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Abstract
Transnationalism as a perspective that scrutinizes localities in more than one nationstate has helped to illuminate those aspects of lives of migrants that remain hidden
when migration is seen through the lens of conventional migration theory. Social
connectivity provides a context in which effects of migration can be studied. Yet
reducing transnationalism to connectivity is unproductive for understanding currentday sociality as possibly distinct from a national one. This paper proposes to consider
how nationalism is embedded in migrants’ ‘deep stories’, and how these stories are
altered in migration. It exemplarily analyses narrations from interviews with Polish
migrants in England. The paper argues that connectivity and social context are
equally important for transnationalism, but transnationalism cannot be reduced
either to one or the other. In turn, we must define transnationalism as outcome of
multiple belongings, practise and dispositions coming together.
Keywords: Transnationalism, Nationalism, Migration, Polish migrants, England, Deep
stories, Connectivity

Introduction
The emergence of transnationalism in international migration studies goes back to the
late 1980s and early 1990s and the seminal works of Massey (Durand and Massey
1992; Massey and España 1987; Massey et al. 1994), Basch et al. (1993), Portes (1995),
Smith and Guarnizo (1998), and their colleagues. While has long been known that
international migrants maintain close ties to their nearest and dearest ‘left behind’
(Foner 2000; Thomas and Znaniecki 1984 [1918-1920]), only with the new transnational field of studies have these connections become the main focus of interest for
numerous researchers. Migrants’ ties across the borders of nation-states, as many
scholars have argued, are meaningful for their effects on the politics, economies and
societies in both countries, and migrants themselves. A vast number of empirical studies have since then demonstrated the existence, in various forms and with great intensity, of such connections and their practical and theoretical significance (Portes et al.
1999). The focus on border-crossing activities has helped to illuminate those aspects of
lives of migrants that remain hidden when migration is seen through the lens of conventional migration theory.
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As a distinctive perspective on migration, transnationalism is continuously criticized
for lack of analytical stringency, theoretical imprecision, definitory confusion with other
concepts, and insufficient involvement of general social theory, just to name a few of
the most general allegations. Obviously, the ‘transnationalists’ themselves also call regularly for a theoretical and methodological renewal of transnational studies (i.a. Wimmer
and Glick Schiller 2002; Levitt and Jaworksy 2007; Amelina 2010; Boccagni 2012; Levitt
and La Dehesa 2017). The usual ‘dos’ and ‘don’ts’ of transnationalism always include
avoiding methodological nationalism. Out of the multiple lines of critique, I want to
focus on just one, formulated prominently by Waldinger (2015): it is the reduction of
transnationalism to connectivity. In this paper, I follow Waldinger’s line of argumentation up to a certain point and bring then nationalism into discussion to finally propose
a definition of transnationalism which goes beyond connectivity. Thereby, I also follow
Appadurai’s (1996, p. 185) call to embed transnationalism in the contingencies of
history.
I illustrate my argument with examples from my own research. I show how nationalism shapes the schemes of remembering and forgetting, and the way they think of their
present and imagine their future. Also, nationalism permeates into the structures of
feeling (Bonikowski 2016). I draw on the notion of ‘deep story’ proposed by the anthropologist Hochschild (2016) to address the entanglements of personal and collective national histories, and the feelings attached to them. As a scholar of migration, I am
interested in what happens to such ‘deep stories’ when people migrate internationally
and stay connected to their places of origin. In section five, thus, I discuss examples of
narratives of Poles living in England that I have collected over the past years to demonstrate how migrants negotiate the meaning of past and current events in their lives
when confronted with new and unfamiliar cultural schemes, and how their attitudes
might shift over the course of migration. Yet, I also argue that the ‘deep stories’ remain
a stable point of reference for migrants in how they feel about what is fair and just and
what is not, and how to behave accordingly.
I argue that understanding migrants’ ‘deep stories’ must have consequences for how
we conceptualise transnationalism as the outcome of encounters in migration. The vast
literature on transnationalism focusing on individuals stressed the transformations of
their identities in migration; another string of research looked at transforming powers
of nation-states, and yet another addressed the transformations of localities due to mobilities. My concern here is not the effects on individuals, states or localities, but on
how we understand transnationalism. I argue that connectivity and social context are
equally important for transnationalism, but transnationalism cannot be reduced either
to one or the other. This take on transnationalism allows addressing the aspirations of
migrants and their attitudes, and apparent paradoxes in their behaviour, as well as tensions that may emerge between long-term residents and newcomers from other
countries.

