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Abstract

This article is devoted to investigating the cultural integration of working Vietnamese
immigrants in Poland. This study approaches cultural integration as a process of lived
experience, paying particular attention to immigrants” agency. The migrant group is viewed
as active actors who are able to develop motivations for integration into their host culture or
reinforce their loyalty to their original culture through interactions with new living settings
in their country of residence. This study also examined the role of transnationalism in the
process of cultural integration. Qualitative analyses showed that the motivations for cultural
integration are strongly shaped by the immigrants” impression of proper cultural standards
and their admiration of the performance of social institutions, modernization, and living
conditions in Poland. Motivations for integration played a crucial role in fostering the migrant
group’s cultural acquisition. Concurrently, the migrant group exposed their disinclination to
internalize cultural standards that challenged their established worldviews formed by
socialization and education in the home country. This reluctance happens due to the role of
transnational ties by which the migrant group can carry and practice their original culture.
Consequently, transnationalism results in cultural resistance, hindering the cultural
integration of the migrant group in Poland.
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Introduction

The objective of this study was to investigate the cultural integration of working Vietnamese
immigrants in Poland. This research aimed at answering the question of how the migrant
group culturally integrates into Polish society. The Working Vietnamese immigrants marked
their first presence in Poland after the fall of communism throughout the world in 1989. This
migrant group contributed to forming the fourth flow of people of Vietnamese origin
immigrating to Poland (Szymariska-Matusiewicz, 2016). Despite constituting the largest share
of the Viethamese community in Poland, the working Vietnamese immigrants remain a closed
group to the eyes of the Polish people. The lack of knowledge of the Polish language, the
irregular statuses of some parts of the group, cultural differences, and the remote operation
in an ethnic enclave [geographic area with high ethnic concentration] are crucial factors of the
inaccessibility of the working Vietnamese (Szymariska-Matusiewicz, 2019, p. 119).

Scholars, especially Polish pundits, have paid considerable attention to particular Vietnamese
migrant groups, who are considered culture brokers such as the representatives of the 1.5
generation” and second-generation migrants with mixed marriages, pioneering migrants, or
key actors of the Vietnamese migrant community (Szymarska-Matusiewicz, 2019, p. 119).
These groups play a crucial role in facilitating the integration of the migrant community
thanks to possessing valuable human resources, e.g., a high level of education and good
knowledge of the Polish language (Grzymata-Kazlowska, 2015; Pokojska, 2017; Szymariska-
Matusiewicz, 2016). By contrast, the Vietnamese working individuals are viewed as a migrant
category with modest human resources, mainly migrating to Poland at the age of adolescence
or older and holding the strong cultural identity of their origin culture, making it a challenge
to acculturate into the receiving society. The lack of human capital is supposedly the main
factor challenging the migrants” acquisition of knowledge and cultural standards of Polish
culture. As a result, a question regarding whether and how the working Vietnamese
immigrants” cultural integration occurs in the country of residence is worth investigating.

Understanding the cultural dimension of the integration of the Vietnamese working group is
of great significance. This understanding provides fundamental profiles of the group that
helps to effortlessly acknowledge their socioeconomic and political practice. It is also
particularly essential for fostering public tolerance towards the cultural differences between
the migrant group and other communities, especially the host population. The working
Vietnamese people, who have been so far under-researched, provide a fascinating case for the
exploration of integration, which prominently contributes to the existing literature on the
socioeconomic and cultural integration of Vietnamese immigrants and their descendants to
Polish society (Glowacka-Grajper, 2006; Grzymata-Kaztowska, 2015; Halik et al., 2006; Klorek
& Szulecka, 2013; Nowicka, 2014, 2015; Pokojska, 2017; Szymariska-Matusiewicz, 2014, 2016,
2019).

In this study, I viewed integration as a multi-dimensional process that encompasses the
empirical patterns of migrant adaptation and the lived experiences of migrants themselves
(Simsek, 2019, p. 270). By approaching immigrants as actors with agency, I particularly
focused on the motivations for integration developed and reinforced through the interaction
of migrants with the receiving society. As one dimension of integration, cultural integration
is regarded as a process in which immigrants acquire knowledge and cultural standards to
interact with the host society, facilitated by the motivations for integration (Eurofound, 2006).
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Immigrants with the agency can identify actions, patterns, and norms prevailing in the
receiving society that they accept or reject to follow.

This study also employed a transnational perspective to understand how cultural integration
is conditional on transnational connections to the homeland. I applied the inductive approach
to analyze qualitative data as a part of a research project funded by the Polish National Science
Centre from 18 in-depth interviews collected in the summer of 2015. The interviewees
included bazaar traders and cooks who worked in trading centers and Vietnamese restaurants
around Warsaw at the time of the study.

Literature review

Vietnamese migrants in Poland originated from the ‘socialist fraternity’ project, where the
Soviet Union and its Eastern European satellites assisted their “younger brothers” to migrate
during the Cold War era (Szymanska-Matusiewicz, 2019, p. 21). Following the assistance
framework, the first presence of the migrant group were students sent to Poland in the 1950s
by the Vietnamese socialist state. This wave of education migration lasted till the 1980s. After
the fall of communism in Central and Eastern Europe in 1989, subsequent inflows of
economically motivated Vietnamese migrants represented a crowded and diverse
community. With an estimated population of around 25,000-30,000 (both regular and
irregular), the migrant group has become the largest community originating from Asia
(Szymarnska-Matusiewicz, 2016). It formed the third-largest legal migrant group with 12,077
people holding valid documents in 2019 (Gtéwny Urzad Statystyczny, 2020, p. 132).

