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There have been a lot of debates over the relationality
between spatiality and temporality in extant migration research. In
terms of space, several strands of research have focused on
exploring migrants’ strategies for migration and relocation,
implicitly considering migration as a complete sojourn. However,
migrants tend to establish and maintain transnational ties across
spaces, making migration an on-going process. Others have
examined how migrants sustain transnational activities and
relationships over time. Migration, in the latter sense, becomes a
complex process involving multiple times and spaces. Migrants’
mobilities are shaped and reshaped by their past memories, present
relocation experiences, and aspirations for the future, as well as
the influences of the immobilities of others and things across
spaces. This raises theoretical questions about how time is
embedded in space and what time and space mean to migrants.
This paper argues that the core of the debates is grounded in the
ways migrants experience subjectivities in defining what their
mobilities mean to them. This argument is presented through a
literature analysis of key research on the interrelated issues of
temporality and spatiality, roots and routes, as well as assimilation
and dissimilation that partly contribute to the meanings of
mobilities. It offers an overview of current research on
transnationalism and advances the current debates on temporality
and spatiality. In this paper, temporality and spatiality in migration
are conceptualized as dynamic and intertwined entities, rather than
fixed or linear processes. This conceptualization is hoped to
clarify the ways in which researchers often become divergent in
their research strands, leaving gaps in understandings of current
migration schemes.

1. Opening remarks about space and time

Increasingly, international migration has become a global issue, with a large flow of
people from 36 million in 1990 to 191 million in 2005 and 244 million in 2015 (United
Nations [UN], 2016, p. 1). Within the global context of increasing migration, research begins
to seek answers to paradoxical issues in migration such as agency and structure (e.g., Findlay
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& Li, 1999; Silvey, 2004), brain drain or brain gain that incur among educated migrants (e.g.,
Gribble, 2008; Nguyen, 2006) or migrants’ negotiations of cultural norms and political
ideologies (e.g., Biao, 2007; Waters, 2006). One of the common debates is over the relationality
between spatiality and temporality in migration research (e.g., Cresswell, 2006, 2010; Shubin,
2015; Yeoh, Leng, Vu, & Yi’en, 2013). Essentially, migrants are depicted to maintain
transnational activities with strong bonds to their home countries through knowledge transfer,
philanthropic contributions and communication. They do not seem to live a detached life from
home. The sustainment of transnational ties causes migration to be a dynamic process rather
than a linear direction with a complete outcome. Migrants’ transnationality is comprised of the
places where they have been and the non-linearity of time involving their past, present, and
future. This raises the question of how time is encountered in relation to space.

Such a question is, as the author argues in this paper, grounded in the arguments over
how migrants experience subjectivity in defining what their migration means to them. Some
may choose to do activities that make them easily adjust into host societies as routes, while
others may try to sustain transnational networks to maintain their roots. Their engagements in
transnational ties and/or attempts to adjust to host societies lead to assimilation and/or
dissimilation. This is where a number of researchers explore migration as an on-going process
from various angles. Some argue that migrants make sense of their continuous mobilities
through strategies to overcome precariousness caused by conflicting ideologies in home and
host societies (e.g., Robertson, 2014; Robertson & Runganaikaloo, 2014; Yeoh et al., 2013).
Others capture the meanings of mobilities through investigation into how migrants adapt to the
workforce in destination countries (e.g., Chiswick & Miller, 2006; Levey, 2008).
Transnationalism researchers tend to look into migrants’ transnational activities and use of
objects to put forward these activities (e.g., Faist, 2000; Vertovec, 2009). These allow us to
understand that transnational mobilities can comprise of migrants’ negotiations of and strategies
for migration, relocation and hopes for the future. Migrants’ mobilities, in other words, can be
constructed and reconstructed by their experiences in temporality and spatiality, roots and
routes, as well as assimilation and dissimilation. In this sense, migration stretches beyond
migrants’ fixed arrival in destination countries to the sustainment of transnational activities
across borders and times. In other words, the meanings of time and space matter to their
migration experiences.