Transnational migration and connectivity
Recently, Waldinger (2015) criticized ‘transnational’ scholars’ pre-occupation with connectivity. He argues that connectivity is immanent to every form of international migration; in this sense, connectivity must be a null hypothesis of migration studies. Second,
this connectivity leads to even more connectivity, in the form of businesses serving
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migrants, travel routes, exchange of goods, transfers of money, etc. Thus, and third,
connectivity is a source and effect of international migration, which often leads to an
analytical confusion. The challenge, in Waldinger’s view inadequately addressed, is to
understand the variance in these connections (why some linkages persist, attenuate, or
fade away; what different patterns can be observed) instead of proving their existence
(Waldinger 2015, p. 6).
Waldinger (2015, p. 32) argues that these problems troubling transnational scholarship are linked to conflating ‘state’ and ‘nation’, the first referring to territorial units,
the second to social collectivities. Accordingly, migration is crossing of borders of territorial units; if it also means emergence of new collectivities is subject to empirical investigation and cannot be assumed a priori. A similar argument was formulated earlier
by Bommes (2003, p. 103) who reminded us that international migration is archetypical
to the emergence and consolidation of nation-states, and warned transnational scholars
not to simply replace the concept of society with that of a transnational social space.
This conflation, so Waldinger (2015, p. 32), results in (and this is the fourth problem of
transnationalism) mistaking connectivity with collectivity. Having ties to people elsewhere does not necessarily lead to more solidarity or advance ethical concern and action towards those who ‘stayed behind’ that is a basis for community, and vice-versa.
Waldinger (2015, pp. 33–34) calls thus to carefully scrutinize the form, duration and
context of social ties, and identify how these differ if they span within or across nationstates.
Waldinger (2015) is one of the most prominent critics of transnationalism, but similar arguments were raised by other scholars as well. For example, Carling (2014) urges
us to distinguish between the existing connections (for example, having a relative
abroad), transactions (exchanging with this relative) and scripts (norms governing these
transactions). Without transactions, connections would not survive. Bommes (2003, p.
106) is critical of mistaking the sheer existence of connections for the emergence of
transnationalism as a form of collectivity.
In a similar vein, authors unengaged in the debates on transnationalism are sceptical
of the usefulness of the concept of connectivity. By seeing the world as nodes connected by ties, we miss attending to the social context: the pre-existing knowledge and
discourses external to people that have significant effects on their lives. The world
viewed through the lens of connectivity emerges as atomised and individuated; it suggests some kind of equal positions of nodes and thus produces a ‘flat topography’
(Erickson 2012, p. 918). Coward (2018) admonishes us for prioritising connectivity in
thinking of the social: such a focus goes hand in hand with lack of concern for contiguity and context. In turn, social science fails to adequately attend to culture and collectivity. Similarly, Holton (2005) reminds us that connectivity is a product of culture and
collectivity.

Transnational migration and nation-states
Here is where the nation-state enters the debate again. Conventional migration studies
focused on the post-arrival lives of migrants. In this view, migrants ‘bring their culture
with them’ (Erel 2010) and with the time become more or less assimilated to the norms
of the new place of residence. The ‘receiving country bias’ (Castles 2010, p. 1571) inherent to these studies has considered primarily the situation of migrants in (northern)
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destination countries, neglecting the perspectives of origin and transit countries. In
turn, it missed acknowledging that migrants’ pasts cannot be assimilated, and thus
failed to adequately analyse the sources of tensions and frustrations that migrants (and
non-migrants) experience after migration. Transnational scholarship treats the lives of
migrants in their pre- and post-migration phases as equally important. By grounding
transnationalism in localities, transnational scholars produced good accounts of how
local contexts impact transnational ties, and how transnational (or global) ties impact
localities (Portes et al. 1999; Smith and Guarnizo 1998), and thus put light on the complex processes of glocalization (Robertson 1995). However, as Waldinger critically notices, the majority of studies on migrants’ connections produced good accounts of
bilocalism across nation-states borders but not of transnationalism (Waldinger
2015, p. 34), for local and national involvements and loyalties cannot be thought as
synonymous. Thus, transnationalism needs to address the workings of nationalism, while
avoiding the trap of treating nation-states (and nationalism) as de facto containers and
overlooking the porosity of territorial borders (Mitchell 1997, p. 105).
