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ABSTRACT

The study investigates how adult migrants to Norway develop a sense of
belonging through both attachment and mobility. Building on transnational
and mobilities perspectives, it emphasizes embodied affect—the sensory
and emotional experiences arising from everyday routines, movements, and
interactions with place. Drawing on a three-stage, mixed-method design (life-
history interviews, mapping, and walking interviews) and through narrative
inquiry focused on two ‘telling cases’, the analysis shows that belonging
evolves in the interplay of physical environments, personal and family
relationships, and one’s broader social and cultural context. Rather than
viewing belonging as solely rooted in fixed locations, the findings highlight
how the research participants negotiate a sense of belonging ‘on the move’,
across multiple sites. These negotiations entail recalling memories of origin,
managing daily routines in Norway, and anticipating future transnational
ties. By foregrounding the embodied and affective dimensions of belonging,
the paper contributes to a nuanced understanding of migrants’ experiences
and underscores how movement and place-based attachment coexist and
continually reshape one another.
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INTRODUCTION

Migrants experience complex and shifting senses of belonging, shaped by their
mobility and transnational ties. By focusing on the experience of belonging by
people who, as adults, moved from outside the European Union (EU) to, and
have resided in, Norway for many years, we are interested in moving beyond the
predominant economic and assimilationist approaches of many European studies
concerning the “integration” of migrants (Favell 2022; Schinkel 2017). We explore
how people for whom their migration is not a recent event connect the ‘small’
(personal/emotional) and ‘big’ stories (the structural/institutional/social/political)
shaping their everyday lives, and how such (changing) connections shape a sense
of belonging, all anchored by a dialectical focus on emotions rather than economic
rationalities. By centering on this specific group, we aim to unpack the nuanced
interplay between place, mobility, and embodied affect in continuously shaping
belonging, providing a richer understanding of the term ‘migrant’ within this
context.

The transnational and mobilities perspectives offer complementary frameworks
for understanding the continuing process of belonging. Transnational scholarship
often conceptualizes belonging as tied to multiple nodes of attachment, whether
socio-material places or networks spanning multiple locations (Levitt & Glick
Schiller 2004; Svasek 2014; Yeoh & Collins 2024). This perspective traditionally
emphasizes rootedness, with belonging grounded in the calm and connection
associated with attachment to place(s) of meaning, opening for a multitude of
places that may be called ‘home’ (Lewicka 2011, 2014). Mobilities scholarship
complements this idea, shifting focus from static places to the spaces and
practices of movement, emphasizing the transformative potential of mobility
itself (Christensen & Jensen 2011; Cresswell 2006; Sheller & Urry 2006). Here,
‘home’ may not signify a physical location but a dynamic sense of belonging that
arises in movement, in between places (Colomer 2017, 2020; Lindley & Van Hear
2007; Ossman 2013).

We adopt an integrated approach, examining how embodied affect—the sensory
and emotional experiences arising through bodily interactions with space (Ingold
2021; Pink, 2015)—shapes migrants’ sense of belonging. Everyday movement and
routines help individuals negotiate and redefine their attachments to place, memory,
and identity, creating new narratives of belonging (Boccagni & Baldassar 2015;
Colomer 2020; Somers & Gibson 1994; Szpunar & Szpunar 2016). These narratives
allow migrants to make sense of their journeys by intertwining memories of the past,
present experiences, and imagined futures.

Through a multipronged, narrative inquiry of data emerging from two biographical
interviews, sensory walks, and mobility mapping, we investigate the following
research question: How do research participants, adult migrants now residing in Norway,
draw on changing senses of belonging as they describe their experiences in Norway?
We explore the multimodal intersections of place, mobility, and embodied affect,
recognizing the critical role of both verbal and non-verbal dimensions of belonging
(Adey et al. 2014; Gubrium, Khakurel and Nalwamba 2025). Our approach illuminates
how migrants navigate the relational and sensory dynamics of place and mobility to
cultivate belonging amid ongoing negotiations of identity and home.
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Belonging, as an embodied and affective phenomenon, emerges through the
interplay of place, mobility, and transnational experience (Antonsich 2010; Levitt &
Glick-Schiller 2004; Sheller & Urry, 2006). Our analysis builds on the dual perspectives
of transnationality and the mobilities paradigm to explore how migrants negotiate
belonging across different contexts. We draw on the concepts of embodied affect
(Shouse 2005), affective homemaking (Boccagni & Baldassar 2015), and place-ballet
(Seamon 2015) to understand the performative, relational, and sensory dimensions
of belonging.

