position is not the worst because there are lower-ranking occupations: “Italians jeer at Poland, but they deride the Pakistanis even more, [the latter] are a bigger problem to the Italians than Poles.” (M). As one woman remarks, "even children jeered at me for being a badante.” (F.2). That is why “we plan to return to Poland because we don’t like it here.” (F.2)

d) How they cope

Under such circumstances, other Polish women and meetings in a Polish church offer some support. The same is the case with Polish women working as cleaners in France. “They work about twelve hours a day (…). Taking part in the Sunday Mass and meeting other Polish women in the café in the basement of the Polish church is their only “entertainment”.
 However, not all badante can go to Mass and attend meetings at the church every week because they have to work on some Sundays. “At St. Catherine's Church in Strada Maggiore, there is a Sunday Mass in Polish. The only time I went to Mass was at Easter, the son [of the woman under my charge] took me to the church, and for an hour I felt like I was back in Poland.” (G)
The long-lasting separation with family, the hard and stressful work and the lack of rest may prompt women to look for ways to cope with their experiences and hardships. Unfortunately, “many women drink alcohol” (E), while other, younger women find other ways of relieving the stress and, as a result, they change their plans: "They stay abroad because they find men there." (F.2)
5. Final remarks

Besides being motivated by the family situation and the desire to “satisfy the fundamental material needs of one’s family”,
 contemporary labour migration is characterised by a high proportion of women among migrants. According to the 2001 statistical data concerning immigrants in Greece, the gender diversity among all migrants was insignificant (men represented 54.5% and women 45.5% of all immigrants), but considerable differences existed among migrants from the particular countries: while men predominated among immigrants from India and Pakistan, women represented 75% of migrants from Bulgaria and the former Soviet Union, and as much as 80% of those from the Philippines.
 The Polish National Census data also indicate that women predominate among migrants in the younger age brackets (up to the age of 40). Similarly, the already mentioned immigration data for Italy
 show a higher proportion of women among migrants arriving there.

The analyses presented here lead to the conclusion that labour migration is a very strenuous effort requiring a lot of sacrifice, at least for some women. They choose to migrate in order to secure a decent life for their families and to improve their living standards. For many women migration has nothing to do with their self-advancement and individual career.

Finally, women’s migration is related to the redefinition of woman’s and man’s roles in providing for the family. It also reinforces the changing functions of the family and the changing extent to which both partners fulfil these functions. **
** Translated into English by Sławomir Nowodworski
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