The transnational scholarship’s relation to nationalism remains surprisingly vague,
though. Transnational scholarship emphasized the need of overcoming the unreflective
use of the nation-state as an appropriate scale for empirical investigation - the latent
methodological nationalism of conventional migration scholarship (Amelina et al. 2012;
Faist 2012; Wimmer and Glick Schiller 2002). It this respect it provided useful impulses. As Hannerz (1996) noticed, transnationalism entails in the name what it negates
– the national – and thus also the continued significance of nation-states. States are
prominent in multiple ways: as actors of economic globalisation, producers of homogenizing and bounding discourses on (local) communities, and agents regulating migration flows. Citizenship rights and their denial to certain groups of people
(Bloemraad 2004; Ehrkamp and Leitner 2006; Levitt and La Dehesa 2017) as well as territorial border politics (Nieswand 2018) is the key instrument of power of nation-states.
As Levitt and Glick Schiller (2004) reminded, migrants are simultaneously exposed to
regulatory hegemonic powers of more than one nation-state and their exclusionary discourses. They are embedded in multiple legal and political institutions that determine
their access to rights and legitimate gender, race and class status.
Yet to thematise the regulative powers of nation-states is not the same as engaging
with relevance of nationalism. It is not my aim to pin down the exact causes of why
transnationalism hardly ever draws upon the main theories of nationalism. These
debates seem rather foregrounded in the field of diaspora studies (Bauböck and Faist
2010), albeit the concepts of ‘transnational nationalism’ (Kastoryano 2006) or ‘long
distance nationalism’ (Anderson 1998) both highlight various forms of political engagement of migrants in countries of their origin that is rooted in people’s belief in a nation
(Glick Schiller 2005). Yet the voices of those who do not engage in economic or political transactions across nation-state borders might easily get overlooked by transnational scholarship if the last focuses connectivity. Possibly, transnationalism’s
aversion to bounded entities, fear of cultural essentialism, as well as demarcating from
diaspora studies with their interest in bounded cultural identities (Glick Schiller 2006),
as well as interest in cosmopolitan identities that reach beyond local or national
attachments (Roudometof 2005) has produced a tendency to treat transnationalism as
opposite of nationalism, or at least to neglect the meaning of nationalism.

Page 4 of 13

Nowicka Comparative Migration Studies

(2020) 8:20

Thereby it is important to differentiate between the nation-state as a form of political
organisation and institutional configuration, and nationalism as an everyday structure of
thinking and feeling, which is not the same as a conscious ideology (Billig 1995; Brubaker
1996; Calhoun 1997). Various authors have pointed towards how the nation and nationstate is naturalised and perpetuated on a daily basis through consumption of media content, the prominence of national figures in street-naming practices, the displays of museums, administrative statistics, cartography, school curricula, and multiple other symbolic
reminders of a constructed common national past (for overview see Bonikowski 2016).
Obviously, nationalism does not affect all people in the same way. Its effects are likely
to be mediated by social class, religiosity, age, gender and cohort, and can resonate with
economic insecurity and racial resentments. In turn, ‘nation’ is not an abstract concept,
but it has different meanings to people (Bonikowski 2016). Nationalism is a part of a
cultural repertoire (Lamont 1992), and potentially bridges across different social groups.
It is because regardless of one’s position (as worker, student, or retiree, man or
woman), people are exposed to the same national symbols and narratives, albeit they
may situate themselves differently to them. For example, a Polish university professor
trained in the humanities and sympathising with leftist parties might be critical of the
January insurrection (1863) against the Russian rule in Poland for it was badly prepared, damned to be unsuccessful and cost many human lives; for a young man drawn
to the new nationalist right movements, the same event might be the starting date of
Polish independence, glorified by nationalists since 1918 onwards (Burant 1985). And
while certainly a large number of Poles could not give any details about this or other
uprisings, at least they have heard of them at school, and they have a sense that Poles
are a nation of courageous (or risk-loving) men who dedicate their lives if the situation
requires it. Every country has such histories and their heroes and heroines which are
hard for other nationals to comprehend.