This paper summarizes key discussions in extant transnationalism research on the issues
of temporality and spatiality, roots and routes, as well as assimilation and dissimilation as
briefly outlined above. The purposes of this literature analysis are two-fold. First, it offers an
overview of current research on transnationalism and further advances the debates on
temporality and spatiality by adding that on-going migration processes involve migrants’
negotiations of routes and roots through encounters with spaces, times and expectations to
assimilate into and/or dissimilate from host societies. This paper goes beyond the notions of time
as linearity and space as fixedness by arguing that these two notions are always intertwined and
carry on intersubjective meanings, rather than objective senses. Second, this paper proposes
three fundamental ways for researchers to explore the notion of home and belonging in
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migration, through the entwinements of time and space, assimilation and dissimilation, and
roots and routes. These concepts are always interrelated in migrants’ experiences. This paper
adds nuance to some migration debates in current research (e.g., Cresswell, 2006, 2010; Shubin,
2015) in that it clarifies the ways in which researchers become divergent in their research
strands, leaving gaps in understandings of current migration schemes.

It does so by firstly pointing out a plethora of discussions on temporality and spatiality
in transnationalism studies. Some focus on outcomes of migration, considering migration as a
complete journey as well as time and space as separate events and locales in migrants’ lives. By
taking a transnational perspective, others view migration as an on-going dynamic process and
time and space as intertwined entities. Secondly, the next section of the paper analyses the
interrelatedness of roots and routes as migrants sustain transnational activities and networks
across times and spaces. As a result of negotiating roots and routes, migrants must attempt to
adjust their relocation to some rules and social practices in host societies while giving up others
to retain and nourish their roots. The last section of the paper deals with the issues of
assimilation and dissimilation, sketching common themes in extant research on these two
concepts and arguing that a better approach to unpacking these issues must look into migrants’
everyday lives as well as macro-contextual factors such as multiculturalism, migration policies
and the nexus between education and subsequent migration.

2. Temporality and spatiality

A rich body of work across geography, development studies, transnationalism and
migration studies have focused on spatialities in several instances. For example, Hagerstrand’s
theory of time-geography (1975) considers time and space as resources and trade-offs for
people’s mobilities to achieve their everyday projects. This time-space path is subject to
constraints of their everyday needs such as eating or sleeping, needs to be at some places at
some time as someone else to achieve something, and needs to abide by laws that govern time
and space of their activities. Nevertheless, Hagerstrand’s approach seems to consider time as a
simultaneity with space rather than speculating the former as the entwinement of people’s lives.
This approach has also been criticized for reducing mobilities to an abstract three-dimensional
time-space diagram of life-path webs of individuals (King, 2012, p. 141). It strips potential
differences and variations in mobility experiences. In contrast, our being is always an issue for
us, despite the fact that we may express the same representation of mobilities and intentions for
life-projects.

Recently, the time has been described through the sustainment of migrants’ transnational
relationships prior to and during relocation. Issues of time tend to be considered as simultaneity
with relocation (Favell, 2007; Levitt & Schiller, 2004), used to define typologies of migration
(King, 2012), or taken as a methodological approach looking at durability of transnational
relationships (Baas, 2007; King, Thomson, Fielding, & Warnes, 2006; Waters & Brooks, 2011).
Extant research on highly skilled transnationalism has addressed micro-, mezzo- and macro-
perspectives with emphases on the importance of networks, contexts and local values, plus large
scales of economic, political, cultural and legal structures (Gold, 1997). Most transnationalism
studies consider migrants’ relationships linked by an acquaintance, kinship and work relations,
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connecting migrants across space as units of analysis. Studies that take on board
transnationalism perspectives have conceptualized temporality as lived time which manifests
itself in migrants’ experiences. However, there are some problems in theorizing temporality in
these studies of this strand. According to Robertson (2014), time tends to be examined
separately from space when the former is seen as a “subordinate element” to the latter (p. 1917).
Time and space are then considered as objective domains in which migrants are said to respond
to each of the separate events in their lives.

