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Abstract: The present study explores the case of a transnational Polish family in
Norway in which one of the care givers as well as the teenage son underwent a
name change after their initial experiences of migration. Drawing on the audio-
recorded interactions in the interview situation, the article investigates the iden-
tity constructions of the focal participant in his narrative about the name change.
To this end, first, the indexicalities of the social identity category Pole as con-
structed in Norwegian media and the participants’ accounts are outlined. Then,
against this backdrop, the focal participant’s identity claims as occasioned in the
narrative on the name change are discursively analyzed. The analysis shows that
the identity claims the focal participant makes aim at dissociating himself from
the powerless, stigmatized position of a migrant, in which he was cast upon his
arrival in Norway. Furthermore, the study suggests that migrant identity construc-
tions need to be considered against the participants’ lived experiences of migra-
tion, larger societal discourses and against participants’ constructions of belong-
ing to imagined communities.

Keywords: Identity, Indexicality, Poles in Norway, narrative

Podsumowanie: Niniejszy artykul analizuje przypadek transnarodowej polskiej
rodziny mieszkajgcej w Norwegii, w ktorej zaréwno jeden z opiekunéw, jak i nas-
toletni syn zdecydowali sie zmodyfikowaé swoje imiona na skutek do$wiadczen
migracyjnych. Wykorzystujgc audio nagrania interakcji zebranych podczas wy-
wiadu z rodzing, artykut analizuje, w jaki spos6b gtéwny uczestnik badania kon-
struowal swoja tozsamo$¢ w narracji o zmianie imienia. W tym celu, po pierwsze,
artykul przedstawia indeksy kategorii spotecznej ‘Polak’ obecne zaréwno w nor-
weskich mediach, jak i w wypowiedziach uczestnikow wywiadu. Nastepnie, z
uwzglednieniem tego tla, historia zmiany imienia zostaje poddana analizie dys-
kursu. Analiza wykazuje, ze gtéwny uczestnik badania w swoich konstrukcjach
tozsamoSci odcina sie od tozsamosci napietnowanego spolecznie, bezbronnego
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migranta, ktéra zostala mu przypisana przez najblizsze otoczenie po przyjezdzie
do Norwegii. Ponadto, artkul postuluje, aby rozwazaé¢ konstrukcje tozsamosci
wsrod migrantéw w oparciu o ich do$wiadczenia migracyjne, dyskursy spoteczne
oraz ich konstrukcje przynaleznosci do wspdlnot wyobrazonych.

Zusammenfassung: Die Studie untersucht den Fall einer transnationalen pol-
nischen Familie in Norwegen, in der sowohl ein Elternteil als auch der Sohn ihre
Namen infolge der Migrationserfahrungen gedndert haben. Der Artikel basiert auf
Interviewdaten und untersucht Identitdtskonstruktionen des zentralen Teilneh-
mers — des Vaters — in seinem Bericht iiber die Namensanderung. Zu diesem
Zweck werden zundchst die in den norwegischen Medien und Teilnehmerbeitra-
gen erstellten Indexe der sozialen Identitdtskategorie ‘Pole‘ analysiert. Vor die-
sem Hintergrund werden dann die Identitdatsanspriiche des Hauptteilnehmers,
wie sie in seinem Bericht iiber die Namensdanderung auftreten, mit diskursanaly-
tischen Methoden analysiert. Die Analyse zeigt, dass der Hauptteilnehmer sich
durch seine Identitdtskonstruktionen von der machtlosen, stigmatisierten Posi-
tion eines Migranten zu distanzieren versucht, die ihm bei seiner Ankunft in Nor-
wegen zugeschrieben wurde. Dariiber hinaus zeigt der untersuchte Fall, dass die
Identitatskonstruktionen von Migranten im Kontext ihrer gelebten Migrationser-
fahrungen, der gesellschaftlichen