Nationalism also shapes how events that are not particular to one country are remembered (or forgotten). A good example is how the Holocaust is embedded in national schemes of remembering and forgetting. The ‘Jedwabne’ case – the massacre of
the Jewish inhabitants of Jedwabne by their Polish neighbours – a crime silenced for
about 60 years, fits into a larger culture of forgetting the Jewish presence in the territory of what is now Poland (Plonowska Ziarek 2007) and signifies a deeper antisemitism which is detectable in public opinion surveys and the daily life of people in Poland
(Bulska and Winiewski 2018). It fits into the victimhood-based national identity (Bilewicz et al. 2012). The same kind of forgetting seems impossible just across the Polish
western border, in Germany, where the Holocaust is a significant moral principle (Krieg
2015). The strength of the nationalism does not mean that memories are not becoming
detached from their local contexts and transnationalized (Levy and Sznaider 2002).
Some symbols pervade and speak to all. Just like the apple, the cross, and the snake are
readable to atheists and believers alike if they grew up in a Christian country, so are
some events a part of a cultural repertoire of people, but the feelings they assign to
them differ along their personal, local and national histories.

Deep (national) stories
Nationalism(s) are not only a structure of thought but permeate into the structures of
feeling. To better capture how people feel about a situation which is not necessarily a
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subject of public debates, but which nevertheless penetrates into one’s consciousness,
Hochschild (2016) proposed the term ‘deep story’. ‘Deep stories’ provide a moral and
emotional compass to people, giving them the sense that what they think and feel is
right and true. Such ‘deep stories’ lend a sense of fairness and justice and drive the way
people think of something as really (objectively) existing, as a fact. In this sense they
are more than a cultural repertoire, which is a relatively stable scheme of judgements
that people use in varying proportions (Lamont 1992; Lamont and Fleming 2005).
While ‘cultural repertoires’ refer to social norms and values of a particular group or society, the concept of ‘deep stories’ points instead to entanglements of personal (family)
histories and (national) historical events. The personal (family) and historical (national)
collective experiences are intertwined in a way which one lends sense to the other and
vice-versa.
One example from my own studies among Polish migrants in England1 is a story of
one young woman (let us call her Ania) I interviewed in London. Asked about her first
impression upon arrival in England she mentioned her encounters with black peoples,
and a rather troublesome relationship with her black neighbour. Ania followed it with a
history from her childhood in Poland, when she was seriously injured in an accident
and “a black doctor, an immigrant from Africa”, saved her life. Thereafter, she argued
to us, her father taught her to have no prejudice towards blacks (Nowicka 2018a).
Ania’s story reflects two historical events. In the 1960s more than 500 students from 23
African countries (mainly from Sudan, Mali, Nigeria, Ethiopia, Ghana, Congo and
Morocco) studied at Polish universities, most of them in medicine, technology and economics. In early the 1970s scientific exchange between Poland and various African
countries intensified, and some of the graduates from Polish universities settled successfully in Poland (Codogni 2010). While educational migration from Africa was not
restricted to communist Poland (similar programmes existed in other countries), encounters with black medical doctors, a national experience in an otherwise ethnically
and racially homogenous country, is a part of the Polish collective and has shaped
Poles’ attitudes towards blacks (Ząbek 2007). Second, Ania’s story reflects Poles’ attitudes towards Africans and blacks. The number of Africans in Poland, when Ania was
a child as well as now, is extremely small, and Poles show a great social distance towards this group (Danecka and Jaroszewska 2013). Ania stressed her attitude is different because of the injury and the help she received from a black doctor. Both the
scarce presence of Africans in Poland, and the general racism towards blacks in Poland
make Ania’s story exceptional. The successful treatment of the injury by an African
doctor are for Ania a moral compass. By not discriminating against blacks, she feels she
is doing right; she is and will be always ‘thankful’ to this particular doctor for saving
her life, which she expresses with her commitment to treat all blacks with respect.

1

The first study encompassed in-depth interviews with 25 migrants from Poland in London, and 19 in
various towns in the Midlands, all conducted between November 2010 and August 2011. The second project
TRANSFORmIG was located in London and Birmingham; in each city, the project team conducted
interviews with 31 Polish migrants, whom we met three times, in spring 2014 and a year and 2 years after.
Despite some differences in the interview scripts, both projects prompted accounts of informants’ everyday
practices, and their opinions of and encounters with people of different skin colours, ethnicities, national
backgrounds and religions than their own.
