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Abstract - Instances of transnational migration cause immigrants to define new identity and belonging emerging with new 
references apart from the forms of identity and belonging based on traditional references. The approach of transnationalism 
argues that immigrants’ ties of belonging are variable. This study, setting out from this approach, focuses on the correlations 
between transnational social spheres and belonging. This study concerning with Turkish immigrants living in the USA uses 
qualitative and quantitative research techniques. 511 Turkish immigrants in the USA were given a questionnaire, and then 
in-depth interviews were held with 26 participants. Thus, it was found in research conducted with participants all of whom 
were the first generation immigrants that the Turkish immigrants living in the USA highly felt that they belonged in the USA 
and that they developed ties of belonging. 
 
Keywords - Transnational social spheres, transnational immigrant, belonging, Turks in the USA
 
I. INTRODUCTION 
 
Immigrants having ties in two or more countries, 
continuous interaction through the effects of 
developing communication and transportation 
opportunities have changed the mainstream 
understanding in migration researches. The 
quantitative increase in migration as well as the 
frequent travel of immigrants between their country 
of origin and the target country and immigrants 
protecting their ties with their country of origin have 
caused the development of concepts such as 
“transnational immigrant” and “transnational 
society”[1]. 
 
From a transnational social spheres perspective, 
migration cannot be seen only as move from one 
country to another country and as a process that 
characterizes the orderliness between the country of 
origin and the accepting country. Instead, the 
situation defines a lifestyle that is placed between the 
two societies and acts as a link between the two 
societies. Through this, new types of links begin to 
develop between the country of origin and the 
accepting country. Appearing as social, political, 
economic and cultural, these links are defined as 
transnational social spheres[2]. In this research, the 
relationship between transnational social spheres and 
sense of belonging are discussed with the sample of 
Turkish immigrants going from Turkey to the United 
States of America for various purposes and living 
there. Known as a country of immigrants, the United 
States of America is seen as the most important actor 
in terms of economy and culture with the help of the 
significant production scale of the American cultural 
industry, large domestic market, control over global 
media, extensive distribution network, its pioneering 
in mass production, political power and reputation” 
[3]. 

Apart from these features, its vast geographical area 
and productive soil have, within the historical  
 
process, directed migration towards the USA. The 
migration of Europeans to the USA was between 
1820 and 1924 and with around 34 million 
immigrants. According to Huntington [4], those who 
have not returned and settled have partially integrated 
with the American society and culture whereas their 
children and grandchildren have completely 
integrated. Between 1965 and 2000, 23 million 
immigrants from Latin America and Asia have gone 
to the USA. Huntington [4]states that the problem for 
USA and industrialized wealthy country is not 
migration but whether assimilation with accompany 
migration. As it can be understood from this, the 
USA has been a determining actor in the appearance 
and development of migration and immigrant 
policies.  
 
Migration from Turkey to the USA has started in the 
19th century during theOttoman Empire period. The 
open door policy of the USA after the 1890s to 
mainly increase the volume of trade has developed 
the relations with the Ottoman Empire. According to 
the data provided by United States Department of 
Homeland Security (USDHS), around 300 thousand 
Turkish immigrants have lived in the USA between 
1901 and 1920. This fast increase has decreased over 
the following years. The end of World War I has 
caused many immigrants living in the USA to return 
to their countries. However, as stated by 
Hungtinton[4], “migration to the USA has never 
ended”. Migration from Turkey to the USA has 
continued with periodical characteristics over the 
historical process. According to the official figures in 
the USA, 182 thousand Turkish immigrants live in 
the USA whereas in unofficial figures this number is 
around 300 thousand.  
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Transnational migrations transform immigrants and 
their relations. In this case, transnational approach 
immigrants are defined as subjects moving beyond 
points in multi-directions[5]. Different from previous 
approaches, immigrants cannot be perceived as those 
who are struggling to belong to a new social order. 
They are subjects who actively use and make use of 
their links between countries. Thus, immigrants are 
not limited to one country, social order or socializing 
in their decisions but those who can act as multi-
country individuals in citizenship issues. Within this 
context, immigrants use their existing network of 
links and capital while they simultaneously develop 
new networks and links, and these links are 
dynamic[6]. According to Faist[7], the union of these 
networks establish the creation of transnational social 
spheres. He argues that transnational social spheres 
are the union of social and symbolic links in more 
than one country, the contents of these links, the 
positions in networks and organizations and 
networks.  
 