By focusing on migrants’ responses to social structures and influences of others, some
studies tend to conceptualize spatiality and temporality within the frame of agency and structure
that exist within migrants’ consciousness. For example, current transnational studies have often
looked at the way migrants live their lives, which “incorporate daily activities, routines, and
institutions located both in a destination country and transnationally [...] at the same time”
(Levitt & Schiller, 2004, p. 1003). In terms of methodological considerations of time in a
longitudinal study over a period of 8 years, Waters and Brooks (2011) examined the durability
of transnational relationships among migrants from Hong Kong and Taiwan to Canada. Their
study has confirmed the persistence of transnational relationships over time and offered a
methodological concern about the need for longitudinal quality of transnationalism. Similarly,
by examining the temporal dimension of transnationalism, another research strand looks at
migrants’ assimilation or dispersion in host societies (e.g., Baas, 2007, 2010; Faist, 2000), and
historical differences in the patterns and quality of transnational practices over time (e.g., Biao,
2007; Robertson, 2014). Time is seen as a space-dependent factor influencing migrants’
mobilities. In other words, time is measured through distances, as if it were a dependent variable
in relation to space.

The author of this paper argues that time and space are encountered both internally and
externally from migrants’ minds. Time and space involve migrants’ interactions with multiple
and heterogeneous actions shaped by their engagement with the world in various and potentially
divergent directions in a wide spectrum of social fields. In addition, migrants’ present
engagement with the world and aspirations for the future are shaped by and through their
interpretation of their past. Migrants’ interactions with others and things are not simply fixed
within a specific time or space. In fact, according to Cresswell (2006), movement is made up
of time and space with the “spatialization of time and temporalization of space” (p. 4), and
mobilities are not a “function” of time and space but an “agent” in the production of time and
space (p. 6). Time and space are often seen as a conjunction of separate phenomena that may
happen throughout migrants’ lives (Collins & Shubin, 2015). Mobilities are not simply
movements from one place to another, but rather, strategies we use and meanings we embed in
our movements make sense of mobilities. Migrants tend to experience time and space as “the
geographical stretching-out of social relations” through their interactions with others (Massey,
1993, p. 60). In other words, it is our directedness towards a place and the meanings we assign
for this directedness. In directing ourselves and being directed towards that place, we may arrive
at the intended destination through the intended itinerary, change the routes and meanings, or
even arrive at another destination as we find possibilities opening up in our routes. Our
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mobilities involve other people, materials, and infrastructure being placed under certain
institutional regimes such as migration and visa policies, socio-economic and political
conditions, family situations and communal practices. All of these regimes may enable and/or
constrain our mobilities.

It is further posited that migrants experience space through their embeddedness in place
with others and things over time. Space is experienced and embodied through migrants’
involvement in the world which they share with others and things. For example, in a study of
the Vietnamese diaspora in Australia and their gifts sent to their relatives in Vietnam in the late
1990s, Thomas (1999) reveals that these migrants use gifts to compensate their absence, fulfil
their nostalgia, as well as expect to offer their relatives a sense of foreignness from Australia.
In contrast, those who receive gifts express their disappointment, because they want to receive
money instead of consumption products. Here, the contradiction in gift-giving and receiving
shows that these migrants experience spatiality across Australia and Vietnam, from the past
with memories about their relatives and hardship after the war to their present extension of
familial relationships. They experience dislocations when knowing that their relatives are not
happy to receive the gifts and later sell them for money. The space the Vietnamese diaspora
experience involves their interactions with their relatives, material objects, pastmemories, as
well as affections. Not only does space manifest itself in measurable distances, but it also is
negotiated through migrants’ interrelated interactions with others and things in a multiplicity of
spaces and times. Space does not exist externally from migrants, but within their
intersubjective-making of places with others and things.

3. Roots and routes

Migrants’ fixities in host societies, which are associated with roots, may affect their
further mobilities as negotiations of routes. Roots signify emotional bonds with the physical
environment, shared culture and locality as local anchorage into place. Routes refer to ways
that migrants are mobile yet attached to place as “culturally mediated experiences of dwelling
and travelling” (Clifford, 1997, p. 5). While some argue that these two concepts are intertwined
(Clifford, 1997; Gustafson, 2001), others acknowledge that cultural and ethnic attachment, as
well as a sense of belonging, may distract migrants from making roots in host societies (e.g.,
Basch, Schiller, & Blanc, 1994; Nagel, 2002,2009; Schiller & Salazar, 2013; Smith, 2001).
Current research on mobilities tends to unpack the inter-link between roots and routes as
intertwined concepts. Yet, some studies on transnationalism acknowledge that the two concepts
are not always complementary to each other. For example, cultural and ethnic attachment and a
sense of belonging may distract migrants from making roots in host societies. Instead, the routes
they are making are the sense of belonging to the home societies (Faist, 2000; Vertovec, 2009).
Sustained contacts and sustainment of transnational relationships are experienced as the routes
they are making to maintain their roots.

