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Introduction 
 

The subject matter of the thesis emerged in the context of mobility between Es-

tonia and Finland, which has increased significantly during the last two dec-

ades. As I, an Estonian who has lived, studied, and worked in both of the nation 

states for different periods of time, travelled and experienced being between the 

two countries as well as followed discourses regarding the migratory move-

ments, began to notice patterns, conflicting and merging ideas, and various 

border-crossing processes, I started to look for ways to academically explore 

the sphere. These ideas, patterns, discourses and processes in disparate forms 

and spheres seemed to both converge and disperse the two seemingly sepa-

rate spaces and frameworks. The ambivalence that was and is circulating in dif-

ferent discourses towards the Estonians, who move and operate between two 

countries, reinforced the interest to turn to the immediate experiences of these 

persons. During the ferry rides from Estonia to Finland, and vice versa, I often 

found myself observing people and what they carried with them. 

 

From these starting points and within the familiar sociocultural context the focus 

of the thesis began to form a shape. The thesis approaches cross-border inter-

connectedness, transnational processes and practices through looking at mate-

rial objects and how the objects are used in the framework, which binds togeth-

er Estonia and Finland. The thesis takes a step closer to understanding how 

transnational spaces are formed particularly through individual everyday prac-

tices and processes. The aim is to analyse the significance, function and mean-

ing of transnational material objects and practices in the process of forming, 

performing and maintaining border-crossing relations, activities and processes. 

 

The focus on material culture and material practices forms the core for the re-

search questions. The research focuses on transnational material practices of 

Estonians who work and/or live in Finland. The focus concerns objects that 

move and are moved between the countries and material practices realizing 

and making the objects meaningful. While the thesis maps various different 

types of transnational material objects and practices, it also asks why these 

practices are conducted and why the objects are moved. Furthermore, the the-
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sis explores the processes and practices to which the different objects and ma-

terial practices are connected. In other words, the aim is to analyse through ma-

terial culture and the notion of transnationalism the cross-border practices and 

engagements of Estonian migrants navigating within the Estonia-Finland trans-

national space. 

 

These two fields of study are used to construct the theoretical framework of the 

thesis, which is presented in the chapter 3. While the next two chapters give an 

overview of the Estonia-Finland transnational space and of the research that 

has been conducted about Estonian immigrants in Finland, the chapter 2 pre-

sents the methodological approaches, research process and an introduction of 

the informants and the data. The analytical chapters 4 and 5 are arranged in 

accordance with the ethnographic data. The chapter 4 focuses on objects and 

practices which first of all are part of the processes of materializing the past and 

managing relations. The second analytical chapter deals with continuity and fa-

miliarity establishing material objects as well as social relations managing mate-

rial practices. The structure is arranged in such manner to achieve coherence in 

terms of the analysis of the data. Discussion of the analysis is presented in the 

end of both analytical chapter and bound together in the summary of the thesis. 

 

However, before going further, I would like to thank the supervisor of the thesis, 

Professor Sarah Green, for the great support and inspiration during the whole 

research process. Further, the thesis was supported by national scholarship 

program Kristjan Jaak, which is funded and managed by Archimedes Founda-

tion in collaboration with the Ministry of Education of Research of the Republic 

of Estonia. 
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1 The field 
 

During the last two decades cross-border activity between Estonia and Finland 

has significantly increased which has been promoted by political and economic 

processes (from Estonia’s restoration of independence to Finland and Estonia 

becoming EU member states, along with the economic recession) as well as by 

cultural, linguistic and geographical characteristics of the two states. Along with 

convenient transportation possibilities and differences in wages, these factors 

have provided a fertile ground for emergence of active migration and formula-

tion of a transnational space (Kalev, Jakobson 2013: 101; TRANS-NET 2012: 

167). This transnational space, similarly to other transnational spaces, is formed 

by a pattern of trans-border activities, social and economic engagements, mo-

bility of people, ideas and goods, ways of thinking and living (Povrzanović 

Frykman 2001: 14; Daswani 2013: 45; Kalev, Jakobson 2013: 95; Anniste 2014: 

26). 

 

The following portrait of the field is constructed largely by relying on a recent re-

search project called TRANS-NET. TRANS-NET was a three-year project (con-

ducted during 2008–2011), which dealt with several different transnational 

spaces (Estonia-Finland, India-U.K, Morocco-France and Turkey-Germany). Its 

aim was to analyse complex transnational processes, involving researchers 

from a wide range of disciplines. Since the article I am referring to in the follow-

ing overview has several authors, I will refer to this publication as TRANS-NET 

2012 for the sake of clarity. But first a few words about the project as a whole. 

 

The research project analysed a complex set of social, cultural, economic and 

political factors/activities that are related to transnational processes and practic-

es. It viewed migration as a dynamic multi-directional process, which incorpo-

rates border-crossing activities (Pitkänen 2012: 2). Its main research question 

focused on the emergence, functionality, dynamics and relations of these activi-

ties (ibid. 5).  It is important to state that the Estonia-Finland analysis focused 

on the movement of both Estonian and Finnish, but only the border-crossing ac-

tivity of Estonians is reflected in this overview. 
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Often, when Finland-Estonia transnational space or movement and relations be-

tween the states are discussed, the geographical, cultural, and linguistic proxim-

ity is highlighted. Thence the characteristics are linked to opportunities that the-

se factors offer as well as to the tendency of transborder mobility within such 

conditions. Indeed, as a recent survey on the migration potential of the working-

age population of Estonia indicates, Finland is the most preferred destination for 

working abroad, as it was selected by 49% of the respondents (Tarum 2014: 

9)1. The number is significant in comparison to other preferred destinations, as 

the next favoured state, Norway, was picked by 11% (ibid.). The researches in-

dicate that the attractiveness of Finland as a destination derives from its close 

location, better salaries, familiar language and culture, and from the fact that 

there are often acquaintances, friends and/or family already working/living in 

Finland (Tarum 2014: 9; Krusell 2013: 135). 

 

Actually, since the 2000s over half of Estonian emigrants have proceeded and 

continue to proceed to Finland, meaning that for example in 2012 59% (6400 

persons) emigrated to Finland, when 65% (16 200 persons) of people working 

abroad but living in Estonia worked in Finland (Tarum 2014: 5). Since the mobil-

ity of people between the states is dynamic and involves short-term staying as 

well as back and forth movement (three weeks working in Finland, one week 

with family in Estonia, working in Finland during business days, staying in Esto-

nia in the weekends, etc.), the actual number of Estonians permanently living or 

workers commuting between the states is imprecise nor can be accurately de-

fined2. However, some sources state that there are 44 774 Estonians perma-

nently living in Finland (OSF 2014). 

 

                                            
1 The results are based on a typical survey research with 1504 respondents. 
According to the survey the migration potential of Estonia’s working-age popula-
tion in 2013 was 5,9% – while it was 8,5% during the midst of the economic re-
cession and the peak of unemployment rate in 2010 –, which means that in 
2013, 51 600 persons wished to work and had made preparations to work in 
another country. If we follow the logic of the survey, we can conclude that in that 
year alone 25 284 working-age persons were willing to emigrate to or work in 
Finland. (Tarum 2014: 1) 
2 For example, obviously the amount of unreported employers and unregistered 
inhabitants does not appear in these numbers. 
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Returning back to the reasons and motives of migrating from Estonia to Finland, 

many authors emphasize that the reasons follow principal patterns and motives 

represented in the traditional migration theories. The patterns are supported by 

the above-mentioned geographical, political, linguistic and cultural factors, 

which together shape the characteristics of the transnational space (TRANS-

NET 2012: 167). Although the movement is first and foremost encouraged by 

economic factors (Krusell 2013: 131), in practice the catalyst of whether perma-

nent migration or dynamic commuting consists of combined effect of multiple 

aspects (Kalev, Jakobson 2013: 102). Personal, political and economic pro-

cesses and dynamics also shape the migratory patterns. For instance, the im-

pact of structural transformations appears in how authors of the TRANS-NET 

specify different catalysts of cross-border movement and migration which they 

determine temporally. The expansion of tourism possibilities and cross-border 

relations in 1980s and the call for repatriation of Ingrian Finns to Finland at the 

beginning of 1990s (Kalev, Jakobson 2013: 101–102; TRANS-NET 2012: 167–

168) were the first triggering processes of the period (from 1980 to 2010) with 

which the TRANS-NET project dealt. The above-mentioned structural changes 

of the post-socialist Estonia together with the opening of Finnish labour market 

in 2006 have left their mark on the migratory patterns. 

 

Furthermore, for example Kristi Anniste distinguishes three central migratory 

patterns within the framework of Estonians’ emigration to Finland – “bi-national 

migrants, circular migrants, and transnational commuters” (2014: 22–23). Ac-

cording to Anniste bi-national migrants shift towards living permanently in Fin-

land and usually without having intentions to move back to Estonia, while they 

still maintain attachments and connections to Estonia (ibid.) Circular migrants 

have intentions to move back to Estonia as they view their stay in Finland as 

temporary, which reduces their social involvement in Finland (ibid.) Lastly, 

transnational commuters are the ones who work in Finland but have their home 

in Estonia, where they also spend their salary and their free time (ibid.). 

 

Further, since the primary reasons for cross-border movement in Estonia-

Finland transnational framework are usually related to work, the most important 

catalyst and prerequisite for relocation is finding a job (TRANS-NET 2012: 168). 
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All in all, TRANS-NET project found that the motives can be categorized into 

three traditional types – work and business, family and intimate relations and 

studies – from where such categories as labour migrants, family migrants and 

students can be derived (Kalev, Jakobson 2013: 101; TRANS-NET 2012: 197). 

In the context of the thesis, these categories and patterns are not used to sort 

people, but instead to characterize the motives in order to outline the specifics 

of the transnational space. As it is stated in the TRANS-NET research, often the 

mixture of multiple reasons works as a motivating force for the process of mobil-

ity. This aspect suggests that as the possibilities of cross-border movement 

have increased during the last two decades, the patterns of migration have di-

versified to the extent that movement, may it be commuting, migrating or study 

related, can be viewed as a way of life (see TRANS-NET 2012: 200). Further-

more, this highlights the importance of studying the everyday experiences of 

migrants operating within the transnational space. 

 

The previous research on the field has not had material culture as a focus of at-

tention. Besides the work presented along the introduction to the field (see 

TRANS-NET 2012; Kalev, Jakobson 2013; Anniste 2014), there has been some 

research on the migratory experiences of Estonians in Finland that is relevant 

for approach of thesis. Elina Saarikoski (2011) has studied the experiences of 

Estonian women through the notions of ethnic identity, otherness, acculturation 

and transnationalism in her master’s thesis. Maire Antikainen’s (2010) doctoral 

thesis deals with how the process of belonging develops for Estonians and 

Russians through the paths of education and work. The everyday transnational 

experiences of Estonians working in Finland have been studied by Hanna-Liina 

Vanala in her master’s thesis (2012). Also, there have been studies that focus 

on factors affecting the formation of social ties of Estonian migrants and models 

of motherhood in the context of the migration process (Hyvönen 2009), bilingual 

speech and linguistic behaviour of Estonians in Finland (Praakli 2010), the par-

ticipation of Estonians in cultural and organizational sphere (Lagerspetz 2011), 

and on the process of negotiating belonging and home in transnational setting 

(Siim 2013). 
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Although material objects or/and practices are mentioned in passing in few of 

previously mentioned papers, there has not been research that focuses entirely 

on material culture and practices of Estonians living or working in Finland. I find 

that the approach of the thesis provides analytically and theoretically coherent 

framework through which the experiences of migrants can be approached con-

text-specifically. Furthermore, approaching the transnational space through ob-

jects and material practices broadens and specifies the above-mentioned gen-

eral notions about the Estonia-Finland transnational space. This provides in-

sights to the dynamics of the space as well as to the personal transnational en-

gagements, practices and processes of Estonian migrants. 

 

 

2 Methodology, data and process 
 

The research process of the thesis began in early 2014 by outlining the main 

research questions and the theoretical focus. This was done during the spring 

term within the framework of Thesis Seminar I, which provided structure for the 

preparatory phase. The research plan was ready at the beginning of April, 

which led to first meetings with the designated thesis supervisor and to specify-

ing the research plan, schedule, and the theoretical and methodological frame-

work. 

 

One relevant part of the whole research process has been defining and manag-

ing my position and role within the field, as I live and operate also in the similar 

sociocultural context. Although this has not been as complex process as it first 

seemed, the possibility of overlooking or taking certain aspects for granted has 

been acknowledged throughout the process. The fact that I am also an Estonian 

transmigrant has helped me to understand the heterogeneous nature of the 

subject matter and to contextualize various aspects of material practices along 

the different phases of the research. Furthermore, it has kept me sharp and 

aware in terms of my personal positions and my ideas as a researcher. Howev-

er, it complicated the separation of being in the field and being away from the 

field, as I also circulated within the transnational space and observed and expe-

rienced the different transnational practices and processes throughout the re-
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search process. Although I tried to define and separate these experiences in the 

process of analysis by focusing on the data gathered by the following methods, 

the beingness within the similar framework supported the research process as a 

whole, as I for example had active reference points throughout the way. 

 

Continuing with the process. Although the initial schedule fixed the fieldwork pe-

riod between August and October 2014, the collaboration with the informants 

and considering their possibilities in the course of the work stretched the field-

work till the beginning of December. The ethnographic data was collected by 

three different but complementary methods – 1. 12 semi-structured interviews, 

2. 4 ad hoc semi-structured group discussions with total of 13 persons, and 3. 

by following media and social media. Besides these main methods, I also kept 

fieldwork and research diary. I kept the fieldwork diary during the periods in 

which I was actively on the field – that is, before, during and after the interviews 

and meetings with informants, as well as during the ferry rides. The fieldwork 

diary supported the deconstruction and analysis of the transcribed interviews, 

whereas the research diary helped to keep up with theoretical thoughts, prob-

lems regarding the research process, and to plan and critically review the differ-

ent stages of the research process. 

 

The semi-structured interviews were conducted with five key informants – Tõnu, 

Margus, Marju, Triinu and Eva, whom I contacted through social media (by leav-

ing a post in the Facebook group targeted for Estonians living/working in Fin-

land) and with the help of my acquaintances, as I tried to establish certain ran-

domness of the selection3. The names of the informants have been changed in 

order to protect their anonymity. Although the selection of the informants formed 

according to the possibilities of people who I contacted and who contacted me 

(there were also other people interested in participating in the research), the key 

informants form a rather wide and analytically interesting spectrum in terms of 

migratory patterns and motives, age, occupation, transnational experiences, 

and so on. Thus, the amount and selection of informants formed in accordance 

with the length limits of the master’s thesis, tight schedule, and the possibilities 
                                            
3 This especially appears in the group discussions as I approached people on 
ferry rides randomly. 
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of the people I communicated with. However the decisions in this area were 

done to contribute to the integrity of the thesis, as the idea was to focus on few-

er people by giving more time for the interviews and analysis. 

 

During the time of the interviews, Marju (in her 50s) who works as a teacher had 

lived in Finland the longest, for 10 years, whereas Eva (age 46) who is also a 

teacher worked partly in Finland from 2008 to 2011 after which she moved per-

manently to Finland. Both of them linked the motives of relocating themselves to 

Finland to family reasons. A construction worker Margus (age 40), who also 

owns a business in Estonia, began to look for a job in Finland in 2011 due to 

economic issues. About the same time Tõnu (age 58) who now works as a spe-

cialist in the social sector, moved to Finland, which he links to the poor labour 

market situation in Estonia at the beginning 2010s. Lastly there is Triinu (age 

27) who moved to Finland with her ex-boyfriend 8 years ago in order to find a 

job but without any specific intentions. She currently works as a real estate 

agent. As we will see in the analysis, the dynamics of migratory patterns and 

reasons fluctuate within the sociocultural, political and economic framework and 

in terms of the transnational space – i.e. the position of the informants in the 

migratory setting can not only be defined according to their migratory patterns. 

The details of their background will be presented in the analytical chapters and 

in the context of specific transnational material practices.  

 

Further, both the interviews with the key informants and group discussions were 

conducted in Estonian. While the personal one to one interviews lasted approx-

imately from 30 minutes to over an hour, the group discussions were generally 

shorter, lasting 20–40 minutes. I met three of the key informants twice for an in-

terview and two of the informants three times. All interviews except one (I met 

Tõnu in Lahti) took place in the metropolitan area of Helsinki (where also most 

of the informants live) in the workplaces of the informants or in a café, whereas I 

visited the home of one informant. In the spirit of the semi-structured interview I 

prepared a rough question guide, which I adjusted in accordance with the spe-

cifics of the interview situation and the answers of the informant. The semi-

structured interview method was applied due to the open-endedness of the 

questions and in order to provide a flexible structure for the process, so that the 
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interview could follow the path that the informant draws (Ayres 2008: 810–811). 

This meant that some topics were discussed in-depth in specific interviews, 

while some were not given so much attention. The informant’s answers guided 

the discussion, whereas the prepared questions and the linear structure were 

adjusted to suit the specifics of the interview moment, which is also typical ele-

ment of semi-structured interview method (Õunapuu 2014: 171–172). This ena-

bled me to follow the personal interests and experiences of each informant by 

giving them room to lead the conversation. While the first meetings with the in-

formants were introductory and more general, the following ones – which were 

prepared according to the primary structure and the first meetings – were de-

tailed and more complex. 

 

Whereas the interviews with the key informants formed a core for the analysis, 

the short group discussions provided wider contexts for material practices and 

transnational being. However this does not mean that the group discussions 

perform as illustrations or examples of the core, on the contrary they are ana-

lysed side by side with the core. Yet it should be taken into account that the da-

ta gathered by group discussions is inherently different due to the methodologi-

cal specifics, which were dominated by such factors as spontaneity, collectivity, 

public place, short length, and so on. While one to one interviews focused also 

on the specifics of the backgrounds of informants, the group discussions were 

exclusively thematic, which means that personal details (occupation, social rela-

tions, migratory patterns) of the group participants came out during discussing 

material practices if they appeared at all. Although this fact and the consequen-

tial problems were acknowledged beforehand, the group discussion data could 

have been more profound, especially due to the fact that the process of con-

ducting them went very smoothly and it appeared to provide a lot of further op-

portunities – from arranging further interviews to interviewing a large amount of 

people. However the intended unifying element of the group discussions was 

the fact that all participants – thirteen people in four different discussions – were 

transnational commuters. The group discussions were conducted on the ferries 

between Tallinn and Helsinki. 
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During the fieldwork period and at the beginning of the analysis and writing pro-

cess, which began in December 2014 and was finished in March 2015, I also 

followed social media (a Facebook group called “FinEst – Eestlased Soomes” 

with currently over 27 000 members)4 and Estonian media in order to use the 

material in the interviews and later in the analysis. The data collection in this 

case was rather passive and was conducted to support and expand the wider 

context of different transnational (material) practices. As it turned out during the 

process, the activities in the Facebook group were notably comprehensive and 

busy. From selling stuff and providing services to looking for company and help 

for transnational and migratory issues, the Facebook group seemed to give an 

interesting frame for understanding the everyday issues of Estonian immigrants 

in Finland. The members of the group also responded very quickly to publica-

tions regarding Estonians or immigration in Finland published both in Estonian 

and Finnish media. Although the temptation was great, the research process 

avoided giving redundant attention to the data in social media in order to 

achieve integrity in the general focus of the thesis. However, the prospects of 

analysing the group should be emphasized here for future references. 

 

Content analysis was applied as an analytical method of the thesis. The analyti-

cal process involved repeated deep reading, multilevel categorization, and form-

ing themes in accordance with the clusters that surfaced from the analysis after 

which the themes were put into dialogue with theoretical notions, creating a cir-

cular motion (Julien 2008: 120–121). As the method works well to address 

“why” questions (ibid.), it supports the thesis as a whole. The circle can be con-

ceptualized as hermeneutic circle, since the analysis process involves move-

ment between theoretical/ethnographic literature and analysis of the data, which 

creates contexts and arises specifying questions as well as analytical catego-

ries, which again help to form the theoretical framework (see Krippendorff 2004: 

87–89). The analysis of the data was then rearticulated on the basis of the theo-

retical framework and analytical categories by following different anthropological 

discussions (see ibid. 17). 