Pioneering studies often focused on the cultural adaptation of the 1.5 and second-generation
immigrants such as students and school children (Glowacka-Grajper, 2006, Halik et al., 2006;
Szymarnska, 2007a, 2007b). These groups noticeably confront identity dilemmas during the
process of adaptation to Polish life. Glowacka-Grajper (2006) pointed out that Vietnamese
children, as a minority, face challenges from the divergence of norms, values, lifestyles, and
life scenarios when interacting with their Polish counterparts.

Nowicka (2015) found that young Vietnamese women living in Poland face dilemmas and
psychological problems from pressures and norms of two contradictory value systems when
making decisions. One value system is the Vietnamese traditional and collectivistic
orientation of the family. The other system is the Polish modern shared beliefs represented by
schoolmates, friends, and teachers. Eventually, the decision made by young Vietnamese
women will undoubtedly be against one of the two sides as well as one’s value system. Thus,
the young Vietnamese women are described as standing ‘between the devil and the deep blue
sea’ (Nowicka, 2015).

In another aspect, Szymanska-Matusiewicz (2014) showed the intergenerational conflict
existing in Viethamese migrant families between immigrant parents and young Vietnamese
stemmed from disagreements about values and expectations from both sides. These
disagreements cover several dimensions such as the choice of the educational path and
socialization, the dilemmas associated with returning to the home country, parents’
expectations concerning family obligations, and high education ambitions. The conflict is
considered the leading cause of frustration among Vietnamese youths residing in Poland.
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Klorek and Szulecka (2013) shed light on the ‘self-sufficient organism’ established by
Vietnamese immigrants within the economic dimension. This institution aims at providing
ethnic services and satisfying migrants” needs. This kind of economic activity reduces the
participation of Vietnamese individuals in the larger society, thereby preventing the
community from building external contacts and bridging ties to enhance language and
cultural competencies. Therefore, this economic model could not significantly contribute to
facilitating adaptation to Polish society (Klorek & Szulecka, 2013).

Regarding social and cultural integration into the Polish society, Grzymata-Kaztowska (2015)
pointed out that, at the individual level, one is likely to observe cultural separation rather than
the integrative tendency among the first-generation Vietnamese. However, the integration of
the migrant group happens at the collective level. In this regard, Pokojska (2017) found the
growing visibility of the Vietnamese immigrants in social and political activities. This
observation signaled the evolvement of the Vietnamese migrant group through their
transformation from a marginalized and homogeneous group to a much more self-aware and
socio-politically active force. The process of social and cultural integration is more direct and
visible among the 1.5 and second generations of Vietnamese immigrants. These generations
will be more politically active in the future. For example, they can run for local offices, thanks
to possessing Polish citizenship (Pokojska, 2017). However, this group retains a strong
Vietnamese identity despite being socialized and educated in the Polish environment. It is
argued that the homogenous sense of Polish society is allegedly preventing ethnic groups,
including Vietnamese immigrants, from assimilation or complete integration (Grzymata-
Kaztowska, 2015).

In sum, the integration of the Vietnamese immigrants into Polish society happens in several
domains, ranging from cultural, social, and economic dimensions. Scholars show that the
Vietnamese immigrants try to link to the receiving country through interaction with the Polish
society while still maintaining their cultural identity. This phenomenon happens even to the
1.5 and second-generation immigrants who undergo early childhood socialization in Poland.
This finding should be considered when employing theoretical bases for investigating the
integration of the Vietnamese working group in Polish society. The question is how
integration should be conceptualized to appropriately account for working Vietnamese
immigrants.

Theoretical background

The concept of immigrant integration

Integration refers “to the process of settlement of newcomers in a given society, to the
interaction of these newcomers with the host society, and to the social change that follows
immigration” (Penninx, 2019, p. 5). Scholars often use synonyms such as adaptation and
assimilation to study immigrant integration. While adaptation is a general concept pertaining
to immigrants” adjustment to new socio-cultural settings (Grzymata-Kazlowska, 2015, p. 462),
integration and assimilation are two of the four forms of typology, in addition to separation
and marginalization, of adaptation strategies (Berry, 1997). Assimilation regards the
phenomenon that immigrants abandon their original culture but maintains relationships with
a dominant group. Integration refers to a phenomenon of both maintenances of immigrants’
ethnic identity and their absorption into a receiving society (Berry, 1997).
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Several theoretical perspectives have been developed to explain the phenomena of
integration. The classical assimilation perspective, a dominant school of thought explaining
the phenomenon in the first half of the twentieth century, treated integration as a linear and
one-sided process in which different ethnic migrant groups gradually give up their original
culture and share the same culture with the autochthonous population (Gordon, 1964; Park,
1928). Empirical results challenging the validity of conventional assimilation, where migrant
origin individuals and their descendants were found to retain their culture of origin and
persist in ethnic differences (Gans, 1992), led to the developments of alternative theoretical
frameworks accounting for the phenomenon. The pluralist theory was introduced, viewing
ethnic (migrant) groups as integral parts of the host societies rather than foreigners, treating
the phenomenon of holding on to the culture of origin as one way of adapting to new settings
(Zhou, 1997a, 1997b). However, this perspective remains unanswered regarding the second
generation's unwillingness to be culturally involved in the receiving countries.