The relations immigrants establish with their 
motherlands create transnational social spheres. 
Moreover, immigrants who are social beings can 
establish transnational social spheres between 
countries[8]. People living in countries that accept 
migration create and develop relations in their new 
settlements while they also develop new links in the 
country they have left. Thus, instead of the identity 
defined within the limits of a single nation state, 
flexible, global, multinational, post national and 
finally transnational definitions have developed[9].  
 
II. METHOD 
 
The transnational migration of Turks living in the 
USA has been evaluated within the perspective of 
transnationalism which asserts the existence of a third 
social sphere apart from the origin and the target 
country. The research has been designed upon the 
assumption that Turkish immigrants have constructed 
social spheres in which they develop dynamic sense 
of belonging by building “dynamic bonds” between 
the two countries. The problem of the research is the 
idea that the transnational emigration along with the 
experience of migration have converted the sense of 
belonging of the Turkish people in the USA. The data 
of the survey has been obtained from 34 different 
states of America by carrying out the techniques of 
participant observation, questionnaire and the semi-
structured interview that are grounded in mixed-
method.  
The target population of the study is Turkish 
immigrants who are aged 18 and older and are living 
in the USA. The sample of the studyhas been 
determined from within the target population through 
nonprobability random method for quantitative 
sampling whereaspurposeful sampling and snowball 
sampling have been used for qualitative.  

The questionnaire forms have been sent via internet 
by getting in touch with the leaders of non-
governmental organizations. As a result, 511 valid 
questionnaire forms have been received. The analysis 
of quantitative data has been conducted with 
packaged software SPSS. Having completed the 
SPSS data entry, the values of frequency (f) and 
percentage (%) have been determined by descriptive 
analysis.  
The 26 semi-structured interviews have been carried 
out with the participants from Washington DC, 
California, Pennsylvania and particularly from New 
York and New Jersey where Turkish population is 
predominant. The mixed-method research points out 
the process of collecting and analyzing qualitative 
and quantitative data together [10]. After collecting 
the quantitative data, qualitative data has been 
analyzed within an integrated approach. 
 
III. BELONGING IN TRANSNATIONAL 
SOCIAL SPHERE 
 
The act of migration brings along the changes in 
terms of demography, economy and social structure 
and leads to cultural diversity resulting from the 
questioning of national identity[11].Transnational 
social spheres appearing as a result of transnational 
migration represent the dynamic sphere which 
consists of social, economic, cultural and political 
relations between or beyond the boundaries of 
original countries of immigrant individuals[12][5][7]. 
With globalization, the rapid change in 
communication and transportation technology paves 
the way for immigrants to maintain a relationship 
with the origin country and makes cross-boundary 
communication easier. Portes[13]sets forward the 
idea that transnational actions have been visibly 
improved by regular repetition within the national 
borders. While transnational spheres and network are 
being   converted, the lives of transnational 
immigrants are being changed and converted equally. 
As stated by Aksoy[14], cultural positions of 
immigrants, the way they express themselves and 
their lives in general are reformed by transnational 
sensitivity and attitude. The transnational attitude that 
is characterized as diasporic behavior by Kaya[15] is 
a matter of experience and consciousness. 
 