Scholarship on transnationality has reconceptualized belonging as fluid, multi-sited,
and embedded in relational and emotional networks (Levitt & Glick Schiller 2004;
Wimmer & Glick Schiller 2002). The transnational lens moves beyond linear notions
of migration to examine how migrants experience simultaneous attachment to
multiple places and societies (Basch, Schiller & Blanc 1994; Castles 2004). Migrants
negotiate belonging through both physical movement between and emotional ties to
meaningful places and may sustain attachments to multiple homes. They negotiate
connections to their countries of origin and residence(s), cultivating hybrid identities
that are shaped by socioemotional ties, relationships, and material practices (Portes,
Guarnizo, & Landholt 1999). A transnational sense of home is thus multi-scalar,
encompassing both past and present attachments across various locations (Boccagni
2024). This perspective underscores migrants’ capacity to sustain connections across
national and cultural boundaries, while simultaneously reconfiguring their identities
within local contexts.

Complementing the transnational lens, the mobilities paradigm emphasizes the
centrality of movement in shaping the identities and social relations attached to
sense of belonging (Gustafson 2001; Sheller & Urry 2006; Urry 2007). Mobility extends
beyond physical movement, encompassing enacted practice shaped by social, cultural,
and political contexts, as well as by the materialities of everyday life (Adey et al.
2014). For migrants, identity is shaped not solely by origins, but also by experiences of
mobility and cross-cultural living (Colomer 2017). This perspective disrupts traditional
dichotomies of mobility versus stasis by emphasizing the in-between spaces of
movement, where belonging is constantly negotiated and redefined (Cresswell
2006, 2011; Hannam, Sheller & Urry 2006). Belonging, in the mobilities perspective,
becomes a performative and relational process, marked by the ongoing negotiation
of grounding and re-grounding (Savage 2010). Place attachment is thus a dynamic
and sensory connection that transcends fixed nodes or locations (Savage 2010).
Places are thus understood as ‘on the move’, reflecting onward mobility that involves
constant relocations and reconfigurations of belonging (Colomer 2017; Lindley & Van
Hear 2007; Ossman 2013).

In this context, Fortier's (2000) concepts of rooting and routing illuminate the
dual processes of stability and fluidity in belonging. While rooting emphasizes the
emotional and cultural attachments that anchor migrants to specific places, routing
highlights the processual and transformative aspects of belonging as migrants
move across spatial and cultural boundaries. Extending these ideas, Yasin and Galal
(2023) emphasize the role of geopolitical and social dynamics in shaping migrants’
attachments to place and to mobility. Their work underscores how systemic structures,
such as racialized hierarchies and political regimes, intersect with individual practices
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of belonging. This resonates with the mobilities turn’s emphasis on the entanglement
of mobility and immobility, as well as the barriers and constraints that shape migrants’
trajectories (Lindley & Van Hear 2007; Ossman 2013).

The lens of embodied affect (Papacharissi 2015; Shouse 2005) deepens our analysis
by focusing on visceral, bodily sensations. Drawing on a classic body of sociology that
made connections between the senses and the social (Dewey 1967 [1887]; James
1983 [1890]; Mead 1929; Simmel 1997), these scholars regard sensations as social
phenomena that are foundational to the emotional experiences of place (Pink 2015;
Stoller 1989; Waskul & Vannini 2008). Such an analysis thus treats the senses not
as passive receptors, but as active agents in constructing social realities. Migrants’
affective responses to external cues such as smells, sounds, and movements serve
as anchors, bridging their memories and present realities (Desille & Nikielska-Sekuta
2023). The senses are also culturally and socially mediated, and thus emerging
understandings are embedded in the social and practical contexts in which they are
learned (Ingold 2021). Embodied experiences may be particularly critical in contexts
of social or racialized marginalization, where belonging is constantly negotiated
within unequal power dynamics (Ahmed 2000; Beaumont 2024).

Relatedly, the concept of affective homemaking (Boccagni & Baldassar 2015)
highlights the sensory and embodied practices through which migrants recreate
a sense of home, even in transitory or liminal spaces. Scholars within the field of
migration studies have begun to explore the connection between the senses and
sense of home and belonging (Hamilton 2017; Boccagni & Vargas-Silver 2021,
Webber 2024). Practices such as preparing traditional foods, engaging in culturally
familiar rituals, or decorating living spaces with objects that evoke connections to
origins (Abbots 2016; Barkley 2024; Blunt 2005; Corrales-@verlid 2023; Mazumdar
& Mazumdar 2016; Svasek 2014) foster emotional ties to people, memories, and
aspirations, providing comfort and continuity amid change. Digital technologies may
also enable migrants to sustain transnational connections and create virtual spaces
of co-presence (Georgiou 2024; Paul 2024). Such technologies facilitate rooting by
maintaining ties to home while fostering routing through dynamic global networks.