To deal with the criticism, scholars presented the structural view where different social
categories had unequal access to social resources, leading to the persistence of ethnic
disparities (Barth & Noel, 1972). Accordingly, adaptation is the same for different ethnic
groups, which is faster and easier for groups belonging to a more tolerant stratum and willing
to include new members. Also dealing with the divergence of migrant adaptation, the
segmented assimilation provides another framework to illuminate the phenomenon. Portes
and Zhou (1993) contended that the adaptation is shaped through assimilation. However,
immigrants, depending on their generation, are included in different segments of a receiving
society.

Scholars have recently drawn on national frameworks, taking the native population as a “gold
standard,” to evaluate the degree of integration of immigrants (Wimmer & Schiller, 2002). This
strand was criticized for disregarding the role of the agency of immigrants in integrating into
the host society (Erdal, 2013). Accordingly, integration is then conceptualized as a two-way
process to reach joint movement and adaptation between the receiving societies and
immigrants. The process involves the reciprocity of rights and obligations of the two partners,
migrant origin individuals and autochthonous groups, to “determine the direction and the
temporal outcomes of the integration process” (Penninx, 2019, p. 5; Phillimore & Goodson,
2008).

The debate on the conceptualization of integration is parallel with the increase in critiques of
the concept. Scholars criticize the fuzziness and the messy measurements of immigrant
integration, question the normative rather than descriptive sense in the usage of integration
in political rhetoric and research, and suspect the influence of politics and policy in studies on
immigrant integration (Schinkel, 2018). For these reasons, the opponents have called for
abandoning immigrant integration in social research. Meanwhile, the advocates indicate that
the opponents did not adequately cover the most recent developments in immigrant
integration, which leads to bias in their critiques. The defenders also show shortcomings in
critiques due to equating integration in policies with integration research. According to the
advocates, researchers can be independent enough to construct and employ non-normative
concepts of integration in their research despite the influence of the policy process and politics
(Penninx, 2019).

In order to defend the use of the concept of integration in social research, scholars have taken

on new approaches to reconceptualize integration. Klarenbeek (2019) viewed immigrant
integration as an end state and proposed a relational concept of two-way integration in which
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both insiders and outsiders take part. Along this same line, Penninx (2019, p. 5) called the
notion of a two-way process to define integration “as the process of becoming an accepted
part of society.” Penninx (2019, pp. 5-6) argued that this definition is useful in two points.
First, it implies that integration is a process rather than an end situation. Second, the definition
is intentionally open to allow social researchers to independently capture and measure the
degree of immigrant integration resulting from the diversity of the process of integration.
However, Penninx (2019) acknowledged that though the two partners share mutual
responsibility and obligations for the facilitation of integration, they have unequal power and
resources in the process. The two-way model of integration, thus, is questioned for denoting
the hierarchy when emphasizing the harmonious relationship between two groups, while
disregarding the actions and aspirations of immigrants who prefer not to identify with the
native population due to the limitation of power and resources (Simsek, 2019, p. 269).
Accordingly, the focus on the immigrants” agency, motivations, and how immigrants identify
with the receiving society is an alternative application to comprehend the multi-dimensional
sense of immigrant integration (Simsek, 2019).

In this article, the concept of integration is regarded as a multi-dimensional phenomenon,
encompassing the empirical patterns of migrant adaptation and the lived experiences of the
migrants (Simsek, 2019, p. 270). In order to adequately account for the dynamics of the
integration of the working Vietnamese immigrant, I mainly considered the motivations and
aspirations of immigrants for integration developed and reinforced by interactions with the
receiving society through lived experience by approaching immigrants as active actors with
agency. The migrants might be seen as disintegrated in sharing equal responsibility and
obligations with the members of the society of settlement due to limited access to resources
and power compared to the native population.

Moreover, as possessing fewer human resources and having a different socioeconomic
background from groups of culture brokers, the integration of working Vietnamese
immigrants into Polish society might take place differently from that of other groups
(Szymanska-Matusiewicz, 2019). Thus, focusing on the immigrants’ motivations for
integration through lived experience is essential for understanding how these working
Vietnamese people become a part of the receiving country.

In this line, as one of the dimensions of integration, cultural integration refers to immigrants’
acquisition of knowledge and cultural standards to interact with the host society, conditioned
by the motivations for integration developed through their lived experience. As actors with
agency, immigrants can identify behaviors, cultural norms, values, and patterns prevailing
they prefer or reject in the receiving society. This process results in two different situations.

Suppose immigrants find themselves comfortable with the cultural standards of the receiving
societies. In that case, the manifestation of the cultural integration process is immigrants’
cognitive, behavioral, and attitudinal changes (Eurofound, 2006). Alternatively, suppose
immigrants hesitate about acquiring specific cultural standards. In that case, they may stay
with their original culture —this way of behaving results in forming diversity in the culture of
the receiving country. Accordingly, for the working Vietnamese immigrants in Poland, the
migrant group can take on Polish cultural standards or retain their original culture to satisfy
their need for integration.