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‘Deep stories’ and migration
What happens to such ‘deep stories’ when people migrate internationally? Piore (1979)
has argued that migrants are ‘social outsiders’, evaluating conditions here (in the country of immigration) in light of standards there (the country of origin) (also Nowicka
2014a). From the phenomenological viewpoint, ‘orientation’ is a natural standpoint
from which the world unfolds, becomes real and more or less familiar (Ahmed 2006).
A ‘double orientation’ is accordingly two standpoints from which the same world unfolds, and an object appears as given to us. But what if these standpoints are different,
for one is rooted in one social space, and the other in another? How do these different
backgrounds allow what comes into view and how (Ahmed 2006, p. 547)?
When Ania told us about her friendship with people from different countries she
used the label ‘blacks’ (“czarni” in the original). But when she spoke about her neighbour, she called him suddenly “a stupid Negro” (“głupi Murzyn”), falling into the Polish
‘cultural repertoire’ when talking to another Pole (interviewer). His flat was a mess and
was “too lazy to get a job”, a typical black. When she noticed that her words could be
read as racist in the context of an interview taking place in London, she changed the
course of the conversation. From her new standpoint – Ania’s life in London – she
quickly assigned the fault of their quarrels to him alone, for his rather “difficult character”. She individualised the case, made it exceptional and thus not allowing judgement
of all blacks, for her other encounters with blacks were positive and friendly. She also
clearly positioned herself as a tolerant person, recalling the story from her childhood
and gratitude to the black surgeon who saved her life. But in the London context, this
‘injury history’ gains a new character. It is no longer just a dramatic history of a serious
accident in childhood, but it now matters that the doctor was black and that her father
since that dramatic event was committed to antiracism, a stance which she inherited
from him and which allows her convivial cohabitation with many people in London. In
many interviews with Poles in England the use of ‘blacks’ and ‘Negros’ simultaneously
is rather common; the first appears mostly in reference to events in England, the second when interviewees recall events that had taken place in Poland (Nowicka 2018a).
This nicely illustrates the “double orientation” of Poles who draw on the vocabulary
(and social norms that stand behind them) newly acquired in England but also employ
cultural schemes rooted in the kind of Polish nationalism which excludes non-white
and non-Christian others from its community.
Most of the ‘deep stories’ of migrants we interviewed relate, however, not to a multicultural society but to work ethics. Various authors could demonstrate that many Poles
in Britain present themselves as makers of their own professional career who embrace
the individualistic market-oriented values (Eade 2007). They present themselves as
good migrants and good workers (Nowicka 2014a, 2018b); they thereby construct their
own capability to work hard as an ethnic feature (Datta and Brickell 2009). Narrating
about themselves and other migrants in Britain, these migrants disidentify from those
‘bad’ migrants who lack English language proficiency, socialise exclusively within their
own ethnic group, misuse the welfare state, and make no efforts to get a job.
Many of the individual narrations I collected in England since 2010 include family
histories of dedication, suffering and enduring. Emil, as I call him, was grateful for his
parent’s dedication that enabled him to complete a degree in the faculty of law of a university in a major Polish city. He explained that his parents were “strivers”; they were
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born in a small provincial town but moved away from their families to take better paying jobs in a larger town. They worked hard and long hours, so his grandmother took
care of him. Thanks to his parent’s financial support, he could focus entirely on learning. When studying he did not need to work in a bar or elsewhere to earn his own living. This sacrifice paid off: he graduated from the university and immediately got a
well-paid job in a large company. He was responsible for legal aspects of procurement,
was promoted quickly, and his parents were very proud of him. Yet he soon discovered
foul deeds behind the scenes at this company. He moved on to another company but
had no luck there either. The job was disappointing and stressing to him, and he decided to quit and look for work in London instead. The pressure on him to achieve
success as a lawyer was so heavy that he did not tell his parents about his plan; he only
told them a day before the departure when he packed his largest suitcase and put it in
the corridor of their common flat. He recalled:
“and then… yeah, they (my parents) were really offended… for about half a year
they reproached me for this decision… what for did we invest in you, and so on,
you lose it all (your position, your chances) when you move to London…”
Emil’s first job in London was washing dishes in a restaurant, then he was promoted
and finally supervised others. After a year, he moved to a catering company located in
an office building hosting largest legal chancelleries and banking companies. He then
moved to a reception desk in one of these companies, and finally to an executive office,
where he did simple administrative services. At the time of the interview, he was working as an assistant to two lawyers.