Expanding on Fortier’s insights into the dual processes of rooting and routing, the
embodied routines of place-ballet (Seamon 2015) offer a tangible way to understand
how these dynamics play out in migrants’ everyday lives, highlighting the intimate
relationship between movement, place, and the construction of belonging. The
concept of place-ballet provides a phenomenological understanding of how bodily
routines and movements coalesce with specific environments to create attachment
and meaning. These routines, whether as simple as a daily commute or a regular
routine, or as complex as transnational travel, foster a rhythm of interaction between
people, time, and place. For migrants, place-ballet may become a strategy for
adapting to new contexts while retaining connections to the past. The concept further
elucidates the ways migrants manage emotional and spatial boundaries, linking their
embodied routines to broader processes of mobility and belonging.

By integrating the perspectives of transnationality and mobility, our theoretical
framework situates belonging as both a rooted and routed process. Migrants’ place-
ballets and embodied practices offer stability and attachment, while their movements
and trajectories redefine their sense of self and home. This duality underscores the
performative and affective nature of belonging, illustrating how it is continuously
negotiated in both place and movement.
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METHODOLOGY

Narratives of transnationality and mobility connect belonging to the relationships
between place, movement, and people. Our analysis of in-depth interviews applied
a narrative focus and explored place meanings and attachments. Concentrating
solely on narrative, however, might have limited emphasis to the representational
dimensions of place attachment without acknowledging their embodied facets
(Gubrium, Khakurel, and Nalwamba 2025). Therefore, we used mobile methods
(Sheller & Urry 2016), merging interviews with a modified participatory ethnographic
methodology. Specifically, we designed a three-stage interview sequence to apply
‘methodological flexibility’ (Stilwell & Harman 2021: 1) and to move beyond gathering
data on what an experience was ‘like’ to exploring the meanings of experience, as
enacted by bodies in action/motion. The overarching goal was to articulate a sensory
linkage between the physical and topographic attributes of movement between
places and its narrative and affective significance.

Each interview stage explored the nature of the participants’ relationships to the
important places in their lives, both in the country of origin and in the country of
residence. Interviews focused on the participants’ migration history, their relocation
process, and adaptation in Oslo. In the first interview stage, EG conducted a 2-hour
‘life history interview’ with each participant, focusing on the temporal aspects of their
lives, and placing emphasis on the past, the present, and imagined future. In the
second stage, EG conducted a 2-hour ‘mapping’ interview with each participant, in
which they were asked to ‘sketch a map’ of meaningful places throughout their time
in Norway to illustrate ‘neutral’ spaces, places of sanctuary where they felt relaxed
and welcome, and places that they avoided or where they felt unwelcome. With a
focus on visualizing meaningful places, interview questions focused on spatial context
and mobility, as well as the ‘whats’ of experience (Lewicka 2011). In stage three,
EG conducted a 2-hour ‘walking interview’” with each participant to explore places
relevant to the participant and their meanings, and how these had changed over
time. Walking interviews enabled focus on the constitutive co-ingredience of people
and place, adding new layers of understanding (Casey 2001). We used the exercise
of mapping and the motion of walking to elicit and enhance focus on the embodied,
affective nature of belonging.

A total of 12 participants were interviewed by EG in 2021-2023. Participants had
all migrated as adults (over the age of 18) to Norway from outside the EU and all
were between the ages of 19 and 70 years old. Of the 12 participants, 7 took part
in the entire, three-stage interview process. The seven represented a diverse group,
demographically: four were men and three women; two were from the Middle East,
two from Africa, one from Eastern Europe and one from North America; and two were
single, one was divorced, and four were married or had live-in partners. Two had
children.