421



The Cultural Integration of Working Vietnamese People in Poland: An Analysis of Integration as the
Process of Immigrants” Lived Experience

Transnationalism and theoretical assumptions of the relationships
between transnational ties and immigrant integration

Scholars became particularly interested in the nexus between transnationalism and migrant
integration after the ‘transnational turn” theoretical breakthrough initiated in the 1980s (Basch
et al., 1994; Faist, 2008; Schiller et al., 1992, 1995). As noted by Faist (2010, pp. 11-12), the
introduction of transnationalism into migration studies has sparked discussions on the
integration of immigrants. Transnationalism is considered to be multiple ties and interactions,
connecting immigrants across the borders of nation-states (Vertovec, 2009). Transnationalism
was initially defined as “the processes by which immigrants forge and sustain simultaneous
multi-stranded social relations that link together their societies of origin and settlement”
(Basch et al., 1994, p. 7; Schiller et al., 1995). Transnationalism is used to describe the
geographical mobility of immigrants between the sending and receiving countries (Portes,
1997).

Scholars likewise contend that not only geographical movement but also transnational
practices such as sending monetary remittances, crossing the border, activities of exchanging
social, cultural, and political remittances to connect the receiving and the sending societies are
also regarded as transnationalism (Levitt, 2001; Page, 2010; Portes et al., 1999; Vertovec, 2003).
A more recent conceptualization of transnationalism has elaborated the coordination of civil
society actors to transnational activities and accented individual migrants as the primary units
of analysis (Portes, 2001). Thus, the transnational strand approaches immigrants as
‘transmigrants” who settle and incorporate into the host society and sustain transnational
networks with their countries of origin.

Traditionally, there have been four different positions on the transnational relationship: the
alarmist view, less alarmist but pessimistic position, positive view, and the pragmatic
position. The alarmist view regards transnational ties as challenges, preventing migrants from
integrating into the country of residence. The less alarmist but pessimistic position considers
transnationalism as survival and priority strategies when immigrants find it difficult to
incorporate into receiving societies. The positive view recognizes the positive side of the
relationship, emphasizing the mutual support between transnationalism and integration. The
pragmatic position focuses on identifying the parallel existence of the two phenomena,
rejecting seeing the relationship as a ‘zero-sum game’ (Erdal & Oeppen, 2013).

Scholars have recently theorized the interaction of the transnational relationship into a two-
type typology, complements, and substitutes. While the former denotes the support of
integration for reinforcing the process of transnationalism, the latter presents the premise that
increasingly engaging in one society will lead to a deprivation of participation in the other
and vice versa (Dekker & Siegel, 2013).

In this article, the sense of transnationalism is narrowed down to introducing or referring to
ideas, beliefs, and values of the culture from the country of origin in connection to those in the
country of destination. Drawing on the theoretical discussion about the relationship between
transnationalism and integration, cultural transnational practices of working Vietnamese
immigrants will be examined in relation to their cultural integration in Poland. I argue that
transnational ties play a significant role in the cultural integration of the migrant group.
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Data and methods

This paper employs data collected in 2015 from 18 in-depth interviews as a part of the project
‘Vietnamese from Poland - Transnational migrant community as a bridge between Poland and
Vietnam’ funded by The Polish National Science Centre. The interviewees were owners of
small trade stalls and salespeople working in the Flower Market, a bazaar in Bakalarska street
in Warsaw, and Marywilska 44, a trading center located in a suburb of Warsaw. Those
researched were selected by applying convenient sampling, satisfying the following criteria:
living in Poland at least one year, running a business at the research sites, being at least 18
years old at the time of the interview. During the interview period, I frequently visited the
Flower Market and Marywilska 44 center. When reaching each participant, I introduced
myself and the purpose of the interview. After getting the consent and permission of the
participants, I proceeded with the interview and recorded information shared by the
participants.

The approval of ethics and study protocol was granted by the Polish National Science Centre
(ID: 2013/09/D/HS6/02675). Each interview lasted from forty-five to sixty minutes and
covered a broad range of topics such as reasons for coming to Poland, ways of entering
Poland, social support networks, impression on the country of residence, barriers of living in
Poland, and methods of dealing with such obstacles, connections to the homeland,
perceptions of the changes of Vietnam, and decisions in the future.

My Vietnamese cultural identity was a substantial advantage for data collection. All
interviews were conducted in Vietnamese, the first language of myself and the interviewees.
Therefore, the communicative understanding between the participants and I were certain. My
identity also helped to ensure the psychological and cultural safety and convenience of the
participants because we could be regarded as insiders who share the same culture. However,
to some extent, I appeared as an outsider towards the migrant group, who shares different
socioeconomic backgrounds from working Vietnamese immigrants. The boundary from the
sense of insider/outsider between myself and the participants was effaced throughout the
course of the interviews. The frequency of visiting the research sites during data collection
gave rise to the increase in contact with the migrant group, enabling me to be familiar with
the places as well as the migrant group. This familiarity gave me a hybrid insider-outsider
status (van Hooft, 2019), providing many benefits in data collection. I was welcomed and
trusted by the participants, even participants with gender differences, who fervently shared
their stories in the interviews.

Of the 18 interviewees, 12 were male, and 6 were female. At the time of the interviews, most
interviewees (13) were from 30 to 49 years of age, with only three people under 30, and two
were in their 50s and above. Most of the informants arrived in Poland through two main
channels, either illegally crossing the border from Russia or reaching Poland from the Czech
Republic.