These two notions are debated around the issue of belonging to place that migrant
negotiate during their relocation and forming aspirations for future lives. As mentioned above,
these studies have presented various findings on migrants’ attachment to place, generally
suggesting that place attachment and mobility as contradictory and/or complementary. In
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addition, most current studies on transnationalism have explored migrants’ attachment to place
through ethnic and cultural attachments, as well as transnational practices. This approach raises
the question of how migrants experience time through their embeddedness in place. While
transnational mobilities involve an extension of space from one place to another, migrants
concurrently encounter intersecting influences of their duty, responsibility, and desire which
are shaped by their past experiences and future projection (Yeoh et al., 2013).

In negotiating roots and routes in transnational social fields, migrants may have to face
disparities, inequalities, religious and racial issues that facilitate and legitimise mobility and
fixity (Schiller & Salazar, 2013, p. 183). Smith (2001), for example, argues that transnational
practices enabled by the governance of dual citizenship limit migrants from assimilating in host
societies. Instead, some migrants may incorporate in the new society and concurrently maintain
their roots with the countries of origin, whereas others do not participate in transnational
activities at all. Integration in host societies and commitment to home countries are not
necessarily exclusive but can be complementary (de Haas, 2010, p. 247). Sustained
transnational contacts, relationships and practices are experienced as the routes they are making
to maintain their roots which, in some cases, may not be necessarily grounded in receiving
countries. The author of this paper agrees that migrants always negotiate roots and routes,
making migration incomplete. They may even move unphysically after arriving in host
societies. Therefore, one way to understand mobility is to explore migrants’ negotiations of
mobility which is affected by the immobility of others. It is suggested that we focus on dwelling
mobility.

Dwelling mobility is seen as the emergent theme of research, or as Chaney (1979) noted
on the flows of Caribbean peoplesto the United States during the 1970s that there are now people
who have their “feet in two societies” (p. 209). In other words, through dwelling- mobility,
migrants experience interconnected space, in which distances are experienced only through
their interactions with others and things over time. Their dwelling in the world with others and
things across space and time makes transnational mobilities fluid and complex, rather than fixed
and linear. This also means we must look at how migrants deal with assimilation and
dissimilation issues that emerge during their relocation.

4. Assimilation or dissimilation

This section outlines the interrelatedness between assimilation and dissimilation in
relation to space and time. Migrants’ efforts to adjust in host societies and maintain
transnational networks influence how they assimilate themselves and/or break up with some
socio-cultural norms to make sense of their mobilities. Their strategies and tactics are always
grounded in certain spaces and times. For example, Biao’s (2007) work shows how information
technology Indian professionals’ skilled labor mobility is managed by cultural practices
grounded in the home castes in India that influence their migration to the US and Australia.
These influences shape their uses of dowries in their home communities at present, choices of
IT programs in Western countries and migration prospects after future graduation. Their
negotiations of this socio-cultural norm in India illustrate how they are embedded in the current
time that shapes their decisions to migrate and expectations of future migration to Western
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countries. Such efforts are experienced through migrants” embeddedness in time and space
with others as well as negotiations of routes and roots. This interrelation is implicitly shown in
the past and the recent research that this section aims to analyze with regards to issues between
personal belonging and multiculturalism policies, and international education and skilled
migration under a transnationalism lens.