Being “here” and “somewhere else” at the same time; 
feeling a sense of belonging to more than one place; 
living the universal and partial at the same time and 
creating a land far away from the motherland can be 
counted as the primary features of this consciousness. 
Chambers describes this consciousness as “the state 
of having one foot here and the other foot always 
somewhere else while stepping on both sides of the 
boundary” [16]. This consciousness also brings a 
process where the identity and belonging bonds of the 
individual in the transnational sphere.  
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A sense of differentness causes a feeling of 
belonging. Acquiring belonging or the process of 
getting an identity is a process the individual 
establishes in the social environment against others. 
According to Maslow, the need for belonging appears 
when physiological needs and security needs are 
satisfied. A need for belonging and love steps 
forward as an incentive power and the individual 
feels a desire to interact with others and get a place in 
a group or family[17]. One of the motivations 
beneath belonging is feeling secure in a group and 
thus satisfying the primary need for belonging[18]. 
Members of a minority group may be disadvantaged 
compared to the majority of the population. This way, 
these members have group support and a feeling of 
belonging[19]. Belonging to an ethnic group is an 
issue about feelings that differs according to the 
specific situation of the subject, indecisive attitudes, 
perceptions and feelings that are temporary. Ethnicity 
refers to cultural practices and the appearances of the 
people of a certain society. Members of ethnic groups 
see themselves different than other groups of a 
society in terms of culture. Different characteristics 
may help differentiate one ethnic group from another 
but the most common ones are language, history (real 
or imaginary) or ancestors, religion, clothing or toilet 
styles. Ethnic differences are entirely learnt. Ethnicity 
is a social concept that is produced in time and is 
repeated. When the situation of the individual 
changes, so does the group belonging; or at least the 
importance of the identities and discourse for that 
individual will change according to different times 
and situations[20][21]. 
 
Arguing that a sense of belonging needs nations in 
order to develop, Anderson states that national 
identity is a fictionalized identity and defines nations 
as “an imagined society”[22]. Karpat states that 
nations, in a modern sense, appeared in the 18th and 
19th centuries and that this occurs in societies “that 
have specific boundaries, a centralized administration 
and a class structure to a certain degree and that 
accept modern market economy”.These sorts of 
nations search for their national identities in elements 
such as history, language, tradition, religion and 
union of lineage. Moreover, they sublime and 
interpret these origins most often based on 
imaginations that according to [23], this is 
“nationalism – in other words ideology”. Güvenç 
states that national state ideology forces people to 
unite under a national identity or a single identity 
without considering the ethnic or historical origin 
differences. As stated by Eliade, a historical cultural 
identity may not always be identical or compatible 
with the official national identity[24]. 
 
In cases where immigration and being a minority is 
the situation, the concept of identity is generally 
related with belonging to a nation, culture, ethnicity 
or religion. In these cases, “differences” gain 

importance and identity begins to be perceived within 
a collective frame in which there is a differentiation 
between “us” and “them”[25]. With the development 
of nation state understanding, migration takes nation 
states as the reference point and the establishment of 
transnational societies is a concept following nation 
states. Within the context of migration, in the 
structuring of transnational societies, references are 
made to a nation state where people come from and 
where there is a chance they can return to instead of a 
mythical county. At this point, the founding elements 
of a transnational society identity does not need to be 
the same as the official identity of the nation 
state[26]. Transnational migration experiences cause 
identity and belonging definitions that have emerged 
with new references other than identity and belonging 
styles based on traditional references.  
 
IV. FINDINGS 

 

Information about the Sample  
Women constitute 41,5% of the sample group of this 
study and men constitute 58,5%. 2,9% of the 
participants are between the ages of 36-41, 19,2% are 
between 30-35, 14,9% are between 42-47, and 14,5% 
are between 24-29. 24,3% of the sample group are 
university graduates in Turkey and 20,5% hold post 
graduate degrees in the USA. Rate of PHD graduates 
in the USA is 14,9%. Thus, a significant amount of 
59,7% of the sample group consist of graduate and 
postgraduate degree holders. 96,5% of the sample 
group are first generation immigrants and 45,2% - 
almost half – went to the USA for study and through 
study. 77,3% of the sample group have a household 
income of above 50 thousand dollars. The annual 
household income in 2015 in the USA has been 
announced as 56.516 dollars [27].This indicates that 
Turks in the USA have mid and above medium 
economic income levels.  
 