All participants were of legal status at the time of interviews; therefore, they joined the
research without hesitation. The majority of the interviewees (15) had arrived between 2000
and 2015, a period of peak immigration of Vietnamese people to Poland (Szymarska-
Matusiewicz, 2019, p. 130). As informed by the participants, most stayed with their families
and children born in Poland or came to the country as a child, thanks to the family unification
policy (Lodziniski et al., 2014, p. 9).
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I applied the inductive approach from the collected data to examine how the migrant group
adapted to Polish society because the interview guidelines did not entirely capture the
practice of integrating working Vietnamese immigrants. As guided by Thomas (2006), I
condensed raw textual data into a summary format, linking the research objective to findings
derived from the raw data, then framing the adaptation tendency of the migrant group
evident in the raw data. For this approach, I used information narrated by the participants
regarding their perceptions and impression of the country of residence, barriers of living in
Poland, ways of dealing with the impediment, and connections to their homeland. I then
applied content analysis to identify, code, and analyze themes that surfaced from the
interviewees. By following the aforementioned theoretical framework, I would gain insight
into how the migrant group culturally integrates into Polish society.

Empirical findings

Motivations for cultural acquisition as the facilitator for integration

The focus on immigrants” agency is of great importance in examining working Vietnamese
people’s motivations, aspirations, and willingness to identify with the culture of Polish
society. During the interview, I found that the motive for cultural integration of the migrant
group was strongly shaped by their impression and admiration of norms of conduct, cultural
values, and patterns prevailing in Polish society that they find favorable. Those are cultural
elements that fit the migrant group’s established worldviews, helping to diminish their
reluctance to attach themselves to the receiving society. The motivations, in turn, conditioned
the immigrants” acquisition of knowledge and cultural standards in the receiving society.

Content analyses revealed that respect for the law and regard for individual matters are
essential cultural values that the participants highly preferred. Most informants contended
that Poland is a ‘rule of the law’ society for respecting the laws. Polish citizens are highly
aware of the importance of obedience to the law. The participants also appreciated the Poles'
attitude towards public affairs, such as no littering when walking on the streets.

“The consciousness of the Pole is high, not like the Vietnamese in Vietnam. This is
shown as going out on the street without littering. If people are walking on the
streets along with garbage, they just keep it in their bags and go to the trash can to
throw it. The second thing is that they are very high in obedience to the traffic laws
when driving vehicles on the streets. Thirdly, there is no deception here. For
example, when you buy something via the Internet, the shop that you had
transaction will deliver the very goods that you ordered, not different goods.” (Male,
33 years old)

For the issue of regard for individual matters, the participants realized and appreciated the
values of respecting human rights. The interviewees were impressed with the respect of
socioeconomic status that they think is allegedly inherited in the view of the Polish people.
They found that Polish people respect others regardless of their socioeconomic status.
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“Here, I really like the character of life in Poland that people consider themselves
equal, be they rich and poor, it does not matter. You spend your own money; I spend
my own. Polish people do not care you are rich or poor. People treat each other in an
emotional manner.” (Female, 29 years old)

The interviewees also admired polite behaviors by Polish people and how the Poles friendly
interact with foreigners, including the Vietnamese immigrants.

“Polish society is better ... people speak and behave politely. They do not litter
garbage when going out on the street. In general, living in a such civilized country,
there are many things that I have to learn... If I had an opportunity, I would have
migrated to Poland ... The culture and people are more friendly to us.” (Female,
32 years old)

Besides, the informants referred to gender equality and justice, which are, in their eyes, the
most important values that they have learned when living in Poland.

“For example, it is not a matter for a husband or a wife to cook, whoever can cook
here. The husband can bathe children and does laundry for the children; it does not
matter. But at home (in Vietnam), the husband regards those works with the task
taken by his wife. But here is not, and different. For example, if I am tired today, I
feel free to take a rest; my husband will do things for me, such as cleaning and doing
housework. But it is not like that in Vietnam. In general, women here are more
respected.” (Female, 47 years old)

The informants had a propensity for comparing the different practices of cultural values that
they favor in Polish and Vietnamese societies. While the practices were recognized as well
performed in Poland, the opposite takes place in Vietnam. In the first case, the male informant
relied on his ties to the homeland to distinguish the conformity to the laws between the
Vietnamese in Vietnam and the Poles in Poland. As he narrated, while the Poles obey the laws,
the contrary is for most Vietnamese counterparts in their home country. Similarly, the female
informant (47 years old) also relied on their connections to the country of origin to differentiate
between gender equality in Poland and Vietnam. She disclosed the view that women are not
as equal as men in many spheres in Vietnamese society. For example, women should do
housework while men spend more time with social relations. By contrast, in Poland, the
husbands help their wives to do housework. It can be seen that such comparison inevitably
becomes the cause of advancing the participants’ cultural integration because it undoubtedly
plays a crucial role in creating and fostering the motivations of acquisition of new learning.
Since cultural values and patterns that the working Vietnamese immigrants decidedly
appreciate are better respected and exercised in Poland as they observed, the migrant group
tends to follow and internalize such cultural standards to incorporate into the receiving
society.

In another aspect, the motivation for cultural integration of the migrant group is also impacted
by their perception of the performance of the social institution, modernization, and living
conditions in the country. The lived experience of the migrant group in the country constitutes
their image of Poland as a civilized country (Szymariska-Matusiewicz, 2019). During the
interviews, the participants admired the infrastructure, particularly traffic and transportation,
transparency and social justice, and the mechanism of security assurance in Poland. For the
informants, Poland is considered a better-organized society in comparison with Vietnam. The
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country possesses a modern and user-friendly system of traffic and transportation. When
referring to transparency and social justice, the participants realized that life in Poland is
impartial, in which people work and get paid depending on their ability.