As researchers conducting qualitative, multi-method research on belonging and
mobility among adult migrants, our positionality inevitably shaped both the research
process and the interpretation of the data. We are both scholars with experience
in migration research, but also have personal experience of migration, raising
families, and living across national and cultural contexts. While we do not share
the exact migration trajectories or sociopolitical backgrounds of the participants,
our awareness of negotiating belonging across cultural and spatial boundaries
sensitized us to the affective dimensions of mobility and place attachment. This
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positionality opened avenues for rapport-building between EG and the participants,
particularly around shared reflections on spatial dislocation and adaptation, but
also required ongoing critical reflection to avoid over-identification and assumption-
making. At the same time, EG’s role as a researcher embedded within an academic
institution in Norway, where policies and public discourse around migration can be
both inclusionary and exclusionary, shaped how participants might have perceived
her. This duality made it important for her to foreground transparency about the
research purpose and to emphasize her interest in amplifying participants’ narratives
on their own terms.

We carefully considered potential ethical issues throughout the research process.
Before the first interview, each participant was fully informed of the project aims and
design, and was provided with an informed consent document to sign, with each
receiving copies of this information. Participants were notified that their identities
would remain confidential and thus all names and identifying details have been
removed from the analysis.

Given the affective and sensory focus of the research, EG adopted a flexible and
empathetic interview style, allowing participants to guide the conversations, pause
when needed, and avoid topics that felt too personal or difficult. Beyond procedural
ethics, EG also practiced relational ethics, building trust across the multi-stage process
and recognizing participants as co-creators of knowledge. Ultimately, ethics was
understood not as a one-time obligation but as an ongoing relational and reflexive
process.

Our analysis follows a case study design (Stake 1995), and thus our analytical
goal is not to reach data saturation to present generalized results, but instead to
demonstrate the diversity of meaning-making related to belonging, embodied affect,
place attachment, and mobility (Yin 2009). Of the seven participants going through
the three-stage process, we have chosen to present the cases of two: Thierry and
James. Demographically, the two participants are similar, but each case is illustrative
of different ways in which sense of belonging may emerge.

EG talked to the two participants in 2021, during the second influx of coronavirus
disease (COVID) in Norway. The context of COVID and the three-stage design meant
that interviews with each participant took place over months, and in some cases,
years. Thus, the participants spent time reflecting on the previous interview before
participating in the next. This enabled focus on the intangible and sensory-related
conversational qualities that are otherwise challenging to explore in a traditional,
sit-down research interview (Adey et al. 2014; Rishbeth, Ganji & Vodicka 2018). This
was also a time when international travel had been limited at various times and the
routines associated with international travel had been disrupted; in this way, the
meanings of such routines were therefore underscored. The interview with Thierry
took place in Norwegian, the interview with James in English.

For each case, we analyzed and presented findings from all three interview stages.
Using a narrative analytical approach (Gubrium & Holstein 2009), we focused on the
connections the participants made between life experiences, meaningful places, and
feelings of belonging, also including focus on the meaning of place, transnationally.
Our analysis also focuses on how belonging attached to mobilities was embodied and
affective (Thrift 1996), as well as multiple and differentiated and relational, including
whether mobilities depend(ed) on the (im)mobilities of others (Adey et al. 2014;
Massey 1993).
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EMPIRICAL FINDINGS: NEGOTIATING BELONGING
THROUGH PLACE ATTACHMENT AND MOBILITY

Broadening the lens beyond a sense of belonging attached to node, place, or home,
our findings in the cases of Thierry and James suggest that belonging is not only
connected to nodes of attachment, but also occurs on the move, both in the sense
of movement from one place to another, as well connected to the affective senses
related to habits and routines. The ways in which belonging is negotiated through
the senses, homemaking, and daily routines differs according to one’s rootedness or
routedness.

Thierry, 42, had left a mid-size city in Africa (AC1) in 2000, seeking asylum in Norway
due to war and conflict, and during his third semester of a university bachelor’s
degree. He continued his university studies in the years after moving to Norway,
married a Norwegian woman, and they had two children. After moving several times
in the Oslo region, he and his family lived in a big apartment in an aspiring middle
class (Ljunggren 2017) neighborhood in the city. Thierry worked as a high-level tech
consultant, based at an office located in downtown Oslo. His family, work, and social
life were ‘rooted’ in Oslo. He spoke fluent Norwegian at work, home, and during our
interviews.