While clearly performing jobs beneath his education and experience, Emil found a
source of pride for himself and for his parents in working hard: “I worked like a dog!
All day long, twelve hours, I had just one day off a week.” When asked how his parents
dealt with him as an educated lawyer working in a restaurant, he said:
“I don’t know, really, perhaps with the time… when they saw it here (in London),
and they could brag about me working now in this place…”
He and his parents also found pride in him managing to climb up the social ladder in
London. Despite that, he is not working as a lawyer now; he might succeed in this profession 1 day, not in Poland but in London, which has some sort of higher value. For
now, he mixes with lawyers and bankers, and can enjoy the view from his office on the
top floor of a modern building in the middle of London City. In fact, Emil is following
his parents’ path: he is a ‘striver’ working hard for his success.
Emil’s personal history is representative of many young Poles who grew up in the
times of ‘turbo capitalism’ in Poland (Hardy 2009) whose parents pushed them to
higher education degrees and well-paid jobs. At this time, foreign companies invested
in Poland, and the post-communist generation grew up to become accountable, responsible, self-managing and self-regulating subjects (Dunn 2004). Many of them were the
first in their families to achieve a university degree, and many moved to larger cities to
find better-paid and more prestigious jobs in foreign companies. Their ambitions were
often disappointed (Nowicka 2014a) which made them migrate to Britain where they
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yet tend to work in manual and badly paid jobs. Their work ethos, and their drive for
upward mobility, allows them to distinguish themselves as ‘model migrants’ from those
‘lazy, immoral’ others. They ethicise their work ethos, assigning it as essential quality of
Poles.
This ‘deep story’ is so strong that many of them are supportive of austerity measures
and cuts in unemployment and other social benefits, even if they would be the ones
profiting from them. The main argument they give for less state support is that benefits
are demotivating, which leads to a growing gap between those who work (hard) and
those who ‘do nothing’. As one participant in the online focus group I conducted in
November 2018 among Polish migrants in London2 wrote:
“I feel it is unjust. As far as I know if you have two jobs you automatically pay a
higher tax no matter how much you earn but otherwise, they pay people who do
nothing.”
Some participants resolutely reject the need for state support yet count themselves as
deserving of it. “I have a job and don’t need the government’s help”, one said, and another person stressed:
“I don’t personally know such people [on benefits], my friends here buy houses
and run businesses and send their children to good schools”.
At the same time, these migrants become critical of their own socialisation. Some of
the research participants were explicitly negative about the neoliberal pressures in
Poland. One noted:
“Simply speaking, in Poland we still feel the need to demonstrate and stress our
status with the help of goods. A good car, a huge house, etc. Here I mean this is
less the case”.
Someone else added:
“due to the years of a shortage of everything in Poland, some attempt to make up
for it now, plus there’s a Slavic, not just Polish, need to keep up with the Joneses.”
They were equally critical of how employers in Poland require all staff to hold a higher
education diploma, and of “wild capitalism and abuses”, as another person wrote.
What lurks throughout these narratives is a mixture of personal histories of struggle
for success and the power of the nation (welfare) state to determine the course of people’s (migrants’) life, as well as their thinking of their own and others’ entitlements, ambitions and actual positions. Migrants positioned between two national systems may
2

This study included online focus group interviews (FGIs) with Poles living in London and Birmingham that
took place in March 2017, with 12 Poles in London and nine in Birmingham, as well in November 2018, with
nine Poles in London and eight in Birmingham. The FGIs targeted their perceptions of life in England after
the Brexit vote. The participants in online FGIs logged in to a secure chat room; the discussion was
moderated and was similar to a traditional face-to-face focus group. Each of the discussions lasted approximately 2 h. The data generated is a mixture of self-talk and public discourse (Nowicka 2020).
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combine two logics, each shaped by the particular historical conditions. However, migration also means for them a confrontation with a new, unfamiliar context, and migrants struggle to make their ‘deep stories’ fit this new environment. Their personal
histories, the events that have shaped their family and their own trajectories, may be
re-interpreted, gaining new meaning. But the ‘deep story’ remains the same – of a
hard-working person capable of upward social mobility in Poland, or in Britain. The fit
that they achieve, paradoxically, is with the part of the population which is most antiimmigrant and in support of measures hurting the most vulnerable migrants.