The participants also postulated that if the Viethamese immigrants are legal residents, they
will not have issues with the Polish authorities. For the sense of security, the interviewees
considered their migration to Poland as a decisive factor in motivating their life improvement.
They found that life in Poland is less risky if they do not deviate from accepted patterns in
society. According to the informants, the conditions for living in Poland are favorable. People
only work hard and obey the laws if they wish to have a better life and integrate into Polish
society.

“If comparing life, societies, as well as the people in Europe (Poland) to those in
Vietnam, I should say that life here is extremely civilized and impartial. People do
work by their ability and enjoy in accord with their earnings. Moreover, in case our
migrant origin individuals go out in the middle of the night, and if we have legal
documents in terms of residency, it is okay, nothing in trouble.” (Male, 47 years

old)

In addition, education in Poland is the institution to which the informants particularly paid
attention. Their experience with the system mainly forms the participants” impression of
formal education in their children's schooling. Most of the participants claimed that Poland
possesses a well-established education system. Notably, the informants focused on and
appreciated the way children are relaxed in schools.

“In Poland, the conditions of human development and other aspects are different
than those in Vietnam. Here I want to talk about education and health. In terms of
education, students must not have to participate in extra classes. Though there does
not exist such a class, the development of children is very comprehensive. Schools
provide a lot of practical knowledge on several dimensions but not intensive and
very comfortable. That is social and natural knowledge. Whereas, in Vietnam, it
should be understood that children are taught the ways to deal with homework
rather than necessary knowledge.” (Male, 65 years old)

When acknowledging the above dimensions, the interviewees also distinguished between
Vietnam and Poland to facilitate acquiring knowledge in the country of residence. In contrast
to the impression of a highly organized society like Poland, the participants hold a relatively
negative view of the homeland and often criticized Vietnamese society as a chaotic society.
For example, they observed that most Vietnamese arbitrarily act, regardless of rules and the
laws. Furthermore, to underline the Polish education, the participant talked about the
education in Vietnam, wherein children have to intensively learn, contrary to how children in
Poland are more relaxed in schools. The comparison is of great help to the interviewees, by
which they realized that the way children are educated in schools in the home country could
harm rather than benefit a person in childhood. This realization is an essential motive for
absorbing standards in educating children in Polish society.

Attitudinal and behavioral changes as signals of cultural integration

As theorized above, the interaction of the working Vietnamese immigrants with Polish society
results in two different situations. One is acquiring cultural standards thanks to the
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motivations and aspirations for integration developed through their lived experience. The
other is the hesitation in internalizing cultural standards due to the loyalty to the original
culture when immigrants find it hard to adopt cultural norms, values, and patterns that are at
odds with their established worldviews. In this regard, the change in attitudes and behaviors
of immigrants is an outcome of the acquisition of knowledge and favored cultural standards,
which is the manifestation of integration.

With the working Vietnamese people in Poland, I found that attitudinal and behavioral
changes resulted from two channels. One is from the accumulation of knowledge and
internalization of cultural values through experiencing the new living settings in Poland. The
other derives from interacting with local people, particularly with Polish sellers and
customers in the working environment.

The admiration of how Polish society is organized and operated in general, and the
impression of proper cultural standards shared by the Pole inspire the migrant group to have
cultural acquisition and perceptional changes, leading to changes in attitudes and behaviors.
The participants revealed that learning ways of behaving politely and kindly as Polish people
do are changes in behaviors of the Vietnamese working individuals. For example, the
participants indicated that they have acted as many Polish people do, such as greeting each
other, not throwing rubbish indiscriminately in public places, and offering seats to the elderly
or children or pregnant women on buses or trains. One informant disclosed that he became
gentler thanks to living in Poland even though he used to be an aggressive person and was
addicted to drugs when residing in Vietnam.

“If I hadn't come to Poland, I would have not known what would’ve been because I
was very bad at that time. It would’ve been possible that I would’ve been addicted
or become a thief doing steal. This is because, at that time, I was young and very

naughty.” (Male, 42 years old)

The informants also reported that the longer a Vietnamese person spends time living and
working in Poland, the more they absorb Western life, bringing about changes in their
temperament and thoughts. For a long time, Vietnamese people who came to Poland had a
complex awareness of conformity than their counterparts in the homeland.

“Those who come here and stay for a long time have higher consciousness than the
counterparts in Vietnam; even those who have lived abroad for a long time and
return to Vietnam are still different. Generally speaking, they show their high
compliance with laws. When I returned to Vietnam, I felt uncomfortable when some
things were contrary to what I experienced here. For example, when there was a
congestion of traffic, Vietnamese people climbed on the sidewalk to move while there
is no such phenomenon here. I have lived in Poland for a long time, so I don’t think
that way of moving on the streets is appropriate. Although there are two wide
sidewalks on the road, when the road is blocked, people have to wait till the road is
unlocked to go.” (Male, 33 years old)