 

                                            
4 That is “FinEst – Estonians in Finland” in English.  
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All in all, these methodological choices were made to support the research pro-

cess as a whole, while they likewise helped me to structure my master’s degree 

studies. Also, as the subject matter has not been explored before within the Es-

tonia-Finland transnational space, the idea was to map the further possible per-

spectives, which such material practice oriented approach and transnational 

ethnographic context provides. Some of these possibilities will be presented in 

the course of the thesis. The above-mentioned issues of the methodological 

approach as well as the lack of deep participant observation has been acknowl-

edged and taken into account in the course of the research process. 

 

 

3 Theoretical framework – material culture and trans-
nationalism 

 
The following overview of theoretical approaches will draw the outlines of the 

theoretical framework of the thesis. The different notions are interwoven togeth-

er in the course of analysis, which will also expand the theoretical notions fur-

ther in their proper analytically coherent contexts. As it will become clear, such 

keywords as process, practice, and relation interconnect the approaches of ma-

terial culture and the notion of transnationalism, establishing a synthesis 

through which the experiences of informants are analysed. 

 

 

3.1 Material culture and material practices 
 

As an interdisciplinary field of academic inquiry that operates rather as a fluid 

approach or emphasis than a determinate discipline, studies of material culture 

have drawn together researchers from various different disciplines. This perme-

ability has and continues to cross-fertilize the field with dynamic methodological, 

theoretical and analytical ideas creating hybridity, heterodoxy and pluralism (Til-

ley et al. 2006: 1; Basu 2013: 370). In order to contextualize and concretize the 

notions flowing within the field of material culture and especially those, which 

are employed in the theoretical framework of the thesis, a brief overview of 

some of the trajectories of the field is outlined in the following paragraphs. 
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Although material culture has always been a part of anthropological research in 

terms of the theoretical and analytical focus or fieldwork methods, the role of 

material objects within the anthropological approach has altered in accordance 

with the academic discourses and paradigms as well as political and sociocul-

tural dynamics framing the academic fields. The roots of material culture studies 

can be seen in early (and evolutionary) anthropological (and archaeological) 

work in the 19th century in which non-western material culture was collected, 

documented and described in order to materially and visually demonstrate the 

evolutionary scale of humans, which lead the approach to “hierarchicalise and 

marginalise the cultural expressions of non-western cultures” (Woodward 2007: 

17–18). The period of the last third of 19th century during which ethnographic 

collection and anthropology revolved around museums has been defined as the 

“Museum Period”, which gave rise to the evolutionary and typological approach 

to analysing material artefacts (Hicks 2010: 30). The problematic progressivist, 

hierarchical, othering and decontextualizing approaches can be seen for exam-

ple in the work of Pitt Rivers and Friedrich Ratzel (Woodward 2007: 18; Hicks 

2010: 31) 

 

The transformations in fieldwork methods in the early 20th century fluctuated the 

focus from conduction collection expeditions and mapping the exotic into evolu-

tionary scale to experiencing the social present of societies through participant 

observation (Hicks 2010: 36). In the spirit of functionalism, and subsequently 

structural-functionalism, such author as Bronislaw Malinowski (and Alfred Rad-

cliffe-Brown) for example explored the significance of material objects in social 

institutions (ibid.)5. Thus, the focal point shifted away from the demonstrative 

aspects of the material objects to the socially functional ones, as parts of the 

social structures. That is, the idea that studying material objects requires focus-

ing on the social context of the object came to the fore (Basu 2013: 373). How-

ever, this approach meant concentrating on social relations, rather than on ma-

terial objects (Tilley et al. 2006: 2). While during the early period material ob-

jects were terminologically coined as a human technology, the movements in 
                                            
5 Not to overlook the work of Raymond Firth, Audrey Richards, and E.E. Evans-
Pritchard, as well as Marcel Mauss (Basu 2013: 373). 
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the early 20th century, which lead to the formation of the tradition of British so-

cial anthropology, lead also to the emergence of material culture as an “com-

pound term” (Hicks 2010: 30, 37–38). 

 

As Hicks phases, the second wave (as the prior being the first, and which be-

gan in the 1960s) of paradigmatic influence on material culture related research 

appeared within the blast made by Claude Lévi-Strauss’ structural and Clifford 

Geertz’s interpretative approach (ibid. 44). The analysis of material objects with-

in these frameworks concerned focusing on “identification and comparative 

study of abstract schemes of form, style, and design”, as well as on the dynam-

ics between these aspects and meanings, and practice (ibid. 45). In other 

words, the semiotic and symbolic approaches to anthropology manifested 

themselves also in the way objects were conceptualized. 

 

About the same period also Marxist ideas started to gain foothold in research 

regarding material culture.  Such notions as fetishism, objectification, reification, 

commodity, commodification, alienation, materialism, false consciousness, and 

exploitation set the tone for the Marxist approaches on material culture and 

consumption. Altogether, as Tilley crystallizes 

“While Marxist positions ground considerations of material culture in rela-

tion to material resources, labour, production, consumption and ex-

change, the structuralist and semiotic approaches […] stress the signifi-

cance of objects and their relation to social action in relation to cognition 

and symbolization.” (2006: 7) 

 

All in all, these developments, among various others6, within different discipli-

nary fields formed a basis for the rising material culture studies in 1980s and 

1990s as they still do for the contemporary approaches of today. While 1980s 

                                            
6 Tilley (2006: 7) for example considers Marxism, structuralism, semiotics, and 
phenomenology as theoretical foundations of material culture studies. For a 
more profound overview of the theoretical and philosophical basis of consump-
tion studies see Miller 1987, for the paradigmatic basis of Material-Cultural turn 
in anthropology and archaeology during the 1980s and 1990s see Hicks 2010, 
for different current and past approaches to material culture see Tilley et al. 
2006.  
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introduced the evolving field of academic inquiry such monumental and legiti-

mizing works as Arjun Appadurai’s edited The Social Life of Things (1986), 

Daniel Miller’s Material Culture and Mass Consumption (1987), Csikszent-

mihalyi’s and Rochberg-Haton’s The Meaning of Things (1981)7, as well as 

Bourdieu’s Distinction (1984), 1990s presented the aggregation of material cul-

ture researches in the form of Journal of Material Culture (published since 1996) 

and initiation of the shift in approaching object and subject relations through ac-

tor-network theory (ANT) and Alfred Gell’s Art and Agency (1998). Most of the-

se authors will be dealt with more precisely in the course of the analysis, 

whereas the intention of these few paragraphs was to address the theoretically 

and disciplinarily wide background of current material culture approaches in or-

der to form a basis for the following overall theoretical notions. 

 

Although the theoretical framework is a designed synthesis of different ap-

proaches on material objects that will appear in their proper context-specific 

moments in the course of analysis, some general notions need to be drawn. By 

acknowledging the fact that objects are nearly always conceptualized through 

their relation to subjects, the complexity and issues of dichotomous distinctions 

need to be highlighted. The distinction often tends to emphasize the agency or 

relevance of the one, while the other is reduced to mere symbols, representa-

tions or extensions of the one. However, the effects of the subject-object di-

chotomy can be mitigated through theoretical and analytical decisions, as we 

will see below. 

 

By explaining the relations between subjects and objects, Keane defines four 

classic approaches – focusing on production, representation, development and 

extension (2006: 197). Production-oriented understanding draws on Marxist 

ideas by focusing on production in which material objects (commodities in this 

case) are external to subjects as capitalist production cuts the subject off from 

the direct relation to object (i.e. no self-realization) (Keane 2006: 197; Wood-

ward 2007: 53–54). In terms of material practices, these ideas have supported 

                                            
7 The importance of The World of Goods by Douglas and Isherwood (2002 
[1979]) needs to be also emphasized here, as well as Nancy Munn’s Fame of 
Gawa (1986). 
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the (critical) analysis of the origin, distribution and consumption of commodities. 

Further, the representational viewpoint approaches objects as materializations 

and expressions of “immaterial or abstract entities”, i.e. social structures and 

categories can be analysed through objects which the objects embody and rep-

resent (Keane 2006: 198–199). The third approach focuses on the development 

of subjects through their relation to objects, i.e. the focus is on the way the sub-

ject (as well as the object) is produced in the relational process between the two 

(ibid. 199). Within this approach, “the a priori opposition of subjects and objects” 

is a bit more balanced than in the prior approaches (ibid.). Lastly, the fourth 

viewpoint conceptualizes the relation in a way that the object becomes an ex-

tension of the subject (ibid. 199–200). The approach sees human-like qualities 

in objects as well as object-like qualities in humans, which in the context of 

analysis draws more attention to the way how material objects mediate practic-

es (or broadly, actions) (ibid.). 

 

What is important here for the theoretical framework of the thesis, is that these 

approaches emphasize the relevance of relation, process and practice through 

which an object is realized and made meaningful as well as in which the social 

categories, structures, symbolic systems, norms, values and ideas are consti-

tuted, manipulated, expressed and legitimated. That is, the (material) practices 

and processes do not only express and materialize immaterial conceptions but 

also form and shape them. As objects and material practices form a rather sig-

nificant part of person’s everyday life, their processual involvement in 

(re/de)construction of persons, institutions and cultures seem indisputable (Til-

ley 2006: 10). Subjects (whether living or not living) and objects (whether living 

or not living8) are interconnected by practices and processes in/through/with 

which they manipulate and are manipulated. Furthermore, 

“[h]ow we think, and how we act, depend as much on the objects we sur-

round ourselves with, and encounter, as on the languages we may use, 

or the intentions we may have.” (ibid.) 

 

                                            
8 In accordance with the terms of humans. 
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Besides the notions of relation and process, especially the notion of material 

practice, as a process in which material entities and human subjects meet, is 

employed in the theoretical framework to link together different theoretical ap-

proaches and to avoid stumbling on the object-subject dualism disputation. It is 

not a way to circle the issue but to establish context-specific hybridity in terms of 

theory. At this point it is relevant to note that objects and especially practices, 

establish and maintain contexts, which “should dictate the terms of their analy-

sis” (Rapport 2014[1999]: 285). This carries the theoretical review to the next 

matter – transnationalism, which forms a focal part of the framework in which 

the contexts emerge. 

 

 

3.2 Transnationalism and transnational space 
 

At the core of transnationalism – a rather recent notion that gained momentum 

in the 1990s – lies the idea of cross-border interconnectedness around which 

multiple layers of transborder movement, activities and practices circulate. In 

the context of migration studies, traditional approaches on the process of migra-

tion tend to emphasize the unidirectional, stable and to acculturation leading na-

ture of the activity (Pitkänen 2012: 1–4), whereas “transnationality is the condi-

tion of cultural interconnectedness and mobility across space” (Povrzanović 

Frykman 2001: 14). While transnational activity can be considered as a process 

that consists of border-crossing engagements in specific sociocultural terms, 

transnationalism on a broader sense can be conceptualized as a social-field 

formed by trans-border movement of technology, goods, businesses, and peo-

ple (Daswani 2013:45). 

 

In comparison to its close theoretical notion of diaspora that refers to some sort 

of social group or community, the notion of transnationalism above all points to 

more abstract cross-border processes (Faist 2010: 13). Further, using the no-

tion of diaspora often draws attention to (the importance of) “issues of cultural 

distinctiveness” (for social groups, nation, and practices), while studies employ-

ing transnationalism deal with social networks and mobility (ibid. 17). However, 
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what is common to them is that both usually deal with some kind of cross-

border attachments (ibid. 20). 

 

Especially this abstractedness of the notion of transnational space – i.e. the 

space that is claimed to be established through border-crossing ties and inter-

connectedness – is problematic, as the idea suggests that the practices and 

processes form an autonomous abstract space. However, as the following anal-

ysis presents, the space is far from being neither a detached entity nor an ab-

straction. It seems that the notion of space, which is spatially and temporally 

more vague than the notion of place, is a partially misleading metaphor stress-

ing the processes that form a new permeable space. The cross-border pro-

cesses and practices are indeed essential dynamics of the transnational space, 

but the space itself is all about recognizing the two different spatial locations 

(Estonia and Finland) and seeing that there are different practices and process-

es that make the places more permeable. That is, the (social) cross-border ties 

and border-crossing practices imbricate the two frameworks, so that the social 

field in which the migrants operate and which they establish can be indeed ap-

proached as something that performs between the conventional understandings 

of the notion of space and place. In short, the notion of transnational space is 

approached in the thesis not as a new abstract space but as a process that 

manifests the overlapping process of two frameworks.  

 

Further, in terms of migration, transnationalism is a process in which migrants – 

within this conceptual framework, transmigrants – create and maintain relations 

and activities that cross the borders of multiple nation states. Such notions as 

transnational, transnationality, and transmigrant have been derived from the 

concept of transnationalism. Transmigrants – i.e. transnational migrants – ac-

tively maintain links to their country of origin (Glick Schiller et al. 1995: 48) and 

their activities and social relations bind together multiple nation-state territories 

(Pitkänen 2012: 2). 

 

These notions suggest that culturally interconnected and border-crossing prac-

tices and relations are an essential part of migrants’ lives in transnational condi-

tions. In other words, the practices and processes that can be analytically de-
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scribed as transnational shape their identity and personality (see Glick Schiller 

et al. 1995: 48). Within this framework identity questions are often connected to 

the questions of mobility of persons, ideas, as well as material objects (Faist 

2010: 21–22). Further, transnational processes also result from “the change in 

ways of thinking and acting”, which leads to “formation of transnational social 

space” (Kalev, Jakobson 2013: 97). Hence, transnationalism can be ap-

proached as a pattern of thought and practice (ibid. 95). 

 

More specifically, within the framework of Estonia-Finland transnational space, 

such practices and engagements can be approached from sociocultural, politi-

cal, economic and educational perspective, which was also done in the TRANS-

NET project. The project found signs of activity on every level, but the following 

focuses on the sociocultural practices. As circular migration and commuting be-

tween Finland and Estonia is characteristic for the transnational space, many 

transmigrants start their week in one country and end it in another, spend three 

weeks of the month working in Finland and one week in Estonia or work during 

the business days in Finland and travel back to Estonia for the weekend (see 

TRANS-NET 2012: 169). This kind of activity links the nation-states together, as 

the transmigrants have sociocultural and economic engagements in both coun-

tries. While being away from their country of origin transmigrants maintain their 

cross-border social relations (with families, relatives, friends, etc.) by phoning or 

through the Internet (ibid. 187), which again extends their practices across na-

tional borders. Indeed, the active maintenance of transborder relations was 

found by TRANS-NET to be one of the most common forms of border-crossing 

activity (ibid. 193). Since the essence of the transnational pattern of activities 

and practices is shaped by a complex set of transmigrant’s personal processes, 

motives and relations, the activities that can be described as transnational are 

contextual. Here, however, it is important to emphasize that the transnational 

practices (and thereby the space as a whole) contain both the transmigrants 

and the people (family members, relatives, friends, etc.) who are somehow in-

volved in these activities. 

 

This leads the way to material practices and objects, which have transnational 

properties in their processual structure, i.e. the objects and practices are dy-



 20 

namic and are interconnected with other processes manipulating their structure. 

In summary, objects that are carried from Estonia to Finland and the other way 

around, as well as the practices and processes in which the objects are incorpo-

rated are viewed within the theoretical framework as part of the processes that 

form the transnational space. With the previously presented theoretical notions 

drawn from the field of material culture studies, the notion of transnationalism 

forms a theoretical basis through which the material practices are analysed in 

the following analytical chapters.  

 

 

4 Embodying the past and coordinating the present 
 

As a person passes through different phases of life, gains experience and so-

cializes with others, so do the objects with and through which the person ar-

ranges her/his life and structures her/his practices. The material objects are en-

gaged in transformations in which the process of recontextualization and recon-

ceptualization influences the alternation of the meaning and function of the ob-

ject (see Appadurai 1986: 5; Hoskins 2006: 75).  

 

Thus, an object has different meanings in different contexts, while its inclusion 

in sociocultural practices and processes (e.g. from commodification and ex-

change to gift giving and consumption) creates a framework for the meanings. 

What we do/did/intend to do with an object, how we acquired it and what kind of 

practices/processes/people it is/was interconnected with or incorporated in 

shape our understanding of the object. 

 

It has been influentially claimed that during the process of movement, change 

and sociocultural intercommunication of the objects between contexts, events, 

objects, meanings, and persons, the objects obtain a dynamic cultural biog-

raphy (see Kopytoff 1986). Thus, the objects have social lives. But, like Pels, 

Hetherington and Vandenberghe argue: 

“Objects need symbolic framings, storylines and human spokespersons 

in order to acquire social lives; social relationships and practices in turn 
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need to be materially grounded in order to gain temporal and spatial en-

durance.” (2002: 11) 

This is also why objects are almost exclusively studied in relation to subjects – 

although the dichotomy of the two can be blurred by ANT (actor-network theory) 

or by putting emphasis on praxis for example – as the objects provide a gate-

way into understandings of the subject (see Keane 2006). Furthermore, study-

ing objects provides insights into the practices, social relationships and broader 

social and cultural processes in which the person operates. 

 

On the other hand, material culture studies have stressed the capability of ob-

jects or materiality to alter and restructure person’s “perceptions of themselves 

[and] their patterns of social interaction”, as well as their cross-border relations 

and practices especially in the context of transnational migration (Rosales 2010: 

511). To put it in other words – and not to stress the agency of the objects –, 

material items can be part of or incorporated in the processes and practices of 

structuring and managing meanings and patterns of behaviour. According to 

Webb Keane, “material things always combine an indefinite number of physical 

properties and qualities” (2006: 200). It is the “practical or interpretative context” 

on the basis of which certain characteristics are actualized or prioritized, while 

others await the alternation of the context (ibid.). In our case the transnational 

space of Finland-Estonia shapes the wider framework in which the different 

contexts appear and in accordance with the objects get their conceptual and 

functional shape. In other words the same objects in relation to the same sub-

jects, who use them and with whom the objects form practices and processes, 

would have different meanings and functions in another non-transnational or 

non-migratory framework. 

 

This chapter explores such transnational material objects and practices which 

the informants described to reconstruct and represent the past, evoke and en-

compass memories, create continuity and a sense of belonging, as well as to 

sustain connections to the past and to important persons. The informants de-

fined these object often as memory objects and emotional objects9.  

                                            
9 In Estonian: mälu esemed, mälestusasjad, emotsionaalsed esemed. 
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The significance and meaning of the objects analysed in this chapter were de-

rived by the informants predominantly from the relation of the objects to specific 

periods of time, memories, locations, and/or persons. According to Maja Pov-

rzanović Frykman, who has studied material culture in several transnational 

contexts (e.g. 2001, 2013), material objects in transnational contexts can be 

conceptualized as ways to remember, (re-)establish social ties, and as expres-

sions of belonging and history (2009: 107). 

 

Not all informants had this kind of memory or social objects in their homes or 

apartments in Finland – the meaning of which is also analysed and sociocultur-

ally contextualized below in this chapter. As we will see, through analysing the-

se objects and practices we can elucidate transmigrants relation to the past, 

persons in the country of origin, processes managing border-crossing relations, 

and practices as well as the process of continuity and belonging. 

 

To start with the beginning of the process of becoming a transmigrant in the Fin-

land-Estonia transnational space, that is after deciding to move to or work in 

Finland, the ethnographic data points to the fact that the amount and variety of 

objects that are carried from Estonia are limited to bare practical necessities 

and to a very few personal emotional objects. As most of the informants stated, 

they did not have much more with them than they could carry by themselves. 

Nobody mentioned a moving van and those who had a car expressed that they 

did not find it necessary to transport furniture or a great amount of objects 

across the Gulf of Finland. The informants claimed that a major part of furniture 

or such objects were rather acquired from Finland. This is closely linked to the 

intentions of starting the process of migration as well as to the motives and pos-

sibilities the intentions provide.  

 

For example Tõnu, who associated the reasons of moving permanently to Fin-

land with the insecure and poor labour market conditions in Estonia (in 2010), 

explained that the amount and selection of the objects he brought with him at 
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the beginning10 was affected by the unawareness of the conditions in which he 

was going to live. Triinu, who moved to Finland with her now ex-boyfriend after 

the end of high school without any major plans or goals, did not take more than 

the most essential stuff and clothes with her. Margus, who linked the motives of 

starting “a lifestyle” of a transnational commuter to the economic downturn, be-

gan his journey with a caravan and “trip luggage”. He took the caravan back to 

Estonia after a few weeks when he found a place to stay in and claims now to 

have only the most essential stuff such as clothes in his place in Finland. Again 

there were no large objects, furniture or other typical things people take when 

they move from one place to another. 