In the recent past, migrants were considered as permanent settlers who receiving states
treated as assimilated subjects through immigration policies. However, since the 1970s, the
growth of transnational networks and ethnic community formation has led to a more fluid
multicultural approach to immigration schemes, allowing migrants to owe allegiance to more
than one state (Castles, 2004, p. 863). Multiculturalism has facilitated ethnic pluralism but
challenged social cohesion. A large body of research on Australian multiculturalism has
examined its influence on politics, demography, cultural identity, transnationalism and labour
market outcomes (e.g., Chiswick & Miller, 2006; Levey, 2008; Vertovec, 2009). It is widely
acknowledged that Australians supported the federal government in designing a multiculturalist
platform for enabling migrants’ adjustment into society after the White Australia Policy of
Anglo-conformity was dismantled, but concurrently opposed policies that encouraged uses of
ethnic languages and cultures (Chiswick & Miller, 2006; Levey, 2008). Other studies (e.g.,
Bastian, 2012; Jupp, 2007) have reported historical changes in the governance of
multiculturalism to support cultural pluralism, leading to services for ethnic language
instruction and translation (with Vietnamese as one of the six most popular ethnic languages in
Australia) and delivery of ethnic broadcasting services. In place of assimilation, the policy has
focused on integration. For example, the recognition of overseas educational credentials has
also been supported by Australian state/territory Overseas Qualifications Units (which was the
former National Office for Overseas Skills Recognition). There are also a number of language
courses provided by schools, colleges, universities and religious organizations to teach, enhance
and support new migrants in terms of English language skills and translation. In Australia,
multiculturalism has become an issue of social justice in nation-building, rather than a set of
cultural policies that immigrants were required to follow (Jakubowicz & Monani, 2010, p. 22).
In general, Australia has encountered a “changing face” (Bastian, 2012, p. 55). It has been
argued that uniformity in ethnicity and identity in the population does not generally serve the
receiving society, as it requires new skills to face a changing global context in which the
diversity of languages, cultures, and religions are viewed as productive forces.

Assimilation is not always an inevitable process of adjustment which can be measured
through a list of indicators. Some research (e.g., Smith, 2001; Vertovec, 2009) juxtapose the
relations between transnational and local levels in relations to migrants’ place of origin that form
an important part in their everyday lives. Smith (2001), for example, argues that by reaching
out to diasporas, transnational practices of some countries in granting dual citizenship limit
migrants in terms of assimilating to the host culture. Levitt and Jaworsky (2007, p. 131) also
acknowledge that new assimilation theory has tended to consider by living transnationally,
migrants can overcome poverty and enhance power to which capitalism relegates them. The
dichotomy between transnational and local levels is not always mutually exclusive, as
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transnational ties may not prevent migrants from assimilation. A number of recent studies (e.g.,
Nagel, 2009; Schiller & Salazar, 2013) have argued that migrants do not always lose their
distinctiveness to become like the mainstream population in host societies. Assimilation
theories are critiqued for assuming a sequential adaptation of migration in receiving societies
by constructing middle- class society as the “norm to which migrants should aspire” (Nagel,
2009, p. 400). These theories, therefore, are unable to interpret transnational lives that exceed
national borders. Transnationalism literature tends not to challenge the ecological
understanding of assimilation. Nagel (2009) has suggested that studies dealing with
assimilation issues pay attention to the “ideological and political deliberations” taking place in
both home and host societies that shape those who are in the “mainstream” and who remain
“outside of [their] boundaries” (p. 401). By placing a focus on these deliberations, researchers
can understand that assimilation is not only a “pattern of sameness”, but as a “relational process
of making sameness” (p. 401).