Besides, the interaction with Polish sellers and customers in the working environment also
gives rise to attitudinal and behavioral changes by learning kind and gentle acts. The
interviewees pointed out that they become calmer in doing business thanks to interacting with
Polish customers who are more polite and gentle.
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“I have become calmer when living here than the time I was in Vietnam. I am more
polite and gentler to do business here with foreigners than the time when I was at
home and than the other Vietnamese at home. In Vietnam, doing business should be
called or labeled as the strenuousness in which earning money is given the top
priority. But this is not the case here. In Poland, doing business is still a way for
livelihood, but the business is still polite.” (Female, 47 years old)

When talking about doing business, the informants often made a comparison by narrating
human interaction in business activities in Vietnam to distinguish the issue between the two
countries. The comparison helped the informants recognize and accept moral and ethical
values in trading, leading to changes in attitudes and behaviors of doing business to adapt to
the working environment (Szymariska-Matusiewicz, 2019). As the informants narrated,
selling in Vietnam needs a lot of agility and formidableness, or even becoming talkative and
sharp-tongued, in persuading customers to buy things. In contrast, they should be more
honest to do the job in Poland. The participants also referred to the difference in competition
in trading between the two countries. In Vietnam, the competition is allegedly scrambling for
benefits or doing a lot of tricks.

In contrast, one should rely on their ability and knowledge in running a business in Poland.
The interviewees pointed to the necessity of a kind heart in doing business. For example, they
should be aware of the quality of goods by noticing the date of use of any goods, in which the
expired should be ruled out.

“In general, there are many ways of cheating in doing business at home, but I don’t
know. I don’t know because I have lived for a long time here. In Vietnam, the one
like me is easy to be tricked because I know nothing about it.” (Female, 33 years
old)

Resistance to acquiring ‘unsuited’ cultural values and patterns of
behaviors

In this study, the focus on the agency of immigrants helped to uncover immigrants’
motivations and aspirations for cultural integration but also signified recognizing their
unwillingness to be involved in all aspects of cultural integration. It was argued that the
Vietnamese working individuals with agency could identify ‘unsuited” cultural values and
patterns due to their established cultural identity.

As presented in the introduction section, the working Vietnamese immigrants mainly
migrated to Poland in their youth or older. Of the 18 participants who joined the interviews
in this study, 15 people came to Poland when they were older than 30. Therefore, it should be
acknowledged that this migrant group holds an established worldview formed through being
socialized and educated in Vietnam. In this sense, the cultural identity of the Vietnamese
working individuals is considered relatively fixed, impeding the absorption of cultural norms
and values that challenge what is established. This practice can be viewed as a result of
transnational connections, which are activities of introducing or referring to beliefs and values
of the original culture to the country of destination. As will be discussed below, the migrant
group also brought cultural standards from their home country and exercised those norms
and values in the host country. Working Vietnamese immigrants” manifestation of Poland's
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original values through transnational ties leads to conflicts with Polish culture, hindering
rather than facilitating cultural integration into Polish society.

During the interviews, I found that participants’” preference for collectivism and Confucian
values, the fundamental characteristics of Viethamese culture, led them to conflict with the
new living settings in some respects. Collectivism refers to the emphasis on the importance of
the group or community over the rights of individuals (Oyserman et al., 2002). Confucian
values pertain to the respect for hierarchy characterized by social status and power in social
relations (Dalton et al., 2002). For the Vietnamese, one should sacrifice for the interest of their
community, and that individuals on the lower rungs of the ladder should have a deep respect
for those on the higher rungs. These values are also regarded as moral standards. In this
regard, students should be obedient and dutiful toward their teachers, and the same goes for
children towards their parents. Drawing on this stand, the informants referred to ‘the decay
of moral values’ in Polish society when they observed that Polish people do not prefer these
cultural values as similarly as the Vietnamese (Szymarska-Matusiewicz, 2019). For example,
most of the participants did not agree with the situation viewed as usual by the Poles that
children can independently make choices for their lives and do not necessarily follow parents’
advice or decisions.

In addition, the informants criticized the lack of consideration in teaching moral values in
Polish schools. They contended that ‘it is bad” for schools in Poland to consider providing
academic knowledge for students as the most significant, instead of teaching moral values as
the priority such as respecting parents and behaving politely towards teachers. By banking on
transnational connections to the homeland, the informants asserted that imparting moral
values to children in schools is better in Vietnam than in Poland.

“Of course, there are also some bad things here. For example, teaching about ethics
in the West is not important. ...the Asian tradition is to teach children that study
manners first and then learn to read and write. That is, first to learn politeness
towards the teachers, then learn knowledge. That is the important thing. ...
Teaching children to respect parents is also better in Vietnam than in the West. The
distance between parents and children in Vietnamese families in Poland is so far.
Because parents are still Vietnamese, so the way of thinking is still Vietnamese. As
for the children, they follow the Polish culture, so thinking and understanding are
completely similar to Poles. Thus, the good ethical traditions of Vietnamese people
are almost lost among the Vietnamese who grew up here.” (Male, 65 years old)

Not only to be at odds with the Polish people, but the working Vietnamese immigrants also
find themselves in conflict with their children born in or migrated to Poland at a young age.
As the 1.5 and second-generation immigrants, these children were mainly socialized and
educated in Poland, closely identifying with Polish culture. Accordingly, as narrated by the
male informant, embedding in the Polish context may cause the loss of the collective tradition
of the Vietnamese culture, which he referred to as the disappearance of ‘good ethnic tradition,’
among the young Vietnamese immigrants. This practice brings about cultural distancing,
leading to the intergenerational conflict between parents who carry Vietnamese traditions and
children in Vietnamese families characterized mainly by Polish culture (Szymariska-
Matusiewicz, 2014).