 

On the other hand Marju and Eva who migrated to Finland due to family rela-

tions and moved in with their partners had a specific place where they moved, 

but still stressed that they did not take large objects or a great amount of objects 

with them during moving. Besides practical objects (clothes, “personal stuff”, 

documents) Marju mentioned several memory, emotional and aesthetic objects, 

while Eva who did not intend to move permanently to Finland at first brought 

these kind of objects after the change in her orientation. 

 

What I am trying to stress here is that like during any kind of change of resi-

dence there is a process of evaluation and itemization of the possessions of a 

person. This kind of process has been analysed for example by Jean-Sébastien 

Marcoux, who studied moving and sorting practices of people living in Montreal. 

He stresses that the process of sorting out and displacing objects is also a pro-

cess of refurbishment of memory (Marcoux 2001: 70, 77, 85). Some objects are 

left behind or placed somewhere else, while some are taken to the new place of 

residence, which Marcoux links to the point that the sense of home is construct-

ed around certain material objects (ibid. 74 –75). As things are tightly inter-

twined with memory as well as social relations, these relations and memories 

are also sorted out through exclusion and inclusion, recontextualization and re-

valuation during the process of moving (see ibid. 83). This leads Marcoux to ar-

                                            
10 When he moved, he had clothes, a TV, a computer, tableware, bed linen and 
a car among a few emotional objects with him. All in all, he emphasized prag-
matism while describing these objects. 
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gue that letting go of some material thing means also giving away a part of one-

self or a social relation which has became a part of that object (ibid. 77, 80–81). 

 

As a matter of fact, many informants explained that the importance of a certain 

thing one has comes to the forefront during moving. Emotional or memory ob-

jects formed an important part of the few objects that were brought at the be-

ginning of migration process or after on an ongoing basis. Clinging on to this 

kind of personalized and singularized objects is also stressed by Marcoux (ibid. 

82). In contrast to the objects a person needs for one’s everyday existence and 

values on the basis of practicality, these objects serve above all emotional and 

aesthetic needs. These are objects that are often kept, preserved and prioritized 

over the practical everyday objects. If they break or disappear, they cause dis-

pleasure, as they are often irreplaceable. Here it is, however, important to re-

mark that not only sentimental memory objects have the capacity to be a part of 

the process of constructing and comprehending “one’s place in the world” in its 

widest meaning, since all objects regardless of their function or essence share 

this capability (Rosales 2010: 521). As the chapter 5 will demonstrate, also the 

everyday domestic objects and food items, which are transported from Estonia 

to Finland and the other way around, are incorporated in the same kind of prac-

tices and processes presented in this chapter. 

 

All in all, in a transnational context such emotional or memory objects are incor-

porated in the processes of continuation and preservation, belonging and root-

ing, while these processes are managed by simple practices of keeping, look-

ing, using, viewing, and possessing. Thus, what is often the most important as-

pect of the objects analysed below is just that they are near. 

 

 

4.1 Materializing the past 
 

Triinu, who moved to Finland approximately 8 years ago with only the “most es-

sential stuff”, values besides practical and costly objects the ones materializing 

memories and experiences. It is important for her to transform photographs into 
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material form – into prints and albums –, save the first clothes of her children 

(she is a mother of two) as well as her personal diplomas, report cards and 

schoolwork, because it is 

“simply nice to perhaps reminiscence and look, what you have achieved 

or done before or […] some memory appears, when I look at these old 

diplomas or, or report cards” (Triinu, interview 14.10.2014).  

Among the photos there are photographs from the childhood, and of experienc-

es and people somehow related to Estonia, where Triinu claims to currently 

travel every few months (although she had not been to Estonia for five months, 

when we had the last interview) especially for the memories, experiences, and 

people. Here the motives of visiting her country of origin and valuing certain ob-

jects, photos in this case, adjoin. She associates the relevance of visiting Esto-

nia with experiencing the sociocultural landscape and socializing with the peo-

ple she visits, while appreciating photographs of experiences and people points 

to the need to materialize those experiences in order to create emotional conti-

nuity and sense of time. The sentimental value and the pleasant emotions aris-

ing from the practices of watching and possessing the pictures that are in a ma-

terial form make these objects important for Triinu. All in all, the pictures and 

photo albums are things that Triinu would not want to give away and the disap-

pearance or damaging them would make Triinu feel displeasure. The material 

presence of photographs enables comforting material practices, which again 

arises other processes and gives structure to the meaning of the photographs 

as material objects. 

 

The diplomas, awards, children clothing, and hospital wristbands remind her of 

different periods of her life. For Triinu the memory objects (including photo-

graphs) are traces of her past, which form a part of her personal biography. The 

memory objects make visible past experiences, contexts, emotions, places, and 

persons. Especially the old images from her childhood, which does not exist in 

digital form, are the ones she values the most, as these images cannot be re-

constructed or replaced, whereas their temporal span is the greatest – the rele-

vance of which is analysed further below. The practice of printing out the photos 

and arranging them in albums (that is into coherent and structured material 

forms) similarly points to the biographical, memory materializing and continuity 
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creating value of photographs. Altogether, Triinu’s memory objects exemplify 

how objects “have a capacity for storing and maintaining information [as well as] 

emotions” (Nylund Skog 2013: 106 after Frykman 2001: 91 and Wettstein 2009: 

29), and it seems that the significance of these objects for Triinu comes exactly 

from this capacity.  

 

On the other hand it has been claimed that material objects rather initiate the 

process of remembering than the process of retrieving information (Jones 2007: 

24–25). According to Andrew Jones, an archaeologist who draws heavily on an-

thropological work, the dynamics of the engagement of material objects and 

persons in the process of remembering are affected by the distribution of agen-

cy. On the basis of Alfred Gell, Jones continues to argue that “[r]emembrance is 

a process distributed between people and objects” (ibid. 26) by which he wants 

to present that in the context of memory there is a more fruitful way to approach 

material culture than just as a form of representation. Jones links the production 

of memory to the dynamic encounter between persons and things through 

which remembrance is processed (see ibid. 26). To support his argument on the 

distributed agency Jones leans on the anthropological discussions on the ques-

tion of (dividual, permeable, etc.) personhood, which he uses to describe how 

approaches on the personhood have influenced approaches on memory and 

material objects. It is Jones’s way to disengage the process of remembrance 

from a person as a single entity for whom remembering is above all an internal 

process. 

 

However, what is essential here is that according to Jones objects and persons 

are both incorporated in the practice of remembering, and thereby “objects pro-

vide the ground for humans to experience memory” (ibid. 22). Memory (and the 

cognitive processes generated by remembrance) is a dynamic product of the 

practice of remembering. Therefore, due to these above-mentioned qualities, in 

the transnational setting valuing and possessing objects that are defined first of 

all memory objects point to the need to pursue certain (transnational) material 

practices – i.e. certain objects are brought from Estonia to Finland precisely be-

cause the objects can be used in the process of remembrance or they are seen 

to create (sentimental) continuity. It should be noted at this point that the Esto-
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nia-Finland transnational space works as a wider framework within the remem-

brance takes place, which again stretches the spatiotemporal scope of the 

transmigrant. Also it should be noted that the process of moving and sorting 

things out (see pp. 23–24) is closely linked to the process of refurbishment of 

memory – in transnational context it seems to be important what is taken and 

what is left behind, as the movement provides a ground for the arrangement of 

things and memory. 

 

To continue with the data, photos and albums were often mentioned by the in-

formants as objects that were brought from Estonia and as objects that are 

somehow related to Estonia. Photographs appeared in the context of other 

memory, emotional and aesthetic objects, as they were separated from practical 

and pragmatic things. Even some of the informants – particularly transnational 

commuters – who did not mention any other memory or sentimental objects 

highlighted photographs as objects they have in their place of residence in Fin-

land. In these cases, however, it was not about materializing the past, but es-

tablishing active attachments to important persons in Estonia – which, of 

course, can be also a capacity of the objects analysed in this chapter. This is-

sue will be discussed later in this section.  

 

Besides images there are also other material objects and practices, which man-

age attachments to certain periods of time and simultaneously establish conti-

nuity.  

“I have a vase at my home. Made of glass. And it has such value that as 

far as I remember myself as a kid we have always had it in our home. Al-

ready in my childhood, at my parents’ home we had this vase. And this 

vase is now at my home. It is still on the table. [---] But in my memories 

or in my mental images, this vase, it is as old as I am. So, I remember it 

as long as I remember myself. It has always been there. [---] It reminds 

me of childhood home and then [it is] an emphasizer of continuity or, or a 

sense of home.” (Tõnu, interview 24.9.2014) 

Here the object additionally serves a practical function, as it is an aesthetic dec-

orative element as it also is used to hold flowers. Tõnu brought it from Estonia 

to his home in Finland. He got it from his sister after the death of their mother. 
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Tõnu believes that his sister also conceptualized the vase as a symbol of conti-

nuity, since she found it necessary to keep it and hand it to Tõnu. The vase is 

intertwined with his parents (especially mother), sister, childhood home in Esto-

nia, and memories of his childhood. Furthermore, the presence of the vase en-

gages in the process of constructing a sense of home in his current place of 

residence, which points to the above-mentioned aspect of (re)constructing 

home with and around certain objects (Marcoux 2001: 74–75). The informant 

connects the ideas of continuity and the sense of home to his childhood home 

in Estonia by which he refers that the vase is part of practices and processes 

both managing the sense of belonging and rootedness. Thus, the vase does not 

reflect these categories but actively participates in the processes that establish, 

negotiate and manage the categories of belonging, continuity, home, rooted-

ness, etc. 

 

As the past is present in Tõnu’s home so is his border-crossing connections to 

his country of origin and people, who live or have lived there. In other words, 

besides managing links to the past, the vase participates in the process of con-

structing the transnational space as its spatiotemporal scope crosses the na-

tional borders and establishes a complex (in location-wise11) sense of belong-

ing. 

 

Indeed, as Jones argues material objects can be used to temporally locate one-

self in order to create temporal order, register temporal spans, and temporally 

broaden one’s agency (Jones 2007: 50). With the help of objects a person in a 

way can materialize time and expand his/her agency beyond the temporal limits 

(of the present). Moreover, Jones emphasizes that in the practice of remember-

ing through or with the help of material objects persons and identities are being 

(re)produced (ibid. 50). So, especially the objects that are analysed in this sub-

chapter get their significance from their capacity to expand the informants’ 

                                            
11 Here the cultural biography of the object can not be neglected, which means 
that the idea of home the vase (re)constructs is multilocal, as its spatiotemporal 
scope expands beyond Tõnu’s current home in Finland. It is interesting here to 
think how and where the object places Tõnu; how the sense of home is con-
structed; and is the childhood home present in Tõnu’s current home in Finland 
through the vase. 
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agency temporally as well as from their function in the process of managing 

personal biography. Furthermore, on theoretical grounds the objects are incor-

porated in other processes managing the personhood or the identity of a per-

son. 

 

Of things that somehow recall some period of time of Tõnu’s past he mentions a 

leather belt and a briefcase both of which he obtained 30 to 40 years ago during 

the Soviet period. Describing the leather belt, Tõnu emphasizes durability of the 

object and contrasts it to present day mass production done with suspicious, 

unidentifiable materials. Tõnu points to the fact that during the Soviet period it 

was relatively difficult to obtain stuff, especially quality products. He still uses 

the belt and it has practical value, while it also reflects and reproduces his atti-

tude towards present day manufacturing. The suitcase has found another func-

tional purpose as archival of important documents. It seems that these two ob-

jects do not have such emotional meaning for Tõnu as the vase does, but still 

their connection to prior periods of life, memories, ideologies, and sociocultural 

contexts rides along with their practicality, and thus expands Tõnu’s temporal 

agency. 

 

Eva, who prioritizes emotional and memory objects over practical ones, de-

scribes her family Bible as one of her most important belongings. The family Bi-

ble was preserved by her father’s family. They were war refugees, who had to 

leave their home near Narva and had a chance to take only a very limited 

amount of material objects with them. The family Bible was one of the objects. 

“And that it is over one hundred years old and it is family, well, a kind of 

family history. But also, when I thought that people in a situation where 

you must take with you the most, the most valuable [things] or in a prac-

tical sense so to speak, they still take the Bible. So, for some reason I 

thought too that I bring it here with me. Let it be here with me. Like to 

somehow bring my own history here through the Bible. Or my own roots.” 

(Eva, interview 18.9.2014) 
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Although Eva does not read the Bible or use it often, she describes it as an ob-

ject, which she does not want to give away12. The family Bible is displayed in 

her bookshelf amongst other books she has brought from Estonia. She has also 

introduced it to the relatives of her Finnish spouse by telling the story behind it. 

Besides materializing Eva’s family history, it is an object that has a biography of 

its own, which is represented in Eva’s home in Finland. By linking together mul-

tiple historical periods, locations and persons it is part of the process of recon-

structing the past and managing (it in) the present. Furthermore it is a material 

object that is a component of the process through which Eva constructs and 

manages her own personal biography. The active practice of using and reading 

is not important for the object to be significance for Eva. As she put it, it is rele-

vant for her that the Bible is near her, and as the Bible is near so are her roots 

and her family history – in a coherent material form that both materializes time 

and evokes the process of remembrance, as well as being incorporated in the 

processes, which make Eva who she is. 

 

Eva has also other objects (besides the Bible and photographs) at her home 

that she first and foremost associates with a certain period of time. Furthermore, 

she emphasizes that she probably has something from every period of her life, 

which particularly points to the above-mentioned capacity and need to use ma-

terial objects in the process of creating temporal order and a sense of continui-

ty. The most recent memory item she recalls bringing from Estonia to Finland is 

her student cap acquired from the University of Tartu, where she studied during 

the late 1980s. She stresses that the cap reminds her of the years she spent in 

the university. The student cap is used to make spatiotemporal attachments, 

expand Eva’s temporal scope and to remind her of experiences, achievements, 

persons, and of her past self, while it is also about processing her life story.  

 

Further, Eva recalls having table linen, tableware and a document wallet from 

the Soviet-era, which are material traces of that historical period and style of 
                                            
12 Similarly old family photos are important objects for Eva, since there are a 
very limited amount of them and because the photos are irreplaceable. The old 
family photos establish attachments to the past and to the persons in the pic-
tures, as well as participate in the process through which Eva manages her bi-
ography.  
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production – in this case of the art combine ARS. For Eva the significance of 

these objects come from the fact that the objects were made in Estonian SSR, 

are still high-quality and suitable with Eva’s interior. Here it is again apparent 

how objects manage temporal order, are part of the home construction process, 

and point to other complex processes to which the objects are attached – con-

struction of the sense style and a coherent interior appearance. 

 

Continuing with Marju, who moved to Finland in 2004 with her personal stuff, 

documents, photos, books, clothes, vases, tableware and memory items. Of 

memory or emotional objects she recalls “an interesting vase”, which was given 

to her as a farewell gift by her colleagues at her first workplace in Estonia. Marju 

links the significance of the object to its “unique, unusual, and interesting” ap-

pearance as well as to its value as a memorabilia and a gift. It is for her “[a] little 

recollection [---] of the past” (Marju, interview 23.9.2014). At her home in Fin-

land she has adopted it as a piggy bank. This aesthetic, practical object that has 

biographical value is used by Marju to save change in order to buy something 

for her home – a practice Marju defines as childlike. The aesthetic significance 

of the object comes from the fact that Marju finds that the vase has special and 

interesting carvings she has not seen elsewhere, which makes the vase quaint.  

 

An item that reminds her of her childhood and her mother, and which has also 

travelled with her to Finland is a Soviet-era tilting cry baby doll. It is part of her 

memorabilia collection, which she keeps in her cupboard that has glass doors. 

While describing the doll, she puts emphasis on her mother, who had saved the 

doll for her. Therefore, Marju’s mother’s opinion or stance towards the tilting doll 

affected Marju’s stance, as her mother found it important to keep the doll so 

does Marju. It is part of the objects materializing her life story. In other words 

the doll is used to manage temporal order. 

 

Marju has also other objects (for example vases, dinner and coffee sets) from 

the past or from the old times she have not had the heart to throw away, since 

the different tableware sets are not damaged and thereby have practical value. 

The reason of not throwing them away also comes from the fact that Marju as-

sociates them with memory. She links the significance of these objects that 
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were acquired during the Soviet-era to the fact that then it was not easy in the 

first place to get these kinds of things, although she does not remember if she 

got the coffee set for example as a gift. For her the tableware from the past is 

something that is aesthetic and practical, though it is not used often. In the con-

text of these objects Marju stresses that her stand on certain objects is persis-

tent, as she possesses only things she likes and tends to cling on to the old 

stuff she has. 

 

Besides the objects the significance of which is first of all attached to certain pe-

riods of time or memories of the past, Marju, Tõnu, Eva and Triinu introduced 

objects, which are valued above all because of their relation to important peo-

ple. The next chapter deals with such objects, which along with the above-

mentioned are incorporated in of the processes of embodying the past, coordi-

nating the present, and managing border-crossing relations. 

 

 

4.2 Mediating relations 
 

“It is the same that I mentioned – if it is a gift that I got from an important 

person, maybe, you know, the additional value of it comes exactly from the 

fact that it is a present from that person. Even if the thing is not that aes-

thetic or has practical value, it can be very important for me as a gift from 

that person.” (Tõnu, interview 24.9.2014) 

Tõnu, who categorizes his things into three main categories (practical, emotion-

al/aesthetic and unspecified/unnecessary objects), emphasizes that many of his 

possessions get their significance from the fact that they encompass a link to a 

certain important person. This connection is often established through the prac-

tice of gift giving. In the context of Tõnu’s belongings, the significance of the 

connection seems to alter according to the importance of the person or the 

emotional or aesthetic value of the object. Moreover, the conceptualization and 

valuation is done on the basis of the dynamic context and framework, which is 

in this case modified by transnational processes with which the material practic-

es are interconnected. 
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Tõnu draws an example from art in order to describe the importance of a cro-

chet lace doily made by his sister. When an artist dies the value of her/his work 

may increase or change. So could the significance of the doily. But now, when 

Tõnu’s sister is alive and an active craft maker, she can make him a new one at 

any time. However, the object is still important for Tõnu, since his sister made it. 

According to Tõnu, if some anonymous craftsman had crocheted it, the object 

would have a completely different meaning. The physical and sociocultural 

practice of craft and gift giving are fused together in this object, which has also 

practical and aesthetic value for Tõnu. Although Tõnu does not think that the 

object particularly attaches him to his sister, the link is established through valu-

ing, bringing along, using, and the process of conceptualizing the object. It is 

important for Tõnu to possess the lace doily exactly because it incorporates a 

connection to his sister – it was made by her and Tõnu got it from her as a gift. 

 

Tõnu links the crochet lace doily together with the above-mentioned vase by 

describing that these two could be used together which would construct a “set 

of nostalgia”. The glass vase establishing a link to his childhood in Estonia and 

his deceased mother, and the lace doily, materializing his relation to his sister 

living in Estonia, thus are impregnated with such notions as continuity, memory 

and attachment. Depending on the theoretical perspective, these gifts – as well 

as other objects related to persons and analysed in this chapter – can be con-

ceptualized for example to incorporate or symbolise social relations, embody or 

represent important persons, and mediate social actions.  

 

In order to exemplify the different approaches further, we turn to Alfred Gell and 

his influential piece on art and agency (1998). In the heart of Gell’s argument 

pulses the Piercean distinction of icons, indexes and symbols of which Gell us-

es the notion of index in order to characterize causality and agency of/in objects 

(see Gell 1998; Layton 2003). With Gell’s theory we can give an example of 

how material objects can be approached to have social agency, hence a ca-

pacity to cause events and mediate relations. According to Gell, agency can be 

ascribed to persons and things “[w]ho/which are seen as initiating causal se-

quences of a particular type”, i.e. “[a]n agent is the source, the origin, of causal 
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events” (Gell 1998: 16). But within Gell’s theory this does not mean that material 

objects have agency autonomously – their agency derives from the agency of 

their maker/user or from the dynamic relationship between an object and a per-

son  (Gell 1998: 18; Layton 2003: 451). The objects are then indexes of social 

agency (Layton 2003: 448). In other words, Gell’s model is a way to describe 

how things and people, and people and people via things can engage in social 

relations. 