James, 50, had migrated from a sizable city from another African country (AC2) to
Norway in 1990 on a student visa to attend college at the Oslo-affiliated branch of
an American-owned college. Like Thierry, James married a Norwegian woman, had
two children, and developed a good professional career. James, however, had had
regular and lengthy visits to AC2 throughout his time in Norway, where he bought
his own home and maintained family property. James, his wife, and two children
had relocated to AC2, but had eventually returned to Norway, where, after 7 years
of marriage, he and his wife divorced. When we talked, James worked as a remote
tech consultant. He had resided in a row house in a quaint, coastal Norwegian town
south of Oslo for more than two decades. His children were young adults, and his
son still resided with him. Throughout his time in Norway, James described a mobile
lifestyle and international identity: he commuted to and pursued work in international
business settings, and he preferred to speak English at work, home, and during our
interviews. He recalled this being disrupted, and a sense of immobility at points
over the years, most notably as a newly divorced father of young children in a small,
coastal town, and more recently, during a period of COVID-related travel restriction.
James was able to reconcile any need for rooted belonging in Norway by his ‘routed’
and seasonal movement back and forth between AC2 and Norway, as well as by a
digitally mediated space for international work and education.

The experiences of Thierry and James reflect the complex interplay between place,
mobility, and embodied affect in shaping their sense of belonging in Norway. They
arrived in Norway at a time (Thierry in 2000 and James in 1990) during which Norway’s
immigration regulations were relatively more open than today, when Norway’s
comprehensive integration system of today was still in its infancy (Eggebg, Hernes &
Staver 2023). Their stories focused less on the migration system and how it shaped
their sense of belonging, and after many years in Norway, were framed in the now,
looking back. Nonetheless, their sense of belonging merged structural with personal
and social dimensions. Drawing on the dual perspectives of transnationality and the
mobilities paradigm, their narratives show the sensory, relational, and performative
dimensions of belonging that is either more rooted (Thierry) or routed (James).
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EMBODIED AFFECT: SENSORY DIMENSIONS OF
BELONGING

Sensory experiences shaped feelings of belonging for both Thierry and James.
Sensory cues evoked powerful memories, connecting them to past experiences while
influencing their present perceptions of place.

Thierry’s life was firmly rooted in Oslo, yet he felt a dissonance between this
‘rootedness’ and a feeling of being ‘out of place’. Sensory cues evoked both nostalgia
and ambivalence as he sought to create distance from certain spaces and memories
from his past. He connected specific smells and feelings to an Oslo neighborhood that
he had lived in for a short time after arriving in Norway, drawing it on his biographical
map. The neighborhood was well known for its high percentage of migrant residents,
and he conveyed a hesitation to be associated with its stigmatized reputation when
contemplating his future. He described his early ambitions:

I have to have a different life than [the neighborhood he had lived in]. ...
I’m not going to be in Africa, you know [a little laughter]. ... That’s not
the goal. ... ’'m not going to make it a part of myself, I've got to get into
society. So, I have to get away from that little ghetto. ... Out into real
society.

The smells of certain places, however, nonetheless transported him back to his early
days in Norway:

I can sense the smell of the place. And the smell of other nationalities.

The smell of perfume, from other countries ... it can send me back to the
refugee reception center. ... when I’'m at Gardermoen [the Oslo airport].

Or it can send me back to the [refugee reception center] if I go to [the
neighborhood], then I can sense it, then I can, right away, smell that smell.

Thierry’s senses connected to a sense of belonging to majority Norway were more
than just perceived smells or sights associated with places, however. He also related
this to a sense of motion in which things moved at a ‘really fast’ pace during his
initial years in Norway: learning Norwegian, getting a university degree, finding work,
settling down. It was this constant mobility that enabled him to tactically manage
emotions otherwise stirred by a sense of displacement and distance from home in
ACL.

It was only after establishing a family and securing a stable career that a novel sense
of stillness offered room for Thierry to reflect on the emotions that being rooted in
Norway brought forth. Once his perpetual activity and movement decelerated, he
began to ponder his existence and experienced a persistent tension between his
personal and work life in majority Norwegian society and his identity as a visible
minority. When mobility became stillness, Thierry began to recognize a chronic and
pervasive emotional unrest that necessitated repair. As he recalled, ‘It was only when
I had a chance to catch my breath that I began to dwell on my emotions.” In the
stillness, he felt the need to put in emotional work to deal with the feeling of being
parked in a category of ‘other’: ‘I notice that people are a little scared, and even
worse, you'’re black, like, it’s ... almost ... not that it’s racism but that they just don’t
dare, they’re afraid.” Amid the stillness of a life rooted in Norway, Thierry confronted
numerous challenges to feel he fully belonged within ‘bigger’ Norwegian society.
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James was neither fully rooted in Norway nor in AC2. He noted that he was ‘never
going to be Norwegian’ but also was ‘someone who was visiting [AC2]". His identity and
place-based connections were fluid, and he emphasized that he felt most comfortable
when working in an ‘international’ setting. He adhered to an in-betweenness, to the
fluidity of an international outlook and identity, and resisted categorization with the
essentialized identity of ‘being African’. Like Thierry, he distanced himself from the
sounds and smells associated with this static identity. He recalled being in university,
when housing administrators had grouped him and the other African student housing
residents in a specific hallway, stating that ‘this was where the African students lived”:

..somebody in the student administration thought that it would be a
good idea if all the guys from Africa were together [laughter]. I didn’t like
hanging out with [them] ... the Ghanaians were very loud you know, and
you know they were talking at the top of their voices, and they played
very loud music. ... [ remember going to the student administration and
telling this lady that, ‘I would like to move to a different gang [originally
Norwegian, hallway]. Because I just can’t cope with that noise.” ... the
reason why they placed all the African students together was that the
Norwegian students were complaining that our food is very strong. [That]
we use lots of spices [laughter] ... Which is just nonsense.

James resisted being ‘stuck’ in a ‘noisy’ place that was racialized, set apart because his
identity was ‘too much’ for the Norwegian students. To ‘be African’ was to experience
the emotional immobility of segregation.

As with Thierry, James also fondly recalled frenetic motion of daily life during his initial
years in Norway, both in the sense of social mobility forward and an intense schedule
of constant movement. In contrast to Thierry, however, James’ life remained
punctuated over the following years by the motion of reqular travel abroad and the
fluidity of international work settings. James and his wife had initially moved to AC2,
moving back to Norway after several years. Still, James remained on the move, with a
weekly commute to a job based abroad, in an international office in Northern Europe.
Work from this office enabled him to more easily move between Europe and AC2,
and to avoid experiencing Norwegian winter weather. As he recalled, ‘[the office] was

... very central so it was easy to travel to and from AC2. ... the weather was more
pleasant for me than the cold in Norway. So, I really liked [it]’. James eventually
relocated full-time to the international company location. As he recalled, ‘[My family]
used to come and visit me...the company would sponsor their trip... They would come
and visit me and would stay there ... for a long time, two weeks’.

However, circumstances soon changed: James’ mobility came to a halt when he lost
his job and returned to Norway full time. While working abroad, he had agreed to
relocate the family to his wife’s small hometown southwest of Oslo. Once back in
Norway and after divorcing, he also needed to live in the town to retain partial custody
of his children. He recalled the standstill feeling of life during the first winter back in
Norway, as a single parent without a driver’s license and balancing his employment
pursuits with the increased care responsibilities for his two children:

I wasn’t driving at the time. I had these two kids ... so it was not so easy.
So, I began learning how to drive, and I couldn’t begin looking for job in
Oslo. A consulting job would require me to go to clients all the time. So [a
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public sector job in a small neighboring city] was perfect [little laughter].
...I cycled down to the [train] station, then I took the train. After I got
separated, I began learning how to drive.

James was still commuting, but his movements were more restricted than he had
envisioned. He described a sense of discomposure from the daily puzzle of commuting
and parenting in Norway. As he noted: ‘It was a bit hectic...because I had to head up
and down [to and from work] when it was my turn with the kids ...the commute. ... I
was going up and down [the coast] ... then just sleeping on the train [laughter]’.

Once James’ children were older, he could again rely on the motion of travel to
puncture the sense of stillness he felt, especially when winter approached. Walking
together on a cold, rainy October day, he described to EG his anticipation of spending
the upcoming winter season in AC2, with its more dynamic social interactions and
specific tastes:

[ just need to be in AC2 at least once in the winter. Just to charge my
batteries. I just need to leave. ... [In AC2], you get different impulses, you
go out grilling, you meet people, you meet your old friends. [When I come
back to Norway] It is quiet, very quiet [laughter]. ...you feel the quiet and
it takes some time to get used to the food. ...because the food in AC2 ...
tastes different.

RELATIONAL AND ROUTINIZED DIMENSIONS OF
BELONGING

Both Thierry and James engaged constructed belonging through sensory and
emotional ties to family and community, a sort of affective homemaking (Boccagni
& Baldassar 2015). These relational practices reflected their efforts to bridge cultural
identities and foster continuity across transnational contexts. Furthermore, in the face
of potential alienation, they enacted and negotiated belonging through embodied,
everyday practices. Their routines exemplify Seamon’s (2015) concept of place-ballet,
where repetitive bodily interactions with spaces foster attachment and meaning.