Belonging in Turkish Immigrants Living in the 
USA 
Definitions of belonging of immigrants in migration 
studies have generally been evaluated in terms of 
their union with the society and immigrants have 
been analyzed in terms of adaptation and separatist 
platforms. Recent studies show that the belonging of 
an immigrant individual to a cultural identity does not 
decrease the loyalty of the individual to a larger 
national being[28]. 
In this study, data have been obtained on the 
belonging perceptions of immigrants in transnational 
social spheres. The legal status of immigrants in the 
accepting country is effective in the development of 
belonging bonds. First of all, the status of Turkish 
immigrants in the USA has been questioned. Whether 
they encountered adaptation difficulties, how they 
feel themselves in the USA and how they feel when 



International Journal of Management and Applied Science, ISSN: 2394-7926                                                 Volume-4, Issue-10, Oct.-2018 
http://iraj.in 

Sense of Belonging Developed in Transnational Social Spheres 
 

83 

they leave the USA have been questioned and these 
have been associated with belonging bonds.  
The legal status of Turkish immigrants in the USA is 
presented in Table 1. Obtaining citizenship rights are 
important in the adaptation process of immigrants to 
the country they live in, their integration with the host 
society, their activities in the transnational social 
sphere and the representation of the diasporic society. 
It is seen that 55,2% of the sample are citizens. This 
rate is an indication that the diasporic society is at a 
developing level. 22,7% of the sample hold a green 
card, 11,4% hold a student visa and 7,6% hold a work 
visa. While the rate of those living in the USA with a 
tourist visa is 1%, the status of those who have 
checked other are visas such as J1, J2 and investor 
visa which enable stay in the USA.  

Table 1.Status of Turks in the USA 
Status Frequenc

y 
Perc

ent 
I’m a US citizen 282 55,2 
I hold a Green Card (green 
card)  

116 22,7 

Student Visa 58 11,4 
Work visa 39 7,6 
Tourist visa 5 1,0 
Other  10 2,0 
Unanswered 1 0,2 
Total 511 100,

0 
Strategies of immigrants on uniting with the society 
may differ. Berry [29] has taken these strategies as: 
integration, assimilation, disintegration and 
marginalization. Globalization, development of 
transportation and communication technologies 
brings with it the variation of quality and direction of 
transnational flow. From a transnational perspective, 
immigrants make up a third social sphere other than 
the target and original countries. Thus, it is 
impossible to analyze the integration of immigrants 
with the society in which they live with only a single 
strategy. In order to understand the consolidation 
strategies of Turks in the USA, they have been asked 
whether they have encountered adaptation problems 
in the USA and which topics they had adaptation 
problems on.  
Table 2. The opinions of Turks in the USA on their adaptation 

to the US society 
Adaptation Problem Frequen

cy 
Perce

nt 
I have never experienced it 202 39,5 
I did when I first came here 
but now I don’t  

229 44,8 

I sometimes do 69 13,5 
I frequently do 10 2,0 
Unanswered 1 0,2 
Total 511 100,0 

According to table 2, 39,5% of the sample have never 
experienced adaptation problems after coming to the 
USA. 44,8% have experienced when they first 

arrived. 13,5% have sometimes encountered and 
2,0% have stated that they frequently experience 
adaptation problems. Those who experience 
adaptation problems have stated that the problem 
stems from not being able to speak the language and 
from cultural differences.  
During the interviews, a 44-year old female 
participant stated that immigrants have adaptation 
problems and that this problem stems from not 
knowing the language.  
“They come, but don’t learn the language. They have 
no idea what is going on in this country because they 
don’t learn the language. … adaptation to America, 
this should be a priority. This may be possible 
through increasing the programs. Awareness seminars 
can be conducted on every topic. …”  
Sample group has been asked how they feel in the 
country where they live, and whether they have 
established belonging bonds. 58,3% of participants 
have stated that they have a partial sense of belonging 
to the USA, 28,6% have stated that they have a sense 
of belonging to the USA and 12,3% have stated that 
they feel complete strangers.  

Table 3.Opinions of Turks in the USA on their sense of 
belonging to the USA 

Belonging Frequenc
y 

Percent 

I feel a complete stranger 63 12,3 
I have a partial sense of 
belonging to the USA 

298 58,3 

I have a complete sense of 
belonging to the USA 

146 28,6 

Unanswered 4 0,8 
Total 511 100,0 

The sample group have also been asked how they feel 
when they leave the USA. A large group of 70,7% of 
the participants have stated that the USA is the 
country where they live. 19,4% have given the 
answer “home”. 5.1% have referred to the USA as 
their nation and 2,2% of participants have used the 
term “my homeland”. 