 

Thus, the crochet lace doily is an index of Tõnu’s and his sister’s social agency, 

which implies that the causal events initiated by the crochet lace doily make a 

reference to the relations between these persons and the object, including 

Tõnu’s material mediated relation to his sister, the initial maker of the object. 

The crochet lace doily (or any other similarly approachable object) as an index 

and as a material object “[m]otivate[s] abductive inferences, cognitive interpreta-

tions”, i.e. it has a capacity to promote cognitive processes and affect the user 

or the recipient (Gell 1998: 27; Layton 2003: 455). The social agency of the ob-

ject emerges from this process and through this agency the objects have a ca-

pacity to interlace with the processes that mediate relations. Hence we can 

conclude that objects’, which have any kind of border-crossing properties, social 

agency can be linked to the processes managing the transnational space. 

 

Rather the same way than Tõnu, Marju talks about wool socks and mittens, 

which her mother knits for her. The socks and mittens are part of “the practical 

gifts” from her mother whom Marju visits (among her relatives and friends), 

while she spends time in Estonia. Marju stresses that the socks give her 

warmth, since the floors of her first floor apartment tend to get cold. It is not 

hard to draw a straight line from the socks and mittens to notions of caring, af-

fection, intimacy, and even a sense of home, which all can be conceptualized 

as to be materialized in and to be constructed through the socks. Marju empha-

sizes that she “loves to wear” wool socks at her home, because it is “so nice”. 

Here the practice of wearing has an underlined relevancy to the significance of 

the object. The potentialities of the socks (and so the social agency of their 

maker?) are actualized in the practice and can be linked to the process of feel-

ing good in her home. Marju also buys a few pairs of handmade wool socks a 
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year from Estonian markets, but does not draw a strict distinction between the 

ones she gets from her mother and the ones she buys, like Tõnu did in the con-

text of handmade items made by her sister and an anonymous maker. So, the 

mediated relation between Marju and her mother is the most apparent only in 

the process of gift giving. 

 

On the other hand, Marju associates the above-mentioned doll with her mother 

in order to describe continuity of practice. As her mother found it necessary to 

keep Marju’s childhood doll, so does Marju who seems to appreciate this kind of 

emotional continuation of practices. The practice of buying souvenir spoons with 

her Finnish spouse has been inherited from her spouse’s mother and serves 

here as an example of how through practice an object is conceptualized and 

associated with persons. This is rather similar to the way Tõnu values his vase 

and Eva her family Bible. Eva also brought up that reminiscence of a person 

can also be conducted through the practice of preparing and eating a certain 

kind of dish that the person liked or used to make. 

 

Mediating relations or preserving attachments to a person is especially apparent 

in objects that Eva values and has brought from Estonia to Finland. In general, 

she ties the importance of an object to the fact that it is somehow attached to a 

memory, a person or a period of time. To the question of what makes a certain 

object important or special Eva responded: 

“Well, I think that it is again that, that memory or a person – how im-

portant that person is for me. […] And maybe it is also the one who you 

miss. It is perhaps in a case like, my father is dead, and I think things that 

are related to him are important for me because he no longer exists. And. 

Maybe those [objects] have become especially important for me on the 

basis of that.” (Eva, interview 23.10.2014) 

Eva mentioned several objects which both are related to her father and were 

brought from Estonia to Finland. There is a ring for example, which she got as a 

present from her father when she began her studies in the University of Tartu. 

The ring that she wore during the studies reminds her of her father and that 

specific life stage – as well as what she and her father were like in the past, 

memories of her studies, and the people she studied with. For Eva it is some-
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thing that is valuable both in sentimental and aesthetic sense. In the present 

context it first and foremost attaches her to her father and to a valuable period 

of life, which stretches the spatiotemporal scope of the object as well as Eva’s 

agency. The relation established over a period of time between Eva and the ring 

materializes memories and mediates her relation to her father, i.e. manages her 

personal biography and restructures social relations. If we compare the ring to 

the above-mentioned student cap, we see the difference both in the process of 

creating meaning and in the way the objects function, although first the objects 

might seem to be a similar kind of mementoes.  

 

In order to illuminate the difference further, we only need to briefly turn to the 

classic Maussian anthropological approach to gift as a theoretical notion and 

analytical tool according to which 

“[the transacted] objects are part of the identities of and relationship be-

tween the transactors, [and] their understanding of themselves and the 

object and their understanding of the relationship will affect each other.” 

(Carrier 2006: 380). 

Furthermore, this also refers to the reasons why the informants usually cherish 

such objects, as the capacity of the objects (to manage relations and memories, 

to create continuity, etc.) is partially a result of the process of gift giving. As the 

ethnographic data does not provide further insights into the specifics of the 

transaction moments of Eva’s gift memory objects, we continue just by empha-

sizing the fact that Eva conceptualized these items as gifts (from her father) by 

stressing the relevance of the relationships managed by the practice of pos-

sessing and using the objects. 

 

Another gift, which Eva has gotten from her (now deceased) father, is a “not 

that pretty” mug, which is missing a little piece. She stresses that if it did not 

remind her of her father, she would have thrown it away. It seemed in the inter-

views that quite often throwing away memory or sentimental objects was asso-

ciated metaphorically with letting go of that memory or disengaging oneself of a 

particular person. Although some objects are not that aesthetic or functional, the 

relationship, which the object maintains or reflects, prevents a person from giv-

ing up the object. 
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In the same context Eva exemplifies the importance of memory and emotional 

objects further: 

“[…] if it is some kind of a memory item or an object related to emotion, 

then [when the object breaks] it saddens you considerably more. And 

you are unhappy for a long time, and maybe you keep the pieces. Be-

cause the pieces are still part of that memory.” (Eva, interview 18.9.2014) 

Among prior objects Eva also has tableware she has received from her mother 

and sister, which she keeps at her home in Finland. Using, seeing or simply 

possessing the specific tableware reminds her of her sister and mother who are 

part of the people she considers as most important and whom she visits while 

staying in Estonia. Here the relevance of objects to the process of restructuring 

and managing relations to persons living in the country of origin is analytically 

clear, but not as obvious than in the practice of phoning or making Skype calls, 

which are explored later in this chapter. 

 

To continue with Triinu, who notes that most of her closest relatives live outside 

of Estonia (in Finland and United Kingdom) and when she visits Estonia she 

usually stays at her partner’s relatives or visits her friends or distant relatives, 

we see how social relations shape the border-crossing practices. She stresses 

that visiting Estonia would be more important for her if close relatives were liv-

ing there. 

 

According to the TRANS-NET project, the social contacts to the country of 

origin tend to weaken in compliance with their type (2012: 189). The project de-

fines three types of networks: “[b]onding ties (close friends and family), bridging 

ties (study mates) [and] linking ties (neighbours, business associates)” (ibid.), 

which is a rather inflexible and arguable way to categorise social relations but 

serves as a good illustrative example here. As bonding ties are the strongest 

and often endure the process of migration, their relevance in initiating cross-

border practices can be highlighted, whereas the linking and binding ties are 

quite contextual as they can be reorganized or recreated with other persons. 

Although Triinu notes that she has close friends in Estonia, the absence of 

close relatives living in Estonia manifests itself in declining need to visit Estonia 
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and develop certain social as well as material cross-border practices. As the 

majority of persons whom she considers to be most important (her children, 

mother, life partner, sisters) do not live in Estonia, the need to establish material 

(and relation mediating) attachments does not come up within current frame-

work. 

 

This might be one of the reasons, besides her gift giving practices (she likes to 

give and receive practical gifts, such as gift vouchers), why she does not men-

tion many objects, which were brought from Estonia and somehow are related 

to persons living there, and thereby could be analysed through the idea of me-

diating relations within the transnational space. Of course the photo albums and 

photographs could be conceptualized as materializations of relations which ex-

pand across borders and thus shape her transnational practices, but this was 

not dealt with adequately enough in the interviews. Likewise we can assume 

that she keeps contact with her friends by phoning or via Internet, but this does 

not present any analytical relevance here. However, while she prioritizes her 

mother and sisters above other relatives whom she talks about visiting rarely, 

she points to the fact that her ties to Estonia are not that dependent on her so-

cial relations. Compared to the other key informants, she socializes with Estoni-

ans living in Finland a lot more but visits Estonia less frequently. Are there ob-

jects which connect her to her friends in Estonia or with which she maintains her 

relations remains unclear at this point. Some of the gift giving practices of Triinu 

will be explored later in the chapter 5, where a different way of maintaining 

transnational attachments and engagements through material objects will be 

analysed. 

 

However within present framework, Margus’s border-crossing material practices 

illuminate the process of maintaining active transnational attachments to per-

sons living in the country of origin. Margus, who acquires objects solely for their 

functional value, emphasizes that he does not find it necessary to bring any 

sentimental memory objects to the apartment in which he stays in Finland and 

shares with his brother and a married couple. 
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“I live like in a foreign place, you know, in someone’s place, and to start 

creating some kind of cupboard for myself in which I keep, like, some 

photos – it is not my thing.”  (Margus, interview 12.11.2014) 

 

Margus describes having only the most essential and practical material objects 

in his flat in Finland. This includes a folding mattress, bedclothes, clothes, a 

backpack, a laptop, foodstuff, and “some random stuff”. It is a place in which he 

stays after work, as his real home is in Estonia – a house he bought for himself 

and which he values the most. Although Margus mentioned that they were look-

ing for an apartment just for him and his brother, he found that the current ar-

rangement satisfies him as he has a personal space in which he can deal with 

his things without being disturbed. The significance of the objects Margus pos-

sess as well as the flat as a whole derives from its supporting function through 

which the transnational being is structured and motivated. In other words, it is a 

material way to support one’s transnational being as well as to save as much 

money as possible. 

 

One major part of dealing with his own stuff is communicating with his family liv-

ing in Estonia, which Margus claims to do most of his leisure time. 

“But I, like, bought a laptop for myself, you see. It is like that I need to 

communicate with my family. It makes, like, well, [it] easier. [---] You see, 

all the absence, when I am here, away, I have a picture in front of me. I 

see my family. [---] It is not that painful, you see. I go home [to his apart-

ment], turn myself to a mode like I would be at home chatting to people. 

Picture is in front of me. And it is like that if I become a stranger, you see, 

I become a stranger more likely if they do not see me, hear from me, 

know nothing about what I am doing. But like this I am there for them, so 

to speak.” (Margus, interview 12.11.2014) 

Margus uses Skype and a mobile phone to keep in touch with his family. He of-

ten stresses the relevance of visual access in the context of this material medi-

ated form of communication – the people at home see Margus and Margus 

sees them. A computer or a phone as a material object enables him to partly 

participate in raising his kids and relieving his absence, while the mediated im-

age amplifies the feeling of presence and creates a sense of being at home 
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while he is in his flat in Finland. In this matter the laptop, which Margus concep-

tualizes as a very functional object, has a wide range of social and sentimental 

qualities. The practice of using the computer alleviates, mediates, brings to-

gether, maintains cross-border relations, and engages in the process of creating 

a sense of home. In other words the practice of Skyping blurs the physical dis-

tance between Margus’s real home and his flat in Finland, between Margus and 

his family, creating a virtual (material mediated) sense of being there. 

 

For Margus there is no need for other material objects, which do not have such 

effective and immediate mediating qualities as the laptop does – that kind of ob-

jects just are not compatible with Margus’s pragmatic approach to materiality. 

“I am there for them but also at the same time I am not. Rather, I feel like 

[…] I am fulfilling the father’s duty. If I would be in Estonia, I could not 

give them the life that I am giving them being here. I offer myself as a 

sacrifice, you see.” (Margus, interview 12.11.2014) 

 

The brief discussions on the ferry rides painted a rather similar picture of the 

transnational commuters. They do not have a lot of material objects in their 

apartments in Finland, while most of the objects have been acquired on loca-

tion, not brought from Estonia on the basis of having as few objects as possible. 

It is also possible that the method did not enable access to certain sentimental 

objects, however by focusing on the practice of Skyping and phoning the trans-

national commuters pointed to the same kind of desires as Margus did. 

 

According to two commuting women, who work in the construction industry, 

everyone has a picture of their family next to their bed. A few members of an-

other group of five men said that they indeed have a picture of their family in the 

place in which they stay in Finland, while during another discussion one con-

struction worker said that he has his children’s drawings on the walls. One 

group, however, stated that there is no need for pictures, as there is the Inter-

net, Skype, and mobile phones. Here we see how transnational attachments to 

persons are made through constructing material forms of those relations or by 

the assistance of mediating material objects and practices, while the signifi-
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cance and function of the objects (photographs, drawings, computers, phones) 

are rather analogous. 

 

While many of the transnational commuters pointed to the fact that their real 

homes are in Estonia, the argumentation of not having much stuff in their “work-

related homes” obtained its logical context. Besides, it was often stressed that 

the idea is to save as much money as possible while being in Finland – trans-

porting, acquiring, and handling stuff requires money. Still, one may wonder if 

having certain material objects in such “homes”, make the place too familiar, 

homelike, or comfortable, so that it will alter the primary motivation (often eco-

nomic and work related in this context) of living such transnational life – if the 

place has too many material objects which are perceived to have the quality of 

making a home, would the need to travel back to Estonia every couple of weeks 

decline or would there be a new need to dislocate the home to Finland? 

 

The ethnographic data points to a rather similar conclusion than the one the 

TRANS-NAT reached in context of social relations: 

“For many migrants, home was a locally constructed place in which their 

immediate family lived. In everyday life, respondents often orientated 

more to their current country of residence than to their country of origin, 

except for constant commuters who often had transnational lifestyles.” 

(2012: 192) 

How a person defines a home influences the range of the objects s/he possess 

there. While Eva, Marju, Triinu and Tõnu seemed to conceptualize their place in 

Finland as their real home and the permanent place of residence, Margus and 

the transnational commuters situated their “real” home in Estonia. They do not 

seem to find any reasons to shake that balance through making the Finnish 

apartment homelike by bringing certain objects there. 

 

At the same time when family and personal relations as well as the span and 

reasons of migration affect “the sociocultural ties and belonging” of the transmi-

grants (ibid.), the same factors shape the processes on the basis of which ma-

terial practices are organized. If you move permanently to Finland (with your 

family for example) you might take more (personal and emotional) stuff with 
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you; if you moved to Finland but own property in Estonia, you might divide your 

things between the two places; if you perceive Estonia as your home and Fin-

land as your workplace, you might not take any personal belongings to your 

apartment in Finland, and so forth. As we will see in chapter 5, the border-

crossing social attachments also influence what kind of material objects are 

transported from Finland to Estonia.  

 

Hanna-Liina Vainala also draws attention to the same kind of aspects of the life 

of transnational commuters (2012). In her master’s thesis, which concerns the 

transnational everyday life of Estonian commuters in Finland, Vainala points to 

the temporariness of the commuters’ living arrangements in Finland. An ascetic 

arrangement, which does not include much personal belongings, is likewise 

something that is emphasized in Vainala’s thesis (ibid. 40). Furthermore, “the 

small important objects”, like photographs the transmigrants have in Finland, 

are shorty conceptualized by Vainala as a way to link the transmigrants to dif-

ferent places and persons, hence to form a part of the process establishing the 

transnational space (ibid. 51). As it was argued above, the photographs both 

materialize and participate in the process of (re)constructing personal biography 

and managing attachments to persons, places and periods of time. 

 

Skyping and phoning as a common way to maintain cross-border relations in 

the Finland-Estonia transnational space (TRANS-NET 2012: 187), is stressed 

by Vainala as a way to reach into the everyday life of the persons not near, and 

as a process of establishing a virtual space of caring (Vainala 2012: 52). 

 

Through these communicative material practices the physical distance is re-

duced and the materially mediated cross-border presence is constructed. Like 

Margus’s experience exemplifies, although the presence is virtual, it is linked to 

the processes of caring and expressing affection, as it also serves as a practical 

tool for exchanging information. As the family members of the transnational 

commuters often live in Estonia, like Margus’s and many of the group discus-

sion informants’, maintaining consistency in close social relations is embedded 

into several different transnational material practices besides the practice of 
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communication. The other similar practices are explored further in the chapter 5 

in which the movement of material objects from Finland to Estonia is presented. 

 

 

4.3 Discussion 
 

Material objects and practices analysed in this chapter can be summarized the-

oretically to form a relevant part of processes through which memory, continuity, 

home and social relationships are being (re)structured and maintained. These 

objects from photo albums and Soviet-era tableware to the lace doily and com-

puters in themselves can be approached as dynamic processes which alter in 

accordance with changing frameworks and contexts. If one element of the 

framework (the Estonia-Finland transnational space) or a process changes, so 

does the significance of an object or a practice that realizes the object. For in-

stance, an alternation can be a death of an important person, a change in rela-

tionships, occupation, living arrangement or location, alternation of the motiva-

tion of migration, call charges or Internet access prices. The effect of a trans-

formation appears in how certain objects are valued, used and incorporated in 

other processes. The alternation can of course start from an object – e.g. the 

breakage of an object, recontexualization or revaluation of an object, technical 

upgrade of an object, how it appears in a new sociocultural, economic, etc. 

framework. 

 

As the analysis presented, the meaning and function of an object is not prede-

fined as the practice of using objects interacts with persons, contexts and time. 

As objects can be conceptualized as having a social life or biography, objects 

change as do the persons who posses and use them as well as the wider 

framework in which everything takes place. In the dynamic transnational Esto-

nia-Finland space, which the informants manage with their actions and in which 

they operate, are objects that form processes with cross-border, spatiotempo-

rally multi-directional (past, present, future) and social qualities. 
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The informants build the sense of home, rootedness, and belonging around and 

with the help of certain objects. They establish and maintain attachments to val-

uable memories as well as to important alive and dead persons through materi-

al objects and practices. Some create a materially (and virtually) mediated feel-

ing of multilocal existence, so that the presence of places that are not located in 

Finland and persons who really do not live in Finland can be somehow estab-

lished – while their absence from Estonia can be solved as well with and 

through certain objects. Thus, certain objects enable specific social processes 

(communicating with the people in Estonia and managing social relations 

through that process), which again supports and motivates living a life of a 

transnational commuter for instance. 

 

The temporal scope and social agency constructed through objects exceeds the 

temporal limits of the present, in order to materialize time and create temporal 

order. The past, which usually in this context revolves around the framework of 

the country of origin, is actualized and exposed in the present with the help of 

objects. The past events and memories are (re)interpreted through the objects 

and within the transnational context, meaning that the context as well as the 

material practice shapes the content and the form of the memories. 

 

Valuing the objects analysed in this chapter and linking them to the above-

mentioned notions points to the need to cultivate border-crossing practices and 

processes, and vice versa to the need to possess and use certain objects. Here 

the objects and the framework adjoin which characterizes the way the transna-

tional space is formed and maintained. 

 

Of course not only material objects and practices are the ones establishing the 

transnational space. The process is much more complex. However, by address-

ing sociocultural material practices and wider issues of the life of migrants the 

current chapter demonstrated what kind of materiality has relevance within the 

transnational framework, presented what categories and meanings emerge by 

focusing and analysing the transnational objects and practices, and with which 

processes and practices these issues are interwoven. 
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As the chapter 4 focused on objects, which are held in a static position or have 

fist of all personalized, singularized, social, emotional, and memory value, the 

next chapter deals with mobile and consumable everyday objects. It is important 

to note that separating these objects into different chapters does not mean that 

their meanings or functions cannot overlap, or that the objects of the next chap-

ter do not have similar qualities compared to the previously analysed ones. It is 

simply a way to create textual coherence in order to present the analysis in a 

fluent structure. 

 

 

5 Familiarity of taste and continuation of habits 
 

“Objects circulate in social spaces, being moved in different ways for dif-

ferent purposes to different extents and to different destinations. Much so-

cial information and cultural expectation is conveyed, too, by this move-

ment.” (Rapport 2014[1999]: 281) 

 

The everyday is made of small pieces. Among those pieces are material prac-

tices, which in this case participate in the processes creating the transnational 

space. In Finland-Estonia transnational space the geographical, cultural, and 

linguistic proximity has a great influence on the shape the everyday practices 

and processes take. It was often pointed out by the informants that Estonia and 

Finland are rather similar in many respects and therefore there has not been a 

great need to restructure, modify or give up habits and/or familiar practices. It 

was also claimed that the homogenizing impact of globalization influences the 

availability of certain products and goods – that is, there is a rather similar range 

of products available in grocery, convenience, clothing, etc. stores in Finland 

than it is in Estonia, which again shapes the way material practices are ar-

ranged and how the practices change in the process of transnational migration. 