Thierry, rooted in Oslo, described the relational practices that nonetheless enabled
him to cultivate a sense of belonging to reduce the emotional turmoil of being set
apart from majority Norwegian society. He sent his children to a private French school,
linking this to his own parent’s practice of sending him to a French Catholic school
in his youth: ‘It’s important that a part of me, and my family, is also present in their
upbringing, that it’s not lost just because we’re here’. The French school would also
allow his children to maintain a connection beyond Norway: ‘In the end, it was like,
you know what, it’s about securing my existence. It’s about ensuring that my family
also becomes part of the whole project. The family project’.

Thierry also described how monthly gatherings with families from AC1 helped his
children to develop a stronger future sense of self, noting that the availability of a
safe, additional identity would reduce the emotional unease of potential exclusion
from majority Norwegian society:

My kids are going to grow up with a [sense of] differentness ... We must ...
be able to make that as clear to them as early as possible. ... That they

Gubrium and Colomer
Nordic Journal of
Migration Research

DOI: 10.33134/njmr.939

10



have something in common [with other children of AC1 migrants]. ...
Because what we’re experiencing is that the kids who grow in the AC1
community here, they’re not Norwegian. ... It’s easy for them to lose
their balance. ... it’s really [about] belonging ... the kids here grow up with
a minority feeling, out in the large [majority]. So, either they’re losing
themselves in the larger [society], or they’re able to account for who they
are.

Beyond cultivating a relational sense of home in the French migrant and AC1
communities, Thierry also pursued activities and routines that kept him busy; busyness
in his daily life was pivotal to experiencing tranquility and averting despair. Along with
weekly visits to a private therapist, he began each weekday at 5 am with a workout at
a local gym, carving out ‘own time’ before preparing his children for school:

I get ... time for me, time for, yes, I don’t know, time for meditation, time
to calm down, time to kind of take some distance from coming back home.
And to get back to speed again. Then I really feel like no matter what
happens, I've had my time. ... I can think, I can switch off and can really be
in my moment. And I think that’s really good, because then when I go to
work, I'm already quite happy. Then I've really built up one, a kind of buffer.

Through daily and weekly routines, Thierry mended emotional ruptures and gained a
sense of control over his life.

Unlike Thierry, whose biographical map depicted a life in and around Oslo, James,
with a life and identity deeply entwined with internationalized activities and regular
travel to and from AC2, mapped a life that involved regular travel between places,
whether an international workplace in Northern Europe, family property in AC2, or an
internationalized workplace in Oslo. He recalled a job he had held in Oslo just before
COVID: ‘I moved around between [my town and Oslo]. ... [my workplace] was very
international, I mean it was very balanced, there was no dominant group, people
came from all walks of life ... it was a very dynamic group.” In comparison, James
described the experience of working at a ‘very Norwegian’ company:

itis ... bureaucratic ... I think we are just two ... non-Norwegian nationals
working in the whole of [the company]. ...The other person was working

in the canteen, and she was from Senegal. ... [There was] one dominant
culture, ‘we are the Vikings, we know what is best for you’ [little laughter]. ...
so, I left ..I didnt like [it] ... it was like, I work with these guys ... and when
you go home you don’t call them in the evening.

For James, the Norwegian workplace offered limited interactions in a strongly uniform
culture. He contrasted it with his time in a ‘global working environment’:

it was a very perfect place for me. ...there are some, these guys from Iran,
Sri Lanka... there is this network ... that is there. We just communicate with
each other. ... each time I would meet you know, sit there and discuss
family in the canteen and then we talk about career. ... I find it helpful.

He drew on the fluidity of interactions inside and outside work and the broader
possibilities for establishing his identity when describing a sense of content in his
professional life.
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The ‘international workplace’ also better enabled James to enact a sense of belonging
and comfort through a regular schedule of travel. Earlier in his stay in Norway, this had
been commuting to and from a job in an international office in another country. The

sense of comfortable mobility had been interrupted due to a rupture in his private life.

Yet once his kids were older, he re-established this through regular travel to AC2. He
described this routine travel, timing it with the cold season in Norway: ‘[At the end of]
March ... I have a short break ... So, during this time I just take off. Come back maybe
the summer when [laughter] ...and then the spring is just around the corner....". His
travel schedule also was timed so that he was in Norway during its most neighborly
season: ‘in the summer [my Norwegian neighbors and 1] do lots of grilling.... [they]
are very friendly. ... [In the winter, I don’t see them socially] apart from fireworks on
New Years Eve’.