Table 4.Opinions of Turks in the USA About How They Feel 
When They Leave the USA 

Opinions on USA when 
they leave USA 

Frequency Percent 

My nation 26 5,1 
Country where I live 361 70,7 
My homeland 11 2,2 
Home 99 19,4 
Other 12 2,3 
Unanswered 2 0,4 
Total 511 100,0 

Belonging is a concept related to identity, citizenship, 
place, social groups in which the individual is in, 
social network and bonds. Belonging perceptions of 
transnational immigrants are shaped by different 
dynamics. In qualitative interviews, a 28-year old 
male participant stated that he doesn’t have a sense of 
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belonging to USA and that he believes in universal 
citizenship with equal rights. 
“I don’t have a sense of belonging to USA. But if you 
ask me whether I feel as a world citizen, I do.In my 
opinion, being a world citizen is being equal no 
matter what your religion, ethnic background, sect, 
appearance is. I believe that we should all have equal 
rights but we are not equal”. 
A 37-year old male participant who has been living in 
the USA for 16 years has stated that he has a sense of 
belonging to the USA and that he is mentally distant 
from Turkey.  
“Though not 100%, I feel I belong here. I have started 
to believe that I will not feel I belong to Turkey if I 
returned. I will feel a stranger on many topics. I have 
gotten used to being here, the comfort. I also feel 
safer here. Safety is my first priority anyway. I 
believe that I can build a better future for my children 
here. Isn’t there anything I miss? Of course there is. 
Wouldn’t a person want to live in his own country? 
Of course I do but this place weighs heavier on the 
scale”. 
Individuals have developed a different sense of 
belonging in the places where they have migrated to 
and thus have created a hybrid identity. One of the 
reasons for this is that immigrants can develop a 
sense of belonging without having to leave the 
existing identities. Another reason is that they 
become a part of the main society through the new 
hybrid identity they have created. Conceptually, the 
process of creating hybrid identities for individuals 
never ends [30]. As it is understood from the data 
obtained from the sample consisting of Turkish 
immigrants, transnational identities are related to 
more than one place [31].  
According to the data of the study, the Turks in USA 
largely see USA as the country where they live and 
have a feeling of belonging to the USA. On the other 
hand, it is understood that they have developed 
multiple bonds of belonging and their opinions on 
concepts such as identity and citizenship have 
transformed into a universal quality.  
 
RESULTS ANDDISCUSSION 
 
One of the important results of globalization and 
transnational migrations is that it causes multiple 
identities and transnational belongings[11]. 
Developments in transportation and communication, 
people spreading through migration contain the 
establishment of both ethnic and national identities as 
well as the emerge of new transnational identities[7]. 
Today[31], the concept of identity is considered as an 
overlapping concept with transnational sphere and 
transnational identities transforming in time are 
associated with more than one place. In this case, 
bonds of belonging cannot be analyzed independent 
from identity. However, in this study, the topic has 
been limited to belonging in transnational social 
spheres. Studying identity and belonging together in 

depth in another study with more participants is 
suggested.  
In this study, it is understood that the bonds of 
belonging of Turks living in the USA have been 
reshaped with transnational migration and that they 
have developed multiple belonging bonds. Although 
a majority of the sample consists of first generation 
immigrants, they have stated they belonged to USA. 
Results in the studies [32][33][34][35][36]on Turkish 
immigrants in Europe are different. It is seen that 
Turkish immigrants in various countries in Europe 
have a higher feeling of belonging to their country 
they have left behind. Bonds of belonging in Europe 
are transforming by developing hyphenated identities 
within a process of multicultural identification in 
second and later generations[37]. It is understood that 
the demographic features of Turkish immigrants in 
the USA are effective on their belonging bonds. A 
large part of Turks in the USA hold postgraduate 
degrees and education related migration holds the 
first position in the migration reasons of the sample 
group in this study. It is seen that the living standards 
of Turkish immigrants going to the USA to complete 
or improve their high education or to have better 
living conditions are medium or higher. Findings on 
the socio-economic and cultural characteristics of the 
sample group indicate that it has a positive effect on 
the multiple belonging bonds development process in 
transnational social spheres.  
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