The growth of international students is both an effect of the changes introduced through
multiculturalism and a contributor to changes in how multiculturalism is understood and
practiced. Two-step migration contributes to further socio-political and cultural changes. For
example, the education-migration nexus has raised questions about the human and citizenship
rights of international students (Robertson, 2013; Robertson & Runganaikaloo, 2014). In
response to international students’ demands for PR (permanent residency), some tertiary
education providers became “PR factories” (Baas, 2014, p. 213) by designing cheap and low-
quality vocational programs, prioritizing corporate profits ahead of their duty of care to
international students. To deal with “migration corruption” (Robertson & Runganaikaloo, 2014,
p. 210), along with concerns about student welfare, and following the Baird Review (Baird,
2010), in 2011, the Australian Government, for instance, amended the Education Services for
Overseas Students Legislation. This legislation amendment required education providers to
demonstrate capacity in providing quality education, reducing risks posed to international
students who took low-quality courses for a migration outcome, as well as enhancing the brand
of the Australian higher education industry. Later, in response to the Knight Review in 2011,
Department of Immigration and Border Protection (DIBP, 2013) has introduced other types of
skilled visas giving priorities to PR applicants with state and employer sponsorship to strengthen
the match between migrationand labour market needs. Situating two-step migrants before and
within this period, some research has explored the precariousness and fragile existence of their
temporary status, labour exploitation, unemployment, as well as lostness and loneliness in
Australia. These studies highlight scandals around the exploitation of student migrants, by co-
ethnic entrepreneurs, and migration-related corruption in education prior to the considerable shifts
of migration policies narrowing occupations in demands after 2007 and focusing on employer
sponsorship since 2009 (e.g., Biao, 2011; Robertson, 2013; Robertson & Runganaikaloo, 2014).
The case of Australia shows that education-related migrants may have to negotiate their own
circumstances with policy changes in receiving societies at all times. Their negotiations do not
usually originate from either host or sending countries, but from their embeddedness in
transnational spaces across times.
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According to Portes, Guarnizo, and Landolt (1999), transnationalism research forms a
“highly fragmented” field without a “well-defined theoretical framework and analytical rigour”
(p. 218). The issue is related to the requirement to take an interdisciplinary approach.
Examining occasional transnational practices, indeed, does not shed much light on
understanding transnationalism. It is pointed out that transnationalism research tends to
examine cross-border activities and relationships as the rest of the population do once in a while
with their known people and relatives overseas. This critique is similarly taken up by lItzigsohn,
Cabral, Medina, and Vazquez (1999), who argue that investigations of migrants’ occasional
contacts are neither novel nor sufficiently distinct. Contacts with families and communities in
home countries and establishing relationships with those in the same ethnicity in host societies
have not been new. Instead, the high intensity of social exchanges, modes of transactions and
multiplication of activities can contribute to understandings of how migrants’ transnational
relationships make sense on a regular and sustained basis. These researchers suggest that
researchers delimit transnational practices into occupations and activities that require regular
social contacts over time. They also critique the current tendency in transnationalism research
to mix various units of analysis, creating confusion about what transnationalism actually refers
to and what its scope of predication is. It is suggested that, by choosing individuals as a point
of departure rather than starting with community or networks of social relations, researchers
begin with the history and activities of migrants so that we can explore institutional
underpinnings of transnationalism and its structural effects (Portes et al., 1999, p. 220).

In general, mobilities are “contingent” (Collins, 2008, p. 398) on the places where
migrants move and the relationships they maintain across borders. It can be summarized here
that migrants’ assimilation and/or dissimilation is never anchored in a fixed place in a fixed
point of time. Rather, it is manifest through migrants’ encounters with socio-political norms and
practices in relation to their personal, familial and communal contexts, as well as transnational
activities they want to sustain. In this sense, research processes that focus on the issues of
migrants’ belonging should begin from their daily lives and respond to what Yeoh and Huang
(2011) call for studies using “the lens of the everyday” (p. 688) of professional migrants who
navigate their “professional, social and cultural life-worlds” (Beaverstock, 2011, p. 710) in
relation to policy discourses. Doing this means researchers should probe into exploring the
meanings of time and space that migrants experience.

5. Concluding remarks

Studies on transnationalism highlight the importance of social networks that shape and
re-shape mobilities of skilled migrantsthrough social links and shared relationships. In other
words, these current studies in transnationalism have acknowledged migrants’ engagement with
the world across borders. By taking on board this perspective and analysing the intersections of
migrants’ involvement in the world, this paper conceptualizes migrants’ lives as open and
unfolding into a diversity of experiences, rather than being confined to a particular mode, place
or time. In understanding the meanings embedded in practices of mobilities, this paper
challenges the notion of place in people’s movements, arguing that migration is not simply
initiated and sustained by push or pull factors of places. Further, the notion of differences also
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enters the debate on mobilities, where people experience movements in different ways with
different meanings, and some mobilities depend on the relative immobility of others. This paper
acknowledges the importance of immobile entities such as national borders, place, law and
policy regimes and even immobile people. Moorings are as important as mobilities.

This paper also shows that time and space are experienced through migrants’ multiple
and heterogeneous involvement with the world. An exploration of the entwinement of space
and time responds to the need to develop a critical approach to understanding time and space
as a conjunction of separate phenomena. It critiques the separation of time as past and present,
and of space as place and placelessness. Instead, time and space are encountered as happenings
and incompleteness of migrants’ lives. Migrants keep projecting themselves into the future
based on their experiences of living across the past and present in various social and
geographical spaces. Their strategies for relation enable roots and routes to become dwelling
mobility and blurring the fragile border between assimilation and dissimilation as well.
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