Thus, the similarity between Estonia and Finland appears on many socially dif-

ferent levels and manifests itself in the way the material practices are organized 

and conceptualized. 
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Still, many stressed that they have had to get used to some local products and 

material practices, though often it was hard for the informants to point out spe-

cific examples of the transformations in habits. On the other hand, as the mate-

rial objects analysed in this chapter illustrate, there is also a need to establish 

familiarity, continuity and habitual consistency through and with different materi-

al objects. In other words, to achieve and sustain familiarity and continuity of 

material practices in context of eating and consuming the same products and 

things as when living and being in Estonia, or eating and consuming foodstuffs 

that are not available or perceived to be that common in Finland, but are in Es-

tonia. For instance, these processes are managed by bringing objects from Es-

tonia to Finland on an ongoing basis. The demand for certain “Estonian” prod-

ucts is also reflected in the increasing amount of Estonian grocery stores in Fin-

land, as well as in the trading practices that are carried out in social media, 

which will be briefly analysed in this chapter in order to provide context for cer-

tain material practices. On the other hand, the objects that are brought from Es-

tonia to Finland include a lot of foodstuffs that are available in the same or a 

slightly different forms in Finland as well. 

 

Further, the continuation of certain practices appears in the way the informants 

use services. It was mentioned on several occasions that some services (espe-

cially beauty services) are still used almost extensively in Estonia long after 

moving permanently to Finland. Furthermore, the need for a similar kind of fa-

miliarity and continuity in the context of such services is also accomplished 

through looking for Estonian service providers in Finland. That is, the data 

shows that it is common both to use certain services while visiting Estonia and 

to look for the same services from Finland but provided by an Estonian, though 

the latter practice is often linked to the question of language.  

 

Despite the similarities in prices and in the range of products, there are also ob-

jects that are bought from Finland and then transported to Estonia. Such objects 

will be analysed in this chapter through the idea of managing social attachments 

to the people in the country of origin, though as we will see the framework of 

cultivating such practices is not restricted to the maintenance of social relations. 

As it appears in the following analysis, the reasons for moving certain objects 
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across the Gulf of Finland to both directions have a connection to wide range of 

emotional, sociocultural, pragmatic and economic factors and categories, which 

often go hand in hand. 

 

The geographical proximity of the nation-states and the relatively easy and 

quick process of travelling from Helsinki to Tallinn and the other way around13 

manifests itself both in the increasing trend of transnational commuting between 

the countries and in the frequency of visiting the country of origin. Besides 

bringing the essential personal stuff (documents, clothes, hygiene supplies, a 

phone, keys, a wallet, a car etc.) along with them, the informants stated that 

there is also a wide range of objects that are bought from Finland or from the 

ferries and then transported to Estonia. The informants explained that there are 

likewise objects that are bought from Estonia before going back to Finland. 

Mostly this kind of material objects are foodstuffs but there are also things with 

a more permanent nature, as it was also explored in the chapter 4. The inform-

ants stated that the range of the products they transport is mostly directed by 

personal taste preferences, (diminishing) price differences, habits, and requests 

made by others. 

 

As the notion of taste has been repeatedly mentioned in this introduction to the 

chapter, Pierre Bourdieu (1984) needs to be presented. However, due to the fo-

cus of the thesis Bourdieu’s notion of taste will not be incorporated in the theo-

retical framework, as the focus here does not concern social classes and power 

relations, and therefore using Bourdieu would not serve much analytical rele-

vance here. Still, the influence of Bourdieu on the studies of consumption and 

taste (preferences of products, food, material practices, etc.) is acknowledged 

and taken into account. 

 

Furthermore, as the thesis approaches food from the perspective of material 

culture, the taste (preferences) plays here among other factors (e.g. price, re-
                                            
13 The average ferry takes 2 hours to travel the distance between the capital cit-
ies, which is approximately 80 km. During the warmer period the travel time can 
be reduced to 1h 40 min by travelling with a high-speed ferry. During winter 
there are about 10 departures in one direction a day, while from spring to au-
tumn the number is around 17 ferries per day. 
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quests, habits) a processual role of structuring the material practices, i.e. the 

Bourdieuian notion of taste which is a part of the process establishing distinction 

is not in the focus here. Herein it is relevant to note that the transnational space 

provides a wider framework in which the taste preferences, and thereby the ma-

terial practices are (re)formed and (re)produced. Anyhow, the approach taken 

here takes into account the relevance of taste as well as the role of consuming 

food in the processes of constructing “meanings and identities”, and “establish-

ing relationships”, as well as the fact that these habits and taste preferences are 

shaped by a complex set of cultural, social, economic and political factors (Ash-

ley et al. 2004: 60). 

 

Further, it has been argued that food as a material object and eating as a prac-

tice has the capacity to provide a form for life in terms of making bodies, struc-

turing social relations, establishing structures and ideologies, shaping personal 

biography, and “serving the strategies and tactics of everyday life” (Farquhar 

2006: 146, 151, 156; Douglas and Isherwood 2002[1979]: 39). Food in itself like 

all material objects can be theoretically claimed to have social agency and biog-

raphy, which appears in the above-mentioned capacities of being intertwined 

with different (life structuring and everyday making) processes. In this context 

eating as a process expands further from the sole agency of human entity, while 

this notion still supports the idea that “we are what we eat” (Farquhar 2006: 

155). Here defining the distribution of agency is not the core, rather the point is 

that – in the broad context of the personhood debate – agency in the process of 

eating should not be designated exclusively to the person as an autonomous 

human entity, as the object that is consumed plays a significant role in the pro-

cess as well.  

 

Returning from the conceptual level, it needs to be stated that a complex variety 

of sociocultural (material) practices – e.g. from eating, desiring, acquiring, giving 

to producing, cooking, conceptualizing, remembering, and narrating – is 

(re)produced and managed through, with, and around food (see ibid.). I.e. food 

as a material object needs to be incorporated in practices or processes in order 

to have significance or to be meaningful within a sociocultural framework. Food 
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produces practices and practices produce food, which altogether points to the 

processual nature of material objects. 

 

As in the context of the transnational objects which travel with the informants or 

with their family members, relatives, friends, etc. from Estonia to Finland and 

the other way around, the material practices of buying, using, bringing, and giv-

ing could be analysed through the notion of consumption, we need to place the 

notion in the theoretical framework of the thesis. This starts with acknowledging 

and refraining the fact that it has been widespread in academic discourse to 

analogize consumption to modern mass consumption, and concomitantly take a 

moral stance on the practice (see Miller 2006: 341). As Daniel Miller, an influen-

tial material culture and consumption studies theorist, elucidates, the negativity 

of the process of consumption is inscribed to the notion itself as it commonly 

stands for disposing, using up, and destroying (see ibid. 341–344). According to 

Miller material culture studies approaches consumption with a more specifying, 

diverse and relativist stance (ibid. 347–349). 

 

Thus, for instance consumption can be conceptualized as a complex process of 

self-actualization and –expression, everyday structuration, as well as relation 

formation and management. Indeed, by adapting Rapport to the theoretical 

framework, it can be claimed that consumption is a process of forming, negotiat-

ing and expressing “a range of sentiment, from personal tastes and attributes to 

moral principles, cultural traditions and social ideals” (Rapport 2014[1999]: 283). 

 

Douglas and Isherwood have canonically claimed that goods, as the things that 

are consumed, “are needed for making visible and stable the categories of cul-

ture” (2002[1979]: 38). Hence, the practice of consumption is a dynamic pro-

cess of redefining and restructuring social categories (ibid. 45). Besides having 

practical capacities, commodities or goods have a “capacity to make sense” 

(ibid. 40, 43), which again illustrates the interconnection between consumption 

and other sociocultural practices and processes. I.e. within the theoretical 

framework material objects (and practices) are not only a process of displaying, 

materializing or symbolizing cultural categories but also a process of 

(re)constructing, (re)contextualizing and (re)conceptualizing those categories. 
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These promptly presented theoretical notions which have been reproduced and 

repeated in innumerable variations in material culture and consumption re-

search and have therefore been somewhat canonized, will accompany the fol-

lowing analysis and appear in contextualized material approaches on transna-

tional migration which will be used to support and broaden the following argu-

ments. 

 

 

5.1 Engendering continuity and familiarity 
 

It is as problematic to distinguish different objects and practices, which have 

disparate material properties but share similarities in their function, context of 

use, and their framework of meaning, as it is to analyse this kind of continuity 

and familiarity establishing objects and practices together. Therefore, it is an 

analytical decision done in accordance with the focus of the thesis to analyse a 

large variety of materially different objects and practices (from foodstuffs and 

consuming to books and using services) side by side in this chapter, since with-

in the Estonia-Finland transnational space all of them can be conceptualized to 

be incorporated in the processes and practices of creating familiarity and conti-

nuity of some sort. Although there are a lot of similarities between informants’ 

selection of objects that they bring from Estonia to Finland and thus these ob-

jects could be analysed one by one, the thesis continues to analyse the material 

objects and practices one informant at a time in order to achieve structural co-

herence. This is also done because the act of consumption (as the process of 

realization, actualization) or any other material practice is, besides a complex 

set of other processes, a way to transform an object from impersonal realm to a 

personal sphere (Rapport 2014[1999]: 284). However, the significance of the 

similarities will be explored further in the course of the analysis and encapsulat-

ed in the summary of the chapter. 

 

To start with Marju, we can observe the three most important factors determin-

ing the scope of transnational material objects and practices in present analyti-
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cal framework – habits, taste, and price, the importance of which varies accord-

ing to the type of the object or the service. We need to begin with Marju’s way to 

structure her visits to Estonia, as it provides the basis for many of her most 

common and repeated transnational practices. 

 

According to Marju, the reasons for going to Estonia every month are primarily 

social. For her, the practice of going to Estonia is a holistic experience. She 

tries to experience a wide range of socioculturally different things during the 

time in Estonia. 

“Then I, like, combine many things. Maybe meet an acquaintance, a 

friend or a girlfriend. Perhaps, I will go to the theatre in the evening or to 

some exhibition, and go to the hairdresser and like that. Surely several 

things at once.” (Marju, interview 23.11.2014) 

While being in Estonia, Marju visits and meets her relatives, friends, and her 

mother. She has an apartment in Tallinn in which she usually stays. She links 

visiting Estonia to being an Estonian, and to the fact that Estonia is an “im-

portant” and “dear” place for her. Marju explains that although living in Finland 

“is not bad”, she does not want a life in which she would not visit Estonia. 

 

Thus, the practice of visiting Estonia is a complex process in which other pro-

cesses such as maintaining social relations and material attachments, experi-

encing Estonian cultural landscape, and managing identity or personhood are 

conducted. As she takes care of her apartment in Tallinn and maintains her re-

lationships with the people in Estonia, she also deals with the processes that 

structure who she is and what she does. The results of visiting Estonia also ap-

pear in the everyday life in Finland both materially and socially – e.g. when Mar-

ju goes back to Finland neither the relations nor the apartment disappear, and 

both are continuously managed transnationally. For Marju, visiting Estonia regu-

larly seems to be something that makes living in Finland possible, which on the 

other hand points to the need to form and perform transnational (material) prac-

tices and attachments extending the transmigrants’ belonging and perhaps so-

cial agency (as explored in the chapter 4). 
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Further, by describing the practice of going to the hairdresser, Marju stresses 

that she has her own habits in Estonia, and the continuation of those habits 

have prevented the formation of similar practices in Finland14. This especially 

concerns using the hairdresser service, although the similar tendency appears 

in the context of other services she uses. As the result of using the barbershop 

service is rather material in the bodily sense, it is relevant here to approach it as 

a transnational material practice, which within the current framework establishes 

continuity and familiarity, preserves connections to the country of origin, and 

manages cross-border processes. 

 

Marju has a certain familiar hairdresser whom she visits regularly and by which 

she creates consistency in her habits. Further, these habits establish transna-

tional ties and belonging, thus take part of the processes that manage the 

transnational space. More precisely, aforementioned appears in the way Marju 

arranges her practices and in the results that using the services provides. Addi-

tionally the lower price supports the continuation of the practice and is framed 

by Marju as one of the reasons for acting in such a way. Besides going to the 

hairdresser, Marju has had her shoes repaired when needed and her winter 

jacket dry cleaned in Estonia. It is important to note that Marju emphasizes that 

she does not go to Estonia solely because she wants to use these services or 

for acquiring certain material objects – using these services is a part of the ho-

listic experience of being in Estonia. 

 

Another part of the process of being in Estonia is acquiring material stuff and 

transporting them back to Finland. On an ongoing basis Marju buys books, 

magazines, newspapers, calendars, Estonian DVDs and CDs, textbooks and 

board games for her work (she works as a teacher), Estonian bread, Italian cof-

fee beans, Estonian chocolate, pastries, sweets, confectioneries, chicken 

breasts, ham, sausages, cheese, wine, fresh products from the market in the 

summer, Georgian mineral water Borjomi, and gasoline when travelling with a 

car.  

 
                                            
14 Although Marju goes to the hairdresser in Finland if it is necessary, she pre-
fers to do it in Estonia. 
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Here we see various different product groups and types of material objects – 

products bought for their lower price, foodstuff bought according to taste prefer-

ences, and objects that are not that widely available in Finland. The material ob-

jects include sweet and salty foodstuffs, solid and liquid materials, products that 

Marju describes especially Estonian, products that are consumed within the lim-

its of the best before date, objects that are shelved, objects produced in Esto-

nia, things that are in Estonian and (creatively) made within the sociocultur-

al/political/economic framework of Estonia and/or by an Estonian author, jour-

nalist, etc. (or by a person living in Estonia). Acquiring these things from Estonia 

seems to be a habitual routine for Marju. She regularly buys things she prefers, 

likes, and finds interesting, as well as things, which satisfy her taste preferences 

and her idea of an appropriate price. 

 

The wall calendar, for example, is especially important for Marju because Esto-

nian national and public holidays are presented there, it has beautiful pictures, 

and it is in Estonian. Likewise the books, magazines, newspapers, DVDs, CDs, 

and board games are in Estonian and establish similar kind of continuity as they 

are incorporated in various practices and processes. The list of objects from Es-

tonia also include foodstuffs that create familiarity in terms of taste and habits, 

although the meaning shaping practices and the idea of familiarity are shaped 

by the transnational space. In other words, in terms of taste and habits the ob-

jects may not have the same meaning and function for Marju in a situation in 

which she would not operate within the transnational framework. 

 

Marju’s material objects that she transports from Estonia to Finland include a 

wide range of material practices through which these objects are realized, func-

tionalized and conceptualized. Using and consuming these material objects in 

Finland supports and structures other processes and practices, such as working 

as a teacher, creating familiarity and continuity through taste, managing habitual 

continuity in (material) practices, keeping up with news and discourses, saving 

money, reading (and thinking) in her native language, establishing visual and 

cognitive links to Estonia, and so on. The objects are part of the processes that 

constitute Marju’s everyday life in Finland. Through the practices, border-

crossing links are established and the transnational space, which is not restrict-
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ed by national borders, is constantly (re)structured and managed. Thus, through 

the transnational material objects and practices Marju establishes her belonging 

both in Finland and Estonia. 

 

The interconnection between material practices, their motivations and functions 

is also explored by Povrzanović Frykman and Humbracht in their paper on ma-

terial practices in the context of transnational migration in which likewise the 

above- and below-mentioned tendencies emerge (2013). By analysing the 

transnational material practices, they stress that the meanings of the objects are 

entwined with their relation to realization processes (practices) and conceptual 

functions (producing connections and social ties, establishing continuity etc.) of 

the objects (see Povrzanović Frykman, Humbracht 2013: 48). Their pervasive 

idea is that within the migratory framework certain objects are used in the pro-

cesses of establishing normalcy and continuity in terms of habits, preferences, 

and social relations. As the authors emphasize in the context of food, it is pos-

sible to promote familiar taste experiences and maintain habitual coherence 

through eating food that has been brought from one location (the country of 

origin) to another (the country of destination) (ibid. 64). Furthermore, they state 

that 

"[e]ating the same food “here” as “there”, can be seen as the utmost act 

of embodying connection and denying the experiential segregation be-

tween distant locations.” (ibid. 64) 

In other words, through the practice of consuming, and thereby through estab-

lishing familiarity and continuity of taste and habits, the distance between the 

places can be blurred – this should especially be remembered in the context of 

the transnational commuters analysed further below, whose food related mate-

rial practices are much more active. Within this framework the establishment of 

belonging in both locations (Estonia and Finland) appears, whereas the strict 

differentiation of the places as distinct categories softens the notions into “fluid” 

and “flexible” categories (see ibid.)  

 

Continuing with Triinu and her practices concerning the use of services, we see 

that Triinu likewise prefers to use some beauty services in Estonia, but unlike 

other key informants she looks for the same services in Finland provided by an 
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Estonian. This is closely linked to her social relations, as she claims to socialize 

“a lot” with Estonians living in Finland and that most of her friends and ac-

quaintances in Finland are Estonian. On how she finds Estonian beauty service 

providers in Finland, Triinu responded: 

“Usually my acquaintances already are. Always someone is some kind of 

beautician. My friend is a hairdresser and another is a nail technician, 

and a third friend is an eyelash technician. And, and acquaintances are. 

Or an acquaintance of an acquaintance. Or you can find from Facebook. 

Nowadays there are a lot of channels, where you can find these Estoni-

ans.” (Triinu, interview 14.10.2014) 

 

Indeed, in the Facebook group that I observed there are a lot of people search-

ing for or offering beauty services15 on weekly or monthly basis, depending on 

the service. Triinu finds that services provided by an Estonian in Finland are 

much cheaper, better and more reliable. On the other hand, Triinu says that 

maybe she simply has not used these services provided by a non-Estonian 

enough in Finland in order to use them more often and find that they have good 

quality. She has developed a practice of using mostly Estonian beauty service 

providers through and with the help of her social relations, whereas she does 

not seem to find it necessary to look for reasons nor possibilities to change the-

se habits. It is both related to economic reasons and sociocultural preferences. 

Through using the beauty services in Finland provided by an Estonian, Triinu 

manages her network of social relations and the sense of belonging that is es-

tablished through the practice (and processes linked to the practice). These 

practices also mesh with such notions as familiarity and continuity, which are 

also managed through the process. By advancing the practice, Triinu continues 

to use the services in a way she prefers and establish familiarity in terms of the 

practice and the social relations. The performance and actualization of her rela-

tions (and social network) by using the services also participate in the process 

of constructing belonging. 

                                            
15 There are a lot of other material services besides beauty services that are 
searched for and provided on daily basis. These services include for example 
transporting things from and to Estonia, fixing up and repairing satellite TV, 
computer repair, photography, taxi service. 



 56 

 

Of services, which Triinu uses while being in Estonia, she mentioned barber-

shop, beauty services and car repair. As the frequency of her visits to Estonia 

adjust in accordance with her plans and motivations, so does the material prac-

tice of using these services (as well as organizing other material practices). She 

also stated that a lot of her friends go to Estonia in order to use such services 

as spas for example. Triinu prefers to go to the hairdresser in Estonia, because 

it is much cheaper and she has a definite place she visits. While talking about 

facial treatments, massages and spas which Triinu does not use as often as the 

barbershop, she stresses that she would prefer to use them in Estonia as well, 

because the services are cheaper there and she has heard more about them 

from her friends, which again points to the relevance of social relations in this 

context. 

 

All in all, the practices of using these services could also be conceptualized as a 

way to establish one’s belonging in the place (Estonia/Finland, city, neighbour-

hood) in which the particular service is being used (Povrzanović Frykman 2010: 

9). In other words, the practices are part of processes of maintaining and struc-

turing “experiential continuity” of the transnational space by (re)producing (ma-

terial) attachments and social networks (see ibid.). Such practices as going to 

the same hairdresser or beautician year after year, repairing one’s shoes in a 

cheaper and familiar shoe repair in Estonia, visiting the same theatre, and going 

to the same stores regularly take such forms in the transnational space. 

 

When Triinu goes to Estonia she also carries material objects back to Finland. 

When she lived in Salo which is 114 km from Helsinki she used to take more 

foodstuffs back to her place in Finland. For example, she brought dairy prod-

ucts, meat products, buckwheat, kama and sour cream16, and canned food. 