Furthermore, it should be acknowledged that the fear of losing Vietnamese identity might

induce the working Vietnamese immigrants to impart their children with Vietnamese culture
for preserving Vietnamese traditions. In this way, young Vietnamese immigrants confront
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identity dilemmas resulting from being educated by two opposite cultural systems;
collectivism as adhered to in Vietnamese culture and individualism from Polish culture
(Glowacka-Grajper, 2006; Nowicka, 2015).

Also, drawing on the collectivist stand, many participants pointed out the ‘misusage’ of
respect for the laws. They reported that the standard of respect for the laws held by Polish
people leads to the excessive emphasis on individualism, resulting in the rise of selfishness.
For this reason, as argued by the male participant, relying too much on the legal basis brings
about the disregard for informal norms or values shared by members. These relaxed norms
are crucial for reinforcing social relations and the coherence of social groups such as families
or co-ethnic organizations. Accordingly, the excessive emphasis on the rights of individuals
and the respect for the laws may harm the interests of others within a group or a community.

“Because they regard the rights as the obedience of the laws, but from another sense,
it will not be the rights, and they cannot distinguish this. For example, it is very
easy to observe that the Poles are afraid of the laws, but when they acknowledge the
laws, they will act according to the legal basis to benefit their interests regardless of
anything around. It is wrong, not right. ... Thus, there are certain aspects that
Vietnam is better than Poland, for example, that is, social relations emphasize moral

values and human dignity.” (Male, 65 years old)

In short, we can realize a cultural conflict in which the working Vietnamese immigrants, while
retaining collective thoughts, encounter individualistic values prevailing in the destination
country. This conflict is caused by the ability of the migrant group to recognize cultural
standards in Polish culture that are at odds with their ‘fixed” worldviews. It happens due to
the role of transnational ties by which the working Vietnamese people can carry and practice
their original culture in Poland. Consequently, transnationalism results in the cultural
resistance of the migrant group, negatively affecting the process of cultural integration in the
country of residence. However, the resistance is not a force that derives the migrant group
from culturally deviating from the native population, leading to a cultural separation of the
migrant group from Polish society. It is simply an outcome of the interaction between the two
cultures that the immigrants encounter that further diversifies cultures in Polish society.

Concluding discussion

In this article, I have discussed the cultural integration of the working Vietnamese people in
Poland. The findings show that, as a process, the cultural integration of the migrant group is
facilitated by the development of motivations and inspirations for the absorption of
knowledge and cultural standards of Polish society. The motive for integration is shaped by
immigrants’ impression and admiration of cultural values that they appreciate, such as
respect for the laws and individual matters. The motivations are also constructed and fostered
by immigrants’ impression of the high degree of ‘civilization” of Poland based on their
assessment of the performance of social institutions, modernization, and living condition in
the country. The willingness to incorporate into the host country is further reinforced through
the migrant group’s recognition that practicing favored cultural standards is better in Polish
society than in Vietnam.
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Drawing on the inspirations for integration, the working Vietnamese immigrants show their
willingness to acquire favorable cultural standards and change their perception, attitudes, and
behaviors to a more polite, honest, and kinder manner in their daily activities, especially in
the way they interact with customers. Concurrently, the working Vietnamese immigrants
expose their disinclination to internalize cultural standards formed by socialization and
education in the home country, which challenge their established collectivist and Confucian
worldviews. In this regard, they express criticism about the inadequate consideration
characterized in Polish culture in signifying the hierarchy of human relations, and the
emphasis on the right of individuals above the interest of group or community. The
disinclination results from transnational connections by which the migrant group can carry
and manifest native cultural standards in the receiving country. Accordingly, transnational
ties have a negative impact on the cultural integration of the working Vietnamese immigrants
into Polish society, impeding the migrant group in internalizing new norms and values
opposite with their fixed worldviews. In this regard, these findings challenge what is found
in the literature, in which transnational ties mainly support integration (see Dekker & Siegel,
2013; Erdal & Oeppen, 2013; Simsek, 2019).

This study adds further insight into the phenomena of integration of Vietnamese immigrants
in Poland. By focusing on agency and looking at immigrants” motivations for integration
through lived experience, this study views the working Vietnamese immigrants as active
rather than relatively passive actors in the process of integrating into the country of residence.
Accordingly, the integration of the working Vietnamese people on the cultural dimension is
found as a dynamic movement. Instead of culturally disintegrating into Polish society, the
migrant group exposes signals of absorbing themselves into the host culture by acquiring
cultural standards, facilitating their integration motivations. The results question the findings
of previous research that the first generation of the Vietnamese people in Poland shows the
tendency of cultural separation (Grzymata-Kaziowska, 2015).

Furthermore, as active actors with relatively fixed worldviews, the migrant group shows their
hesitation in assimilating unsuited cultural standards due to their transnational practices.
However, in this sense, the resistance is not necessarily treated as cultural disintegration or
deviance. As discussed, staying with original values is essential in satisfying the psychological
and cultural needs of the migrant group, helping them to rule out the disorientation in the
process of integration. Thus, such cultural resistance should be acknowledged as a source of
diversity that needs to be perceived by members of the receiving country.
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