EG interviewed James in 2021, following the first year of COVID. James described
how this seasonal rhythm had been disrupted by not being able to easily travel back
to AC2 for an entire year, engendering a new sense of discomfort and a strategy for
negotiating this:

[It] felt a bit strange. Throughout the summer and then later in the year
not being able to go back to AC2 and visit my family, which is something
that we do every year. ... It was a bit lonely in the beginning, but then I
quickly figured out, there is something that I can do ... I figured out very
fast that this is an opportunity for me to begin a master’s program... And
that has kept my mind off other things.

In this rare stretch of stillness in Norway, James cultivated an international digital
network. He described the sense of community this provided:

there are several students from different countries that are taking the
online course. ...And...that’s my new network. ... that has got me off being
lonely and ...and I like it because I am studying, you know talking to all
these guys. ...They are from everywhere.

The digital interface enabled James to internationalize at home and move ahead,
professionally, fostering a sense of continued movement forward.

DISCUSSION: BELONGING ON THE MOVE

Thierry and James both connected their senses of belonging to actively recalled
pasts and envisioned futures. Both described a migration trajectory in which early
on, busyness and mobility in the everyday prevented a sense of uncalm that would
otherwise be attached to the sense of being ‘stuck’ in a new and strange setting.
The feeling of ‘moving around’ provided a sense of calm, of belonging. While a sense
of calm linked to movement or motion might seem contradictory, as stillness and
movement are typically seen as opposites, for Thierry and James, the two were
interconnected. Both referred to an embodied, affective ‘noise’” when describing
the events in their lives that had, in Thierry’s case more chronically, and in James’
temporarily, ruptured their everyday movements and rhythms of progress.

Thierry avoided sounds and smells of the past and focused on the future of children
and his well-being through careful control of the present. It was upon fulfilling the
prescribed trajectory to formal integration that he began to bear the emotional
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burden of feeling he had reached a sort of glass ceiling for belonging ‘here in Oslo’,
as an African person rooted in majority Norwegian society. It was precisely at this
juncture, with his existence entirely rooted in Norway, that he began to experience a
pronounced sense of tension, of being held back from fully fitting in. He attempted,
through strong mental and emotional control and a meticulously regulated routine,
to reconcile this everyday tension with his goal to feel a sense of emotional security
and belonging.

James, on the contrary, actively and routinely orchestrated his routing, through the
movement of a commute and the fluidity of work in an international workplace, but
also through regular travel to and from AC2. For James, a sense of emotional unrest
only surfaced in short periods of immobility when he had not been able to leave town
and was required to stay in Norway for longer periods of time. Neither Norway nor AC2
were ‘home’ for James; rather, it was the routineness of movement and travel, the
flexibility of an internationalized identity that was his place of comfort.

Thierry and James understood their senses of belonging through embodied affect,
narratives, memories, and the daily interplay of mobility and routines, as persons
physically in and moving through the world. For both, experiences of (im)mobility
manifested in the tension between the need for stability and the desire for movement,
asreflected in their narratives of daily routines and transnational connections. Through
their nuanced experiences and articulations, they demonstrated an oscillation
between ‘here’ and ‘there’ that is the migrant’s embodied and affective experience
of belonging, rather than a direct path from one place-based node to another. Their
stories magnify both the physicality of this movement as well as the continual nature
of this journey.

CONCLUSIONS

Belonging is not solely about establishing rooted attachments in one place, but
rather about the movement between places and the embodied, affective processes
that accompany both stasis and motion. Building on transnational scholarship that
highlights how migrants forge and sustain attachments across multiple localities
(Levitt & Glick Schiller 2004) and on the mobilities paradigm emphasizing the
transformative role of everyday and cross-border movement (Cresswell 2006; Sheller
& Urry 2006), these two cases illustrate how embodied affect, expressed through
sensory cues such as taste, smell, and movement, shapes sense of belonging in
profound ways.

Belonging is furthermore embodied through daily, sometimes mundane routines
(Seamon 2015). The cases show how the negotiation of identity and ‘home’ unfolds
in fluid, relational, and often improvisational ways (Boccagni & Baldassar 2015) as
multiple attachments are navigated. By foregrounding the embodied and routinized
dimensions of belonging, these findings enrich existing research on the complex
interplay of mobility, place, and identity and underscore the value of attending to
emotional and sensory dynamics when exploring migrant lives. These findings invite
further exploration of how everyday, embodied practices can help reconfigure and
expand our understanding of belonging among those living ‘on the move’.
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