This was during the period when she did not have any strict intentions for her 

migratory process, as she proceeded to Finland along with her ex-boyfriend in 

order to find work after graduating from gymnasium. 

 
                                            
16 These are three products that are usually perceived to be particularly Estoni-
an or generally traditional in the context of Estonian food culture. 
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Triinu stated that nowadays as she lives in the metropolitan area of Helsinki she 

does not bring as much material objects back to Finland as before, but never-

theless she added some objects to the list. These objects include cakes, pas-

tries, bread, sweets, dumplings, chocolate, coffee, magazines and gasoline. 

From a wider perspective and compared to the other informants, the decrease 

in the need to bring a great amount of foodstuff from Estonia can be connected 

to changing migratory motives and financial factors, as well as to differences in 

food prices, which according to most informants have decreased during the last 

few years. For example, transnational commuters, whose one motive is often to 

live as sparingly as possible while being in Finland, tend to bring more specific 

foodstuff to Finland along with them. This will be explored further below, when 

Margus’s transnational material practices are analysed. 

 

Further, Triinu emphasizes that in general she does not have much material ob-

jects in her home in Finland that are from Estonia, and she feels that there are 

not much material things that she misses. 

“Well, now I have kinda got used to everything that is available in Finland 

and you can get a lot of things from here that—that you, like, used to 

miss or want before. Especially foodstuff. It is like, maybe experiences 

are the thing [that I miss].” (Triinu, interview 14.10.2014) 

 

The most relevant criteria on the basis of which Triinu chooses the material ob-

jects that she carries from Estonia is taste preferences. She transports from Es-

tonia to Finland things and foodstuffs the taste of which she enjoys and things 

she likes to consume. Before the price factor also influenced the amount and 

scope of objects she brought from Estonia. Although altogether she acquires 

stuff that she finds practical and perceives to have suitable quality-price ratio, 

the scope of the material objects she brings from Estonia seem to be directed 

primarily by taste. 

 

Besides the things she transports for herself and her family, she have been 

asked from time to time by her Estonian friends living in Finland to bring food-

stuffs, alcohol and cigarettes for them – these are mostly things that simply cost 

less in Estonia. This practice can be conceptualized as a material practice of 



 58 

maintaining and managing social attachments to persons, who constitute Tri-

inu’s network of social relations in Finland. 

 

Some of the analytically most obvious objects that create some sort of familiari-

ty, continuity, and perhaps multilocal belonging are Estonian satellite television, 

Estonian books, music, and DVDs. According to Triinu, a lot of Estonians she 

knows have Estonian satellite television in their homes in Finland, which ena-

bles them to watch Estonian channels and Estonian subbed television programs 

and movies. The issue of watching Estonian channels is one of the most fre-

quent questions that are discussed in the FinEst - Estonians in Finland Face-

book group. In the group, members ask often about the possibilities to watch 

Estonian TV and Estonian channels or programs in Estonian, as well as provid-

ing and looking for help for the installation of satellite television equipment. 

 

Patricia Ehrkamp, who studied Turkish immigrants in Germany, emphasizes 

that through watching TV migrants expand and establish their belonging across 

national borders (2005: 356). According to Ehrkamp 

“TV is not simply a good for (passive) consumption, but is one of the 

many complex negotiations of local and transnational lives and social re-

lations that immigrants engage in[.]” (ibid. 357). 

Ehrkamp argues that watching Turkish TV as a consumption practice is a way 

to establish local and translocal connections, or in other words as a process of 

negotiating both “transnational ties and local belonging” (ibid. 361). Although 

there is not as great geographical distance between Estonia and Finland as it is 

in the context of Germany and Turkey, and although the sociocultural frame-

work and migratory patterns are very different, Ehrkamp’s notions seem suitable 

here as she conceptualizes the processes of establishing the transnational 

space and belonging in a rather similar manner. Besides, emphasizing the ac-

tive nature of watching TV in such transnational setting, Ehrkamp’s example il-

lustrates here the relevance of the material practice in managing other cross-

border processes and practices. 

 

If we compare Ehrkamp’s ideas and Triinu’s practice of watching Estonian TV – 

which she claims to be a very common practice among Estonians in Finland – 
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with Triinu’s practice of looking for Estonian service providers, we see that the 

practices have as much to do with establishing belonging in Finland as making 

and maintaining ties to Estonia. Continuing to watch actively Estonian television 

in the transnational space and establishing relations to Estonians living in Fin-

land can be conceptualized as processes of forming social networks and sense 

of home, negotiating belonging and identity/personhood, as well as reinforcing 

continuity in habits, reproduction of sociocultural categories, relations, lan-

guage, and so forth. 

 

In the context of belonging, familiarity, continuity, and managing social relations, 

also the material objects that are brought from Estonia to Finland for Triinu and 

her family by her friends and acquaintances can be conceptualized as transna-

tional, as the objects manage cross-border connections, are used in social pro-

cesses, provide visual as well as experiential bridges to the country of origin, 

and simply because the objects are transported from Estonia to Finland. On the 

basis of the objects that her friends bring, Triinu believes the objects are select-

ed by the fact that they are not that available in Finland or because it is just nice 

to bring something for the kids for example. The quests of Triinu bring her 

cakes, bread, sweets, drinks and food, as well as books and toys for the kids. 

As it was mentioned above, books as material objects and as things that man-

age sociocultural practices (such as reading to the kids and keeping the books 

on the bookshelves) participate in the processes of creating continuity, familiari-

ty, and linguistic and cultural consistency. 

 

Then there is Margus with whom we talked a lot about prices and price differ-

ences. According to Margus there is no point to buy certain foodstuffs from Fin-

land, if there is a possibility to buy similar things from Estonia with a lower price. 

At first the reason for buying17 products from Estonia and taking the trouble to 

bring the objects back to Finland seemed to confine to financial factors. Howev-

                                            
17 Which also takes time and trouble. Considering that Margus does not have 
too much time to spare when he visits Estonia, it seems that it is an effort that 
must be planned in advance. Usually he goes to Estonia to his family for the 
weekend about once a month, but on some occasions three times a month. 
This means that his ferry arrives at Tallinn close to midnight on Friday and he is 
at home around 1 a.m. The ferry takes him back to Finland on Sunday. 
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er, after discussing it further through the things he transports it became appar-

ent that the practice is also structured by taste preferences and the need to cre-

ate continuity of habits and familiarity of taste. 

 

“Recently I bought from Säästumarket. It had one-euro goods and I 

bought 50 euros worth of food to take with me. All sorts of sausages, 

canned food. So, I have not been to the store here at all. Yesterday, I 

went after a long period. [---] To buy milk.” (Margus, interview 

12.11.2014) 

Here we see that the practice of buying stuff from Estonia structures Margus’s 

everyday in Finland in various different ways. Firstly, it supports and represents 

the process of economizing and taking back to Estonia as much money as pos-

sible. Margus saves money in order to support his family financially and spend 

money with and on them when he is in Estonia. In order to do that he organizes 

both his time in Finland and in Estonia in such manner that supports his trans-

national being, migratory motives, and border-crossing practices. 

Thus, the transnational material practices and objects reinforce the economic 

motives, everyday practices, and the transnational migratory process both in a 

direct and indirect, material and symbolic way. 

 

Secondly, these processes structure Margus’s consumption practices in Finland 

– how he visits local grocery stores, what he buys from there, what he eats, how 

he cooks, and so on. As he acquires certain foodstuffs from Estonia, he does 

not need to buy similar things from Finland or go to the grocery store at all for a 

long period of time. The food prices, his taste preferences and habits organize 

Margus’s transnational consumption practices in a way he can structure and re-

alize other practices and broader processes in order to achieve his goals and 

support his transnational being. 

 

Thirdly, these material practices create continuity and familiarity in Margus’s 

consumption habits and taste experiences. He can eat and consume the same 

products he would consume in Estonia, although the practices, of course, are 

not the same as they would be in a situation in which Margus would live in Es-

tonia. That is, the dynamics of the transnational framework needs to be 
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acknowledged here. As his response to the question of how he selects the ob-

jects he transports from Estonia to Finland illustrate, the different motives (price, 

taste, habits, etc.) structuring the practices are fused together: 

“First of all I know these [products]. I have tried them, you see. Well, I eat 

these things in Estonia too, you see. And, like, the sausages there have 

a taste [or flavour], you know. Surely here they have too, you see, if I buy 

an expensive one, you know, it has like a better taste, than when I buy a 

cheap one, it has a smaller taste, you know.” (Margus, interview 

12.11.2014) 

 

These foodstuffs that Margus carries from Estonia to Finland on an ongoing ba-

sis include sausages, 3in1 coffee, meat, canned food, canned soup, spices, and 

products he likes but does not want to buy from Finland due to price. During 

each visit to Estonia Margus tries to buy an amount that would last till the time 

he goes back to Estonia, i.e. about for a month. The foodstuffs consist of ob-

jects Margus enjoys eating, the taste of which he likes, and which he finds to be 

suitable in terms of price. Furthermore, the processes of creating familiarity, 

consistency, and thereby establishing ties to the country of origin can be linked 

to these material practices and objects. Although the ethnographic data does 

not provide enough depth to ground the point that through consuming the ob-

jects Margus establishes belonging both in Finland and Estonia as the practice 

binds the two places together, the possibility of such processes should be 

acknowledged at this point. However, the aforementioned transnational material 

practices constitute Margus’s everyday life in Finland in which he arranges his 

belonging, and structures his local and border-crossing practices, which points 

to the capacity of the material practices to reach beyond establishing familiarity 

of taste and continuation of habits. 

 

Furthermore, these aspects highlight the importance of practices in terms of 

construction of an object’s significance in the first place. The continuation of 

taste and familiarity is not represented with or through these objects – nor is the 

inclusion in multiple locations or maintaining social ties –, but processually cre-

ated, negotiated, and maintained, which as a potent approach to transnational 

material practices of migrants is also stressed by Povrzanović Frykman on mul-
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tiple occasions (see 2001, 2009, 2010, 2013). The material practices are ways 

to generate or “activate transnational ways of being in a taken-for-granted man-

ner” (Povrzanović Frykman 2010: 8), as it has appeared in the analysis of the 

past embodying and present coordinating as well as familiarity establishing and 

continuity creating material practices. 

 

The discussions on the ferry rides pointed to the same aspects explored above 

in the course of the chapter. Firstly, it was claimed on several occasions that the 

prices of food products in Estonia and Finland have equalized, and the influ-

ence of these economic dynamics appear in the transnational material practic-

es. However, the changes in material practices were also associated with 

adapting habits and to the fact that the question of price does not dictate the 

range of objects that are brought as much as it did before. 

 

For example two female transnational commuters, who work in the construction 

industry and visit Estonia once every three weeks, explained that nowadays 

their practice of bringing foodstuffs with them relies rather on taste preferences 

than price. On ongoing basis they carry soups, sausages, ready-made food, 

meat, sour cream, black bread, alcohol, cigarettes and Kalev sweets. Before 

they used to carry stuff “like a camel”, but now they claim to bring about 50–100 

euros worth of products back to Finland on each occasion – which they said to 

be a common amount among transnational commuters they know. The women 

also emphasized that the male transnational commuters tend to take more stuff 

with them. As they described their practices through the notions of taste and 

fondness, it seems that the need to create familiarity and continuity accompa-

nies the material practices. When they are in Finland they can experience famil-

iar flavours and consume products that they have become accustomed to. The 

women also stated that at the beginning of their migratory process, the material 

objects, especially foodstuffs, simplified and supported the process of transna-

tional being to which the range of the above-mentioned products indicate. 

 

Familiarity and continuity was also substantial in the discussion with two men in 

their thirties working in the construction industry. While pointing to the same 

tendencies as above and below, they mentioned that in terms of money they 
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could do without transporting foodstuffs from Estonia to Finland, but they still do 

it because of taste and to avoid going to the store right away, which would in-

crease expenses. They have structured their transnational commuting in a way 

that they spend three weeks working and one week at home, which is some-

thing that also Margus would prefer to do. The men primarily take meat prod-

ucts (occasionally meat they get from their hunter friends), sausages, smoked 

meat, Estonian products such as sour cream and mayonnaise across the bor-

ders, as the choice is managed by taste (preferences). Again we see how the 

material objects are incorporated in various practices (from providing nutrition to 

enjoying taste) that make the everyday of the transmigrants and support their 

transnational being. Furthermore, the material practices of realization of the ob-

jects are one of the processes that establish and maintain the transnational 

space. 

 

It is analytically interesting that meat products such as smoked sausages, ham 

and pork, were mentioned by most of the informants, especially by the transna-

tional commuters. Meat products are also sold regularly in the Facebook group. 

Unlike alcohol and cigarettes that are likewise brought regularly from Estonia to 

Finland and traded in the Facebook group between Estonians because of their 

cheaper price, the meat products seem to have significance far beyond their 

monetary value. Unfortunately the meaning of meat was not discussed in depth 

during the discussions and cannot be analysed further with providing ethno-

graphic data at this point. Still it needs to be emphasized that meat products are 

an important part of the material objects that travel across the Gulf of Finland 

with the transmigrants and form a component of their daily material practices in 

Finland. 

 

Three men from another discussion shared a rather similar experience, as they 

usually take cigarettes, alcohol, black bread, ham, mustard, butter, herring, 

Kalev’s candies and sweets, which they take because of habits, familiarity, con-

tinuity, and difference in price. Here we see how familiar flavours and practice 

patterns travel from one location to another, by dissolving the boundaries be-

tween the places, stretching one’s spatiotemporal agency, and creating practi-

cal and cognitive consistency. The transnational space provides a framework 
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for the material practices, and it can be conceptualized as a filter through which 

certain objects are prioritized, taken with, and made meaningful. That is, famili-

arity and continuity is not established simply through reproduction of habits and 

practice, but rather by reconstruction and recontextualization within a transna-

tional framework. 

 

The fact that these objects have transnational aspects in the way the objects 

are acquired, transported, and consumed needs to be emphasized, since this 

seems to matter for the most of the informants as they tend to distinguish these 

objects from the one’s that are bought in Finland. The difference especially 

comes from the flavour of the object, which thereby highlights the manner in 

which these transnational objects are conceptualized and prioritized. A large 

part of these objects are obtained, stored, transported, valued and consumed 

particularly because of their specific, familiar and/or preferred taste. 

 

Further, another company of five commuting male migrants likewise used to 

bring more stuff along with them to Finland. Now they usually choose something 

they like and/or something particularly Estonian. They mentioned carrying meat 

products, ham, black bread, bread, alcohol, something Estonian, and medicine, 

while they highlighted that everything has equalized in terms of price. One of 

them said that among the few things he had with him on that occasion were ap-

ples from his home garden. 

 

As the price differences fade and the need to bring foodstuffs for economic rea-

sons relegate – not that the change is related solely to economic factors, surely 

it is about the process of becoming accustomed to the products and consump-

tion habits developed in Finland, etc. –, the importance of taste comes to the 

fore. The choices made in terms of the products carried from Estonia then are 

not first and foremost determined by their practicality anymore, but rather nour-

ish other desires such as the want to establish familiarity, fondness and con-

sistency – not that these notions were not arranged through and with the (same) 

material objects and practices before, or with objects that are not chosen first 

and foremost because of their taste. Neither it is claimed here that these pro-

cesses could or need to be strictly distinguished from practicality, rather this 
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formation emphasizes the specifics of the material practises in question. In oth-

er words, the taste preferences and processes that are managed through con-

suming certain familiar and cherished products reproduce the practice of man-

aging transnational objects and the processes of establishing the transnational 

space. 

 

As the men expressed that their real home is in Estonia and the place to which 

they go in Finland is a kind of work-related apartment, we can speculate if the 

material practice of bringing and using the transnational objects that are liked, 

cherished and enjoyed, is a way to bring the feeling or idea of the real home, 

the persons living there, and the common practices and emotions across the 

gulf to Finland in order to re-experience the same kind of emotions and ideas in 

a reconstructed material mediated way. Hence, such material objects and prac-

tices then are involved in considerably wider scope of processes than only in 

satisfying taste preferences, creating familiarity and/or preserving the continua-

tion of habits. 

 

Further, the objects are not a representation or a symbol of home or the wider 

social framework of home. However the objects and practices are a form of ex-

periencing, reconstructing and establishing the sense of home away in Finland. 

Thus the material objects and practices through which they are realized man-

age links and belonging both to Estonia and Finland, which again refers to the 

process of structuring and maintaining the transnational space. It is analytically 

intriguing that Elia Petridou links food, which is used to construct the sense of 

home by the Greek students in Britain, to the process of producing stability 

(2001: 90), as many of the Estonian transmigrants explained that food as a ma-

terial object and “source” of practices is a way to support and make the transna-

tional commuting process easier. In her paper on “taste of home” Petridou anal-

yses how migrant students negotiate their belonging to and understandings of 

being in a new environment through food (and the practices connected to food-

stuffs) brought or sent from their country of origin. Petridou finds that besides 

creating “continuity and stability of the idealized home”, as well as managing 

their belonging through (the taste of) food, the students negotiate their relations 

to persons in the country of origin and construct themselves (Petridou 2001: 91, 



 66 

102). Within this framework it can be speculated if consuming food is a process 

of blurring the boundaries between geographically distant places equivalently to 

the practice of Skyping or phoning. As the socialization process provides a kind 

of sense of continuity and stability in relations and attachments, the process of 

eating participates in the processes of establishing belonging and creating the 

sense of home – being in Finland, eating the same familiar products while 

watching Estonian television, and creating virtual presence through Skpying for 

example. Here the idea of supporting the transnational being with the help of or 

through material objects gets a more comprehensive meaning as a complex set 

of inherently different processes. Furthermore, this leaves us to wonder what is 

the influence of these processes to the notion of home for the persons who 

constitute the family of the migrant in Estonia and how they are incorporated to 

the transnational processes of the migrant as they subsequently are. 

 

On the other hand, these material practices of transnational commuters could 

be analysed in a similar manner than Özlem Savaş approaches Turkish immi-

grants in Vienna (2014). It requires emphasizing that the sociocultural and mi-

gratory context is eminently different and therefore Savaş’ notion need to be 

adapted to the Finland-Estonia transnational space. Yet Savaş presents a 

broadening example of the processes in which the material practices are inter-

twined. She claims that collective taste in material objects in migratory context 

is connected to the process of constituting “collective sense of belonging”, 

which is formed through transnational material objects (Savaş 2014: 186). She 

puts forward a notion of taste diaspora, which she defines as a “form of belong-

ing”, a social sphere shaped by collective taste in border-crossing material cul-

ture (ibid. 185, 194, 203). Although, Savaş mainly focuses on furniture and 

home decoration through which she elucidates how the notion of taste diaspora 

operates in managing collectivity and differentiation, and by which she puts em-

phasis on ethnicity (not that relevant notion within the context of the thesis), the 

idea can be transmitted to the context of food. In the context of transnational 

commuters, we can speculate whether the foodstuffs are part of the process of 

establishing sociocultural similarity and collectivity, as the commuters seem to 

transport rather similar material objects from Estonia to Finland as well as they 

seem to share wide range of other transnational practices (possibly the same 
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kind of patterns of movement within the transnational space). Within this frame-

work we can ponder if the similarities in the range of the material objects travel-

ling to Finland are an echo of the processes of establishing social and concep-

tual connections between the transnational commuters or of processes creating 

a collective sense of belonging through similarity and familiarity of taste prefer-

ences. 

 

By setting the ideas of the preceding paragraph aside and continuing with the 

principal analytical notions of the chapter in the context of Tõnu, we see recur-

ring motives and processes bound together with the material practices. First, 

however, Tõnu’s practice of visiting Estonia need to be unfolded, since it is the 

basis of most of Tõnu’s transnational material practices. Tõnu stated that he vis-

its Estonia less and less frequently nowadays. He usually goes to Estonia to 

meet his relatives and friends, and to get cultural (theatre etc.) experiences, i.e. 

for “a cultural trip”. Tõnu’s experiences concerning being in Estonia are then ra-

ther similar to Eva’s, Marju’s, and Triinu’s. 