Transnationalism disconnected
Of course, these processes of re-interpreting personal trajectories and their meanings
proceeds within social networks, and some parts of these networks stretch beyond the
border of one nation-state. Interactions with direct work colleagues, neighbours, and
friends in Britain are important for Polish migrants learning new skills and competences to operate in an ‘urban multiculture’ (Back 1996). For example, my research
shows that people whose networks are less ethnically homogenous are less socially distanced from people of different races, religions or nationalities (Nowicka and Krzyżowski 2017). Migrants’ interactions with their nearest and dearest in their place of
origin are important, as these people also constitute their ‘point of reference’: doing
well, or doing better, being successful or failing is defined in reference to these people
(Nowicka 2014b). These are network effects, which need to be differentiated from migration effects – the effects of people changing their place of residence internationally.
Social connectivity thus provides a context in which effects of migration can be studied (Fouron and Schiller 2001). In the process of people migrating and establishing connections across borders, the culturally specific and taken-for-granted local norms and
values move, circulate and interact with other culturally specific local norms and values,
a condition which Tsing (2005) terms ‘friction’. Friction means resistance that one surface or object encounters when moving over another, rubbing. It can also mean conflict
or animosity caused by a clash of wills, temperaments or opinions. For Tsing, friction is
essential, as it enables movement. She gives an example of a car which moves when its
wheels meet the road: rotation creates movement, like rubbing two sticks together produces heat and light (Tsing 2005, p. 5). To take this metaphor even further, we can
consider the effects of friction on the materials involved in the encounter: the tyre and
the asphalt alter during the encounter, but also beyond it – the tyre heats and rubs off,
particles are set free, leading to increased air pollution, etc. Through regular encounters, abrasion is observable. Its extent depends on the quality of roads, etc. The metaphor of ‘friction’ helps us thus to think of the meaning of encounters that happen when
people change their place of residence between countries. In migration, a new condition emerges, a productive space in-between, where migrants engage with old and new
ideas and practices. Focusing on this condition means for us to study multiple, emergent and competing norms, values, attitudes and practices. Transnationalism as I
understand it is the outcome of multiple belongings, practices and dispositions coming
together.
In this definition of transnationalism, connectivity (including personal social networks
of migrants, some of them spanning the borders of nation states) is important insofar
as it enables encounters, and in turn transnationalism. Not every encounter, however,
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necessarily leads to transnationalism. Let me return to the metaphor of friction. Friction – tension, resistance – depends on the qualities of the materials that come together. Thus, social contexts, shaped by nationalism, local socio-economic conditions,
universal values, as well as family histories, are essential for transnationalism as well.
Thus, the merit of a transnational lens is to make us attentive to what remains constant. Unlike the concept of hybridity, which allows to see the emergence of a new,
third ‘species’ in the contact zone of two cultures, transnationalism exposes the continuities, the fractious, unruly, recusant, intractable outcomes of (national) socializations, everything that feels true and right by virtue of being familiar and deeply
situated. Thereby, it avoids seeing nationalism as a source of evil, despite the obvious
co-existence of national rhetoric, antisemitism, and racism in right-wing populism. Being sensitive to nationalism and its workings, transnationalism remains, as it always has
been in fact, cautious of conceptualising societies and cultures as bounded. Through
the focus of the entanglements of national and personal histories of migrants, transnationalism also avoids seeing identities and belongings in terms of ethnicity; instead, it
attempts to understand what happens before categorical (self-) attribution of difference
to particular groups.
This seems an important contribution transnational scholarship can make in the
times of right-wing populism spreading (and connecting across borders!) in Europe,
and growing nativism, racial prejudice and xenophobia. Transnational perspective
counters the unproductive view that migrants’ prevailing racial, homophobic or
Islamophobic attitudes is a result of embeddedness in the context of their country of
origin and in terms of their insufficient assimilation in new country. Yet if reduced to
connectivity, transnationalism also is in danger to reinforcing assimilationist thinking
for, as Werbner (2015) warned us, identities are not always subject to fusion; they often
tend to resist hybridisation. Instead, we need such a definition of transnationalism that
helps us to interrogate the interplay of connectivity and social embeddedness which
underlies the current situation.
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