 

Actually, as the study on Estonian’s, who live in Finland, use of cultural services 

and participation in organizations indicate it is common to use certain cultural 

services (theatre, festivals) as often in Estonia than it is in Finland (Lagerspetz 

2011: 20–21). Also, the study shows that those who do not use these services 

in Finland prefer to use them in Estonia, as almost half of the respondents who 

did not use the services in Finland had used the same services (theatre, festi-

val, concert) in Estonia18 (ibid.). This provides a wider context for the relevance 

that Tõnu expressed of incorporating cultural experiences into the process of 

being in Estonia.  

 

So Tõnu’s reasons for going to Estonia circulate around negotiating and main-

taining social relations, and experiencing cultural events that could not be expe-

rienced in Finland. In the context of being in Estonia, Tõnu seems to value the 

                                            
18 Within a year. The research is based on Internet survey with 336 respondents 
and group discussions with 25 respondents. The research focused on the par-
ticipation in cultural and organizational life, while it also compared the use of 
cultural services in Finland and Estonia. 
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sociocultural significance of the practice – Tõnu links the process to such notion 

as “nostalgic sense of longing”, which the practice alleviates. Tõnu conceptual-

izes many of his transnational material practices with the help of the notion of 

nostalgia, which points to the need to organize and conceptualize his attitude 

and experience associated with Estonia. 

 

The transnational material practices include buying material objects from Esto-

nia during the visits, the significance of which Tõnu explains in the following 

way: 

“It is also a question of taste, a bit. Well, there is still bread available here 

and probably the same black bread or Tallinna peenleib or some sort of 

similar title, it is more like, not that, that the bread here is unsuitable, but 

rather like again maybe some sort of nostalgia comes into play. So, when 

a person is used to, like, consume a certain product for years, years, 

years, and when you get into a different kind of environment, where there 

is not a similar product, it [nostalgia] emerges. So, if there is a possibility, 

I would nevertheless like to get that thing. 

 

But when I go to Estonia, I buy this Tallinn bread to take with me, you 

know. Or, or, then the sour cream, there is not such sour cream in Fin-

land. 

 

But certain things, I do not know, Kalev candies for example [---] The 

range of sweets in Finland is different from Estonia’s. There is the accus-

tomed taste again, you know. That the Estonian candies are different 

from the Finnish candies.” (Tõnu, interview 24.9.2014) 

 

Through such material objects – and the practices of realization of the objects – 

as black bread (or Tallinn’s bread), sour cream, Kalev sweets, mineral water, 

wine and beer, the organization and performance of familiarity, continuity, nos-

talgia, and saving money is made possible. On the other hand, these objects 

are incorporated in the processes, which create consistency in taste and habits. 

Although Tõnu does not feel that he has an overwhelming need for these ob-

jects, he likely acquires the objects when he has the opportunity. As according 
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to Tõnu the selection of the objects he brings from Estonia to Finland are picked 

out besides taste and habitual preferences also because of their lower price, the 

different motives of organizing such transnational material practices are inter-

connected – as it has appeared in the course of the chapter. Sour cream and 

black bread – two of the most often mentioned products among the informants – 

characterize the desire to create continuity of habits and taste in the country of 

destination and within the framework of transnational migration.  

 

Tõnu links the practice of consuming these foodstuffs to nostalgia, which he 

conceptualizes in the context of other material objects (memory objects, objects 

from the past) as a way to remember and idealize a certain period of time. Even 

though the process of idealization of his past cannot be analytically linked to 

foodstuff that Tõnu brings from Estonia on an ongoing basis directly, the pro-

cesses are discursively interlinked. Thus, it could be possible to argue that Tõnu 

constructs meanings and categories concerning Estonia – in its broadest 

framework – through these transnational material objects and practices. In other 

words, the things he acquires from Estonia are incorporated in the process of 

creating the notion of Estonia, or his past in Estonia – in a similar manner than 

explored in the chapter 4. This argument could be supported by the fact that in 

the course of the discussions Tõnu listed numerous objects related to Estonia, 

which he does not possess or which he does not miss, and which as a process 

can be defined as inclusion and exclusion. These objects included several tradi-

tional, stereotypically Estonian and nationalistic material objects and foodstuffs. 

All of these processes include de- and recontexualization, decoding and recod-

ing as well as de- and reconstruction, which is done within the transnational 

framework and which accomplish coherence in material practices. 

 

All in all, Tõnu’s transnational material practices in the context of taste and fa-

miliarity express the capacity of material objects to establish continuity in terms 

of material habits. Through above-mentioned objects the same kind of (but now 

inherently different) material practices as before can be carried on in a new mi-

gratory framework. The objects provide familiarity through flavours and habitual 

practices, and possibly through processes to which the practices are attached. 

On the other hand, the transnational setting provides a framework for linking the 
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objects to other processes as well as for the reconstruction of the practices. For 

example, the notion of nostalgia in the context of the foodstuffs Tõnu mentioned 

seems to emerge exactly because of the transnational framework. 

 

In a similar manner than Marju and Triinu, Eva explained her transnational ma-

terial practices and services that relate to the focus of the chapter. In terms of 

services, which Eva regularly uses in order to establish continuity of habits, she 

mentioned to use beauty services (hairdresser, pedicure) and some cultural 

services (theatre). Of services that she uses in Estonia less frequently she men-

tioned massage, beautician, opera, cinema and art exhibitions. 

 

Eva associates the reasons of performing these practices, especially going to 

the hairdresser and pedicure in Estonia, to the lower prices, familiarity, continui-

ty of habits (for example she has visited the same pedicure for 10 years by 

now), and to the fact that by doing so she supports (the economy of) Estonia. 

She is familiar with the places she visits, if she does not have the information, 

she asks recommendations from her friends or relatives, she trusts the service 

providers, part of her money goes to the government, etc. – all of these factors 

support the tendency to use these services particularly in Estonia. Although she 

explains that if she could get the same service from Finland for the same price 

and with the same level of trust, she would not see any difference, it seems that 

she has not made or does not see it relevant to make any efforts to change her 

accustomed practices in this field. All in all, the practices of using the services in 

Estonia are interconnected with other processes, which are performed both in 

Finland and Estonia. The practices give Eva a feeling of satisfaction, which she 

“carries back” to Finland with the material result of the service – cut hair, treated 

feet and so on. 

 

Visiting Estonia, which she claims to do about once a month, seems to be a ho-

listic experience for Eva. In the context of the concept of “air of the homeland” 

and the significance of visiting Estonia she explains that 

“So, now when I read from some news that maybe the prices of the ferry 

tickets will increase again, I still think that it would be such a pity, if I 

could no longer visit Estonia as often as once a month that I visit now. So 
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that, I have a need for it. There is really the fact that my close ones are 

there. I have my relatives [there]. But anyways, like really a need to visit 

the homeland also by other means.” (Eva, interview 23.10.2014) 

 

In addition, Eva’s visits to Estonia include visiting her mother, son, older sister, 

and friends if she has spare time. She also often shops for clothes and footwear 

in Estonia because she tends to have more time for shopping there. Thus, be-

ing in Estonia have social, sociocultural, experience and memory related as-

pects, which join together in order to create a sense of satisfaction and well-

being. For example, these aspects appear in the practice of eating Estonian ice 

cream, which Eva claims to do during every visit. It seems to be a practice, 

which has been constructed due to the migratory experiences, but it is also a 

kind of way to establish continuity of taste and habits. Altogether these aspects 

point to the formation of transnational practices which are assembled within the 

transnational space. That is, certain transnational practices (e.g. going to Esto-

nia regularly, visiting relatives frequently and eating ice cream during the time in 

Estonia) are developed due to living within the (transnational) migratory frame-

work, and in accordance with the possibilities the transnational space provides 

(geographical proximity, etc.).  

 

When Eva travels back to Finland she usually buys something to take along 

with her. These transnational material objects include Estonian and especially 

Kalev’s sweets, quark (a certain dairy product), cakes and pastries, black and 

white bread, butter, fruits, clothes and footwear, books, work-related material 

(children’s movies, books, as she works as a teacher like Marju), magazines, 

newspapers, and Estonian apples, strawberries, cucumber and sea-buckthorn 

during the seasons. She also has carried honey and preserved food. The prod-

ucts she chooses are picked in accordance with taste preferences and familiari-

ty. 

“So, when I go to the shop, there are already some products that I con-

sciously know that I am going to buy. But during the last visit to Tallinn, I 

found that wow there are some new candies called “Kirju koer”, which I 

had not tried[.] [---] So, like I said, there are some products that I con-
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sciously go to buy, but if I see that there is something new, which I find 

interesting, then I buy to sample them.” (Eva, interview 18.9.2014) 

These foodstuffs and objects are the ones Eva enjoys consuming and the taste 

of which she prefers. As it was listed above in the context of Marju, the material 

objects require a wide range of practices in order to be realized. The objects are 

involved in multiple processes and practices which construct the everyday of 

Eva. 

 

The objects that Eva acquires from Estonia are employed to support Eva’s pro-

fessional life and everyday habits (at home). These practices are performed 

both in Finland and Estonia, as well as between – Eva likes to read Estonian 

newspapers and magazines during the ferry rides. Eva brings Napoleon’s cake 

for her spouse, if she is requested to do so. If there is a festive occasion ap-

proaching, Eva likes to bring cakes and sweets from Estonia for the event. 

Thus, the transnational material objects are involved in social processes as 

well, for example as a material practice of performing affection and kindness. 

Through the transnational material practices she manages her relations both in 

Finland and Estonia. 

 

Eva prefers to have Estonian sweets at her home in Finland all the time, as she 

draws a strict distinction between Estonian sweets and others. She exemplifies 

her habitual taste preferences and fondness for Estonian sweets subsequently 

“Well, it is with the cakes and the candies too, the difference is maybe in 

that when my spouse says, “Fazer’s chocolate is better”, then I argue 

that “Kalev’s chocolate is better”. Because I am accustomed to this and 

he is to the other.” (Eva, interview 18.9.2014)19 

When Eva visits Estonia, she restocks her Estonian candy supplies so she can 

always enjoy Estonian sweets with a cup of coffee. The significance of the 
                                            
19 It is interesting that these two are ethnically and nationally very iconic brands, 
which draw heavily on their long history as well as ethnic traditions. During the 
interviews Eva and other informants mentioned several Kalev’s products, which 
have been produced for decades under the same title. When informants talked 
about sweets, they nearly always mentioned Kalev in the same context. Also 
Kalev’s sweets were often conceptualized through such category as Estonian, 
and were linked to taste habits, familiar flavours, and preferences, which again 
stresses their iconic unifying characteristic of the brand. 
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foodstuffs comes from their taste and familiarity, as she for instance has be-

come fond of the Estonian sweets, the sweets taste familiar, and she has a hab-

it of eating particular Estonian sweets. As she puts it, the practice is all about 

“taste experiences” and “taste memories”. By transporting the objects to Fin-

land, she re-experiences and re-performs the taste experiences, memories, and 

practice patterns in a transnational setting, which broadens as well as specifies 

the spatiotemporal scope, function, and conceptual shape of the material ob-

jects and practices. Thus, the practices are not duplicated but reformed within 

and in accordance with the transnational framework. The ideas of familiarity and 

continuity shape the reformation processes. 

 

It is analytically interesting that Eva links the foodstuffs to memory, as the rela-

tion of memory and food have been explored for example as a process of con-

structing “embodied memories” through food, managing nostalgia, site of con-

structing identity, and process of remembering and forgetting (see Holtzman 

2006: 364). According to Holtzman “[t]he experience of food evokes recollec-

tion, which is not simply cognitive but also emotional and physical”, which points 

to the fact that the practice of eating includes a wide range of other practices 

and processes conjointly producing significance (ibid. 365). In other words re-

membering through and with the help of food is not only about re-experiencing 

and remembering the taste (and taste memories) of it but also contexts, experi-

ences, practices, locations, people, events, objects, and so on. As a sensory 

experience, eating food is a transmitter of complex far-reaching “mnemonic 

cues” (ibid. 373). It is probable that in the transnational space familiar taste ex-

periences and complex memories are reproduced through specifically selected 

material objects and practices, which as processes contain inclusion and exclu-

sion of not only foodstuffs but also memories and (taste) experiences. This ap-

pears especially in Eva’s and Tõnu’s material practices concerning foodstuffs 

carried from Estonia to Finland. 

 

Further, the fact that Eva brings particularly above-mentioned objects with her 

illustrates the incorporation of these objects into other transnational practices 

and processes. Not that eating Estonian products take Eva back to Estonia or 

establish active links to Estonia. It rather seems to be part of the processes that 
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manage her transnational being, including managing her belonging both in Es-

tonia and Finland. The material practices, which make her feel comfortable, also 

establish consistency in terms of taste, familiarity, and material habits. She gets 

to eat the same kind of products she used to eat in Estonia, although the 

framework for conceptualizing the same objects differs, as it is affected by the 

transnational space managed through the practices. 

 

As it has appeared in the course of the chapter, these are rather common as-

pects of the objects that are transported from Estonia to Finland on an ongoing 

basis. The commonality in these transnational material practices will be 

summed up after the last analytical subchapter of familiarity of taste and conti-

nuity of habits, which will wrap up the subject matter by reversing the direction 

of the movement of objects. 

 

 

5.2 Creating continuity in relations 
 

The last aspect regarding transnational material practices in the context of Es-

tonia-Finland transnational space concerns material objects which are trans-

ported from Finland to Estonia. As going to Estonia is always a social experi-

ence (for the informants I met) through which the informants manage their rela-

tions, material practices often are an important part of the process. Those who 

do not own property in Estonia tend to stay over or visit their relatives or friends, 

while most of the transnational commuters go to their real homes and to their 

family. Nonetheless, all the key informants stated that visiting or meeting some-

one during the stay in Estonia is a central part of being in Estonia. 

 

Thus, the transnational material practices involving objects that are carried from 

Finland to Estonia appear predominantly in this social framework, as most of 

the transported things are acquired for and handed over to someone20. In this 

context, there are objects that are picked for the lower price; in accordance with 

                                            
20 Excluding the objects, which travel back and forth. Such objects include per-
sonal belongings, clothes, electronic devices, keys, identification, a wallet, a 
car, sports bag, backpack, etc. 
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the taste preferences of the receiver or the giver; because of difference or 

availability; objects that are requested for; products that are perceived to have 

better quality in Finland. As it appears in the following analysis, these factors of-

ten go hand in hand. 

 

“Well, it is maybe more about külakost [a thing you give during visits], in 

the sense that you should like bring something. [---] And when I go, when 

I usually go from here to Estonia on Friday night, then I do not have the 

time to buy something from somewhere, or to buy something from Esto-

nia. Then I will nevertheless buy something in advance from here. Well, 

what it might be, it might be Forsman’s tea, which I bring to my mother 

because it tastes good. My mother drinks tea. Or, or whatever it may be, 

some sweets or some kind of a thing.” (Eva, interview 18.9.2014) 

 

The material practice of bringing something along when visiting someone is 

very common in Estonia21 to which the ethnographic data also points. It is im-

portant for Eva that she does not go empty-handed, as it simply is not accus-

tomed to go to visit your relative or friend without bringing something. In order to 

assure that Eva always has something to bring, she acquires material objects 

from Finland in advance. She usually chooses things after the taste preferences 

of the receiver – she brings tea and halva to her mother, cheese and sweets 

(such as Fazer’s Swiss rolls) to her home folk. Eva has also carried a sewing 

machine for her mother at her request, and small things from Ikea, which how-

ever are not part of the külakost objects. 

 

According to Eva külakost is something of which the receiver is delighted. It is a 

material practice that is performed in order to please the person who receives 

the object. It can be linked to such processes as showing affection and caring, 

continuation of traditional habits, and managing social relations. Furthermore, 

the practices of adapting the objects acquired within the transnational frame-
                                            
21 Külakost is a guest’s present and giving it during visits is a traditional habit in 
Estonia (Viires et al. 2007[1995]: 119). When in the 19th century it was common 
take bread, food, or vodka as külakost, then during the 20th century cakes, pas-
tries, sweets, and alcoholic beverages became the most common objects to 
bring (ibid.). 
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work to the (traditional, Estonian) practice of külakost can be conceptualized as 

a process of encoding and decoding (see Matyska 2009). In the context of 

Polish immigrants in Finland Matyska states that migrants tend to encode and 

decode – manipulate and recontextualize the meanings of – (occasionally sym-

bolically Finnish) material objects and practices in order to produce different 

functional and meaningful practices as well as processes (ibid. 139–140). The 

process of decoding alters the dynamics of the object in accordance with the 

practices and processes in which they are relinked to as well as with the inten-

tions of the migrant. Within the transnational framework these objects can be 

both from the country of origin or the country of destination. This process also 

illustrates well the above-explored theoretical notion of objects having social 

lives (see chapter 4). Anyhow in the current analytical context, the objects that 

are acquired from Finland and often on the basis of consumption habits and 

taste preferences formed within the transnational framework are adjusted to the 

conceptual framework of külakost, which alters the process. This is the outcome 

of the transnational space, although as we will see in the course of the chapter 

the külakost related practices are not always shaped by objects acquired from 

Finland. 

 

Further, the objects that are brought from Finland are realized and put in prac-

tice in Estonia, which in the context of the sewing machine can mean that Eva’s 

social agency is spatiotemporally extended through the use of the material ob-

ject. The fact that the sewing machine was bought by Eva and given to her 

mother is part of the dynamics of the object. Through the process of giving the 

object to her mother, Eva formed border-crossing attachments to her mother, 

established her presence in Estonia, and created the surface for other transna-

tional processes to emerge. I.e. there is a possibility that the sewing machine 

and the practices involved actuate other transnational processes (for example in 

terms of reciprocity), which create bonding ties between the persons and there-

by between places. 

 

Triinu’s material practices in terms of külakost are structured in accordance with 

the specifics of the situation. If she has time, she buys the object from Finland; if 

she does not, she acquires it from the ferry or from Estonia. However, she 
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states that “[she] never goes to visit some place empty-handed” (Triinu, inter-

view 14.10.2014). If the thing brought as a külakost is something that can be 

consumed (as it customarily is), it is usually consumed right away with the 

quests. Therefore Triinu prefers to give something (e.g. cakes) bought from Es-

tonia, since she does not have the possibility to consume these products when 

she is in Finland. Giving something as a külakost is thus a mutually satisfying 

process in multiple sociocultural ways – the process is a token of appreciation 

and affection, reciprocal management of relations, culinary experience, and so 

on. 

 

From Finland to Estonia Triinu carries mostly sweets and Karelian pies, which 

she chooses because the objects can be consumed, they are not that widely 

available in Estonia and they are a bit different from the one’s available in Esto-

nia. 

“Or, or á la some --- when they bring Kalev’s chocolate from Estonia, 

then, when I go from here I take the Fazer’s one.” (Triinu, interview 

14.10.2014).  

These foodstuffs also fulfil the general requirements of külakost – the objects 

can be considered as conventional and they can be consumed together right 

away. However, in terms of külakost Triinu does not find it significant whether 

she buys the thing from Finland or Estonia, but by differentiating particularly Es-

tonian and Finnish objects, such as the chocolates, she points to the fact that 

there is a slight conceptual difference in the context of the giving and receiving 

process. If the object is evidently or discursively framed as Finnish or from Fin-

land, the border-crossing aspect of the object affects how the notion of külakost 

is interpreted on the specific occasion. Further, it seems that through managing 

relations with the help of the material practice there is also a possibility to repre-

sent the transnational being, as the objects have the capacity to highlight their 

origin and biography. Furthermore, the objects can be used in the process of 

creating and displaying Triinu’s meanings and experiences of living in Finland, 

as they can be read off the specifics of the objects she buys and gives.  
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Besides transporting stuff to give away as a külakost during visits, Triinu buys 

baby food, diapers, children’s clothes, and products from Ikea22 to take with her 

to Estonia. Some of these products, like diapers and baby food, are for her per-

sonal use as she travels with her children. Triinu buys the objects from Finland 

because in her view the objects have better quality there, even though the 

manufacturer is occasionally the same (Pampers for example). On the other 

hand, buying the diapers she utilizes in Finland and taking them with her means 

continuation of the practice she has developed in Finland. Furthermore, the ma-

terial practice forms a part of the process of visiting Estonia. 

 

Occasionally she is asked by her friends to bring some of the above-mentioned 

material objects for them. Also, one part of the things are objects that she takes 

to her friends living in Estonia by and without requests. These things seem to be 

different from the külakost objects in terms of the way they are incorporated in 

material practices, and of the specifics of their function and materiality. The ob-

jects are, in this case, more durable in terms of consumption and more valuable 

in terms of price. The practice of bringing these things is mainly about fulfilling 

and anticipating requests of her friends, although the notions of affection and 

the process of continuation of relations is likewise relevant in this context. She 

buys children’s clothing from flea markets for her friends’ kids and fulfils the re-

quests of her friends by buying material objects from Ikea. Herein we see a 

range of practices and processes, which need to be accomplished so that Tri-

inu’s friends can receive the objects. From the social act of making a request to 

transporting and handing over the objects, the practices encompass cross-

border aspects through which Triinu arranges her sociocultural processes, rela-

tions and transnational belonging. 

 

All in all, the motives of Triinu’s transnational material practices, both gift giving 

and request fulfilling, are interwoven with the processes of creating continuity in 

traditional habits and managing social relationships. Furthermore, it is about ful-

filling sociocultural expectations concerning material practices. Therefore the 

objects that are carried from Finland to Estonia were often conceptualized by 
                                            
22 The realtively cheap furniture retailer has not yet expanded their business to 
Estonia. 
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Triinu and other informants through the notion of külakost, which provides a 

framework for material practices, and thus for the meanings of the practices and 

objects. 

 

We continue with Marju in order to illustrate the notion of külakost further within 

the transnational framework. Marju prefers to buy and take to her mother, rela-

tives, and friends, something especially Finnish and different, and such objects 

for example are sweets, Finnish biscuits, Finnish rye bread and Karelian pies. 

Here we see how the fact that she lives in Finland and operates within the 

transnational space influence her külakost related material practices. She 

chooses objects according to their peculiarity and Finnish characteristics, which 

are particularly displayed on the material objects and through the material prac-

tice in the context of the gift giving. So is the fact that the objects are from Fin-

land and that Marju herself has brought them from there, which is also actual-

ized in the gift giving practice. The notion of difference can be linked both to the 

distinctive taste of the objects and their Finnish origin, which are produced, ex-

perienced and conceptualized through the act of consumption. So besides 

managing her border-crossing relations, Marju constructs and expresses her 

ideas of the notion of different and Finnish within the transnational framework. 

 

Marju has also bought bed linen and tableware from Ikea in Finland and carried 

it to her apartment in Tallinn in which she has other personal everyday stuff 

(e.g. clothes) and in which she usually stays during the visits. Thus the transna-

tional material objects are involved in the processes of home decoration and 

making both in Finland and Estonia, as well as in establishing Marju’s transna-

tional belonging and space. In other words the material practices that make 

Marju’s everyday life structure her cross-border attachments and evoke other 

transnational practices and processes – e.g. buying objects from one country 

and transporting them to another as she has the possibility and time to do so, 

decorating and creating her home both in Estonia and Finland, establishing at-

tachments through owning property. 

 

Further, in terms of material practices and besides paying bills Margus, whose 

real home – a house in which his family lives and which he considers to be the 
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most important thing in his life – is in Estonia, materializes his contributions to 

his family by buying objects for them from Finland and by going shopping with 

them in Estonia. According to Margus, he arranges his life in Finland in a way 

that helps him to economize and bring as much money back to Estonia as pos-

sible. In the context of acquiring objects from Estonia Margus states 

“When I go from here to Estonia, I, like, save money for going out with 

my family. It is like that they wait for it. When I go to Estonia from here, 

for example on Friday night, then we will surely go to somewhere in Tal-

linn on Saturday about 11 o’clock. We go to Rimis and Maksimarkets 

and, I do not know, Ülemiste centres and Rocca al Mare centres23 and, 

well, go through them. Spend time with the family and go back home at 8 

p.m.” (Margus, interview 12.11.2014) 

 

When Margus travels to Estonia he takes stuff, clothes and sweets for the kids, 

clothes and cans of tuna fish for his partner, and detergents for the home. Mar-

gus buys these material objects because he finds that they are cheaper, differ-

ent, and have better quality in comparison to the analogous ones in Estonia. 

Some of the products are requested by his family members who select the ob-

jects from the Internet. Margus, then, can fulfil their desires and pass the ob-

jects on as gifts. It is about realizing the possibilities that the transnational life 

provides and materializing or representing the contributions (working abroad) 

made within the space as well as managing attachments to the persons at 

home. 

 

As the material practice is involved in processes of showing affection and man-

aging relations, it expands Margus’s social agency in or through the processes 

and practices caused by the act of giving and receiving. It cannot be claimed 

with current ethnographic data that Margus establishes his presence in Estonia 

through these objects. However, by shaping his material practices to answer the 

requests made by his family members, Margus displays in a materially mediat-

ed way his efforts, affection and participation in the family life. This can be also 

argued about the material practice of going shopping with his family in which the 

                                            
23 A list of some of the biggest grocery stores and shopping centres in Tallinn. 
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material practice gives structure for their shared practices and processes, as 

well as works as a practice of constructing and portraying the above-mentioned 

categories. Furthermore, in a way the things of his family members that were 

acquired with Margus are there when Margus is away in Finland. 

 

To continue with Tõnu, we see that the homogenizing effect of the convergence 

of assortment of products and the elimination of price differences through local 

and global political and economic processes affects the range and the amount 

of objects that are carried from Finland to Estonia. During the interviews Tõnu 

repeatedly referred to such notions as globalization, similarity, and proximity, 

which he employed to describe his material practices within the transnational 

framework. Although Tõnu mentions that there are not a great deal of differ-

ences in terms of assortments and prices of the products and therefore there is 

no need to simply transport objects from one place to another, he found some 

examples of objects that he transports from Finland to Estonia and/or of objects 

that are requested for by his relatives or friends living in Estonia. 

 

Before, when the price of coffee was cheaper in Finland Tõnu used to carry cof-

fee across borders to his relatives and friends. But now the emphasis of the 

practice is on the objects that are requested and on the objects that he brings 

as a külakost. Tõnu finds that these objects occasionally are unique and/or not 

that broadly available in Estonia, which is one of the motives guiding the selec-

tion process. Külakost, again, includes foodstuffs such as sweets and choco-

late, which are meant for consuming. Tõnu also mentions Fazer in this context 

by stating that it is not important if he buys chocolate from Finland, on the ferry 

or from Estonia. However it is significant that the product and the producer are 

once again mentioned among the objects that are carried from Finland to Esto-

nia, and conceptualized as something typically Finnish as well as something 

that is conventionally carried to Estonia and given as a külakost. 

 

Further, while the coffee has lost its topicality, clothes are the material objects 

that are moved across borders through Tõnu’s transnational material practices. 

“Perhaps we talked about clothes. That maybe in Finland in terms of 

clothes there is broader or bigger assortment. Even when we look at the 
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same chain store, such as H&M, then the assortment of the Finnish H&M 

is much broader and bigger than the assortment of the Estonian H&M. 

So there, there is the thing that when someone wants something specific 

and asks from me, then I have bought and carried.” (Tõnu, interview 

24.9.2014) 

This practice implies that there is a discourse according to which the range of 

products available in stores is slightly different in Finland, which in turn evokes 

certain transnational (material) practices. So that Tõnu could carry some re-

quested material object to Estonia, the object needs obviously to be requested, 

i.e. the need to ask for specific material things needs to be produced. Thus, it 

seems that to some extent Tõnu’s relatives are familiar with the products sold in 

Finland, know where to search for information of the products, and see it rea-

sonable to request certain things from Tõnu. Tõnu then shapes his material 

practices to fit the request, so that he can be complaisance through fulfilling 

their desires. According to Tõnu the reason for requesting certain products 

comes from the cheaper price as well. 

 

Tõnu, who lives within the transnational space, has the possibility to arrange his 

practices and processes in a way that his relatives and friends can create prac-

tices, which have transnational aspects. In other words, his friends and family 

members can produce transnational material practice through and with the help 

of Tõnu. On the other hand, the requests provoke transnational practices, which 

are performed by Tõnu – from receiving requests and transporting objects to 

socializing in the context of the delivery of the object. Hence the material prac-

tices intertwine with social as well relationship negotiating and maintaining pro-

cesses. 

 

Lastly, the brief discussions on the ferries pointed to most of the tendencies 

presented in the course of the subchapter. The ferry discussion combined with 

the above-mentioned observations allow to conclude that majority of the objects 

that are brought from Finland to Estonia are acquired for, carried and given to 

someone, who has or has not requested the object. Thus, the material practices 

in which the objects are incorporated are social in many different ways, whereas 

their transnational qualities appear through conducting the practices. In addition 
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to having social qualities and capacities, the material objects are part of other 

(transnational) processes, which for example appear in motivations behind the 

practices – economizing by acquiring cheaper products, providing important 

persons with objects they desire, fulfilling expectations by carrying out conven-

tional practices, maintaining social relations through material practices. As the 

transnational aspects accompany the material practices, the transnational 

space and belonging of the migrants is being established and negotiated. 

 

 

5.3 Discussion 
 

As the chapter presented, the Estonia-Finland transnational space is managed 

through inherently different but functionally and meaningfully similar material 

practices. While being incorporated into other everyday making and migration 

managing processes, these practices establish complex links between the two 

nation states by blurring the possibility to separate the spaces into completely 

distinct entities. The transmigrant and the persons who are encompassed to the 

transnational space through her/his or their practices and processes continually 

manage the dynamic transnational space. The management of the space ap-

pears precisely in the material practices analysed above. Furthermore, the ma-

terial practices reflect the complexities of operating in the transnational space, 

as they point to the need to have a certain toolbox, which contains skills and 

practices that smoothen and support performing everyday tasks within the 

space. 

 

These miscellaneous material practices include different material objects, which 

are picked in accordance with the preferences, needs, or acquired habits of the 

transmigrant. As it appeared in the course of the analysis, there are a lot of 

similarities between the informants in terms of the range of mobile material ob-

jects, the meaning of which could be associated with analogous taste and soci-

ocultural preferences, dynamic economic processes affecting the price of the 

objects, as well as with the need to link the objects to similar processes (conti-

nuity, familiarity, maintaining of habits and relations, etc.). Yet the differences 
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between informants transnational material practices lie also in the practices and 

processes the material objects mediate. 

 

The transnational material practices are employed to maintain and mediate 

such processes as creating continuity, maintaining familiarity, negotiating be-

longing and constructing the sense of home, (per)forming social relationships 

and attachments, as well as remembering and forgetting. Furthermore, as the 

material practices are dynamic, they are formed and reformed within the trans-

national space and in accordance with the dynamics of the migrant’s life. For 

example when the migratory motivations or border-crossing practices change 

so do the material practices. The economic, political, and social transformations 

– e.g. changes in price difference, laws regulating the mobility of objects, avail-

ability of things in Finland, expanding social media in which trade takes place, 

dynamics of social networks of the migrants as the number of Estonians liv-

ing/working in Finland is growing – have likewise an influence on the shape the 

transnational material practices and processes take. 

 

The formation and deciphering of the material practices and objects require 

processes of decoding and encoding, relocation and recontextualization, inclu-

sion and exclusion, economizing and prioritizing. These processes are aspects 

of such practices – that realize or actualize the material objects – as buying, 

consuming, carrying, shelving, giving, getting, eating, reading, watching, seeing, 

etc. The objects would not exist and would not have significance within the 

transnational framework without these practices. 

 

Besides the practices involving material objects, there are practices of using 

services, which have transnational aspects. These practices were analysed 

within the theoretical framework of the thesis because they emerged repeatedly 

during the fieldwork and have material qualities in their specifics or anticipated 

outcome. These services – hairdresser, beautician, cultural events, shoe repair, 

and so on – are both used in Estonian and Finland but they are joined together 

by their materiality and transnational qualities. Similarly to the material objects, 

the services mainly require other practices and processes to be actualized. One 

focal practice here is visiting Estonia during which the objects are acquired and 
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services are used. Whereas as the process of going and being in Estonia is 

thoroughly social and relation managing, the often physical and cognitive prac-

tice of using services is about maintaining habits, performing continuity, econo-

mizing, and establishing belonging. Furthermore, the same services used in 

Finland but performed by Estonian include practices of (per)forming and actual-

izing social relations and networks and constructing the sense of belonging. 

 

Although the analysis did not concern the practices of sending remittance to the 

country of origin (as it would have dispersed the focus of the thesis), the objects 

that are carried from Finland to Estonia were briefly analysed as they formed a 

relevant part of the transnational material practices. These objects were often 

acquired for a külakost, a guest’s gift, in order to pursue traditional habits and 

regulate social relations and attachments. In addition there were objects re-

quested by persons living in the country of origin, and it could be claimed that 

by bringing these objects the transmigrants expand their social agency, create 

continuity in relations, and/or simply express affection and complaisance. How-

ever, the material practices including these mobile objects exemplify how per-

sons living in the country of origin (and not as active agents within the transna-

tional space as the transmigrants) are part of the practices and processes of es-

tablishing and structuring the transnational space. This was also highlighted in 

the context of cross-border socializing and Skyping analysed in the chapter 4. 

 

However, the analysis that reached these conclusions and the structuration of 

the ethnographic data into coherent analytically and theoretically bolstered form 

did not go without problems. The conclusions of the former and latter chapters 

should be viewed against the backdrop of the following critical overview of the 

thesis. 
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6 Dissection of the whole 
 

When the thesis is examined as a whole, multiple problematic issues emerge. 

The issues are related to analytical, theoretical, methodological (which were al-

ready presented in the chapter 2) and structural aspects of the thesis project. 

The main issues are presented and contextualized briefly in order to shed light 

to the problems that emerged during the process and explain why certain deci-

sions were made. Some examples of what could have done differently are also 

given during the dissection. 

 

Firstly, as the ethnographic data dictated the formation of the theoretical frame-

work and the selection of the analytical categories (continuity, familiarity, 

memory mediation, etc.), the framework was put together of multiple distinct 

pieces and the categories were applied in various different contexts. This meant 

introducing theoretical notions throughout the analysis at the proper contexts in 

order to present the theory along the analysis by providing insights into the eth-

nographic data. For that reason the framework may seem amorphous and too 

versatile. Still, the choice serves the purpose. 

 

The problems of the analytical categories however appear in the process of 

repetition as the same analytical categories were employed in several different 

contexts and along with many separate informants. It is due to the fact that the-

se categories surfaced both during the interviews and in the course of the anal-

ysis over and over again. The same or similar categories were analysed in the 

context of different practices, processes and objects, which somehow managed 

or processed the notions. The repetition, however, created structural asymmetry 

and a pulsating analytical rhythm, which affected the eloquence of the whole. 

Yet, the choice supported the analytical process and general progress of the 

thesis. 

 

Furthermore, some analytical categories emphasized overly or gave interpreta-

tive space for dichotomies between places, objects, practices, and concepts – 

here and there, Finnish and Estonian, home and abroad, subject and object, 
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similarity and difference, etc.  –, although the notion of transnationalism and the 

theoretical framework of material culture helped to blur these dualistic construc-

tions. 

 

Secondly, the structural decision to present the description and analysis one in-

formant at a time amplified the repetitive ambience of the whole, as many had 

similar experiences concerning certain transnational practices and objects. The 

textual arrangement was done due to differences in informants’ migratory pat-

terns, personal experiences, and sociocultural framework, so that one’s experi-

ences would not be shadowed by another’s. But on many occasions this meant 

giving more attention to one’s experiences than to others in order to avoid over-

analysing and to achieve integrity, which in the other hand lead to the next is-

sue. 

 

Finally, as some subjects got more analytical scrutiny than the others, some 

topics were left one-dimensional and depthless. This also results from the map-

ping and delineating nature of the thesis, as the thesis as a whole attempted to 

give a wide-ranging overview of the transnational material practices of Estoni-

ans living/working in Finland. 

 

Altogether this theoretical and analytical approach helped to give a context-

specific and dynamic but erratic and synoptic introduction to the complex and 

versatile framework of the transnational material practices of migrants circulat-

ing within the Finland-Estonia transnational space. The thesis can be viewed as 

a functional ground on the basis of which to continue further by focusing on the 

specifics of transnational material practices or on the deeper separate examina-

tion of the objects. 
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Summary 
 

By constructing its theoretical framework around material culture studies and 

the notion of transnationalism that forms a complementary context-specific 

symbiosis of theoretical notions, the master’s thesis approached the material 

objects and practices of Estonian transmigrants in Finland. As the material ob-

jects and practices provided a gateway to the border-crossing engagements 

and processes of the informants, the thesis focused on various practices and 

processes that make the everyday of the transmigrants. That is, not only the 

materiality of the practices was analysed, as the thesis also dealt with the wider 

processual contexts and frameworks in and around the material practices. This 

helped the analysis to present insights into how the transnational being and 

space is formed by transmigrants through their everyday practices. 

 

The research questions were formed to answer such questions as what objects 

are carried from Estonia to Finland, and the other way around; what practices 

and processes are involved with the objects; why the objects are transported 

and the practices conducted; are the processes and practices part of the pro-

cess of establishing the transnational space. In other words, besides mapping 

and decomposing the transnational material practices of Estonian transmi-

grants, the framework and processes circulating in and around the objects were 

also dealt with in the course of the analysis. 

 

The analysis was based on data gathered by total of 12 semi-structured inter-

views with five key informants, four semi-structured group discussions with total 

of 13 persons, by following (social) media, and by keeping fieldwork diary. The 

fieldwork was conducted between August and December 2014, whereas the 

thesis was finished in April 2015. Content analysis was used as an analytical 

method. 

 

The findings of the first analytical chapter (chapter 4), which deals memory, 

emotional, and relation mediating objects, stress the significance of material ob-

jects and practices in the processes establishing continuity, creating the sense 

of home and belonging, managing social cross-border ties, and materializing 
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time as well as relations. Transmigrant’s material objects that are presented in 

this chapter for example include memory and sentimental objects, gifts and 

communication devices. The processual framework of the objects often ex-

ceeds the spatiotemporal limits of the present, by extending the agency and 

spatiotemporal belonging of the transmigrants as well as the persons somehow 

connected to the material objects. The material practices of realizing and actual-

izing the objects establish continuity in terms of time and social relations, which 

links the objects and practices to the processes of structuring the everyday life 

and personal biography of the transmigrants. Also, the objects and practices are 

interwoven with the processes that sustain the transnational space. 

 

The same can be said about the objects and practices analysed in the chapter 5 

in which material objects and practices are conceptualized to establish familiari-

ty, continuity, habitual consistency, and to manage relations, belonging, and the 

sense of home. These objects are mostly carried from Estonia to Finland on an 

ongoing basis, as they include for example foodstuffs and print matter, which 

are usually chosen in accordance with taste preferences, habits, and suitable 

price. The objects and practices of consuming, reading, watching, etc. create 

continuity and familiarity in terms of taste, habits, and experiences, while the 

practices often blur the distance between Estonia and Finland creating visual 

and experiential bridges to the country of origin. 

 

As acquiring these objects includes visiting Estonia and using the services 

there, the analysis also concerned the processes and practices involved. By 

continuing to use certain services in Estonia after moving to Finland, the in-

formants establish continuity and belonging, while maintain attachments to the 

country of origin. Furthermore, the analysis concerned the material objects that 

are carried from Finland to Estonia, as these objects have transnational aspects 

in their process of realization. Material practices related to these objects, which 

are often acquired as a quest’s gift, are conducted in order to manage relations, 

pursue traditional practices, express affection and fulfil requests of others.  

 

Altogether, the practices and objects that form the transitional material practices 

of informants are entwined with processes which cross the borders of the 
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states; expand the agency of transmigrants and their family members or friends; 

manage complex multilocal attachments and belonging of the transmigrants; es-

tablish continuity in terms of time, habits, tastes, and relations as well as medi-

ate border-crossing relations. This provides insights both to the transnational 

processes and engagements of transmigrants in the specific sociocultural set-

ting and to the more general mechanisms of the process of forming the transna-

tional space. 

 

As the thesis combined different theoretical approaches in the course of the 

analysis, the various possibilities to anthropologically approach the material cul-

ture of transmigrants were presented throughout the thesis. The theoretical 

choices also stress the complexity of the material practices and objects by em-

phasizing the importance of an aggregating context-specific theoretical ap-

proach on the subject matter. In conclusion, the thesis presents the theoretical, 

analytical, and methodological diversity that the material-oriented approach has 

to offer for studying transnational frameworks, whereas the analysis exemplified 

the possibilities of sociocultural, economic, historical, and political focuses to 

which material-oriented approach could be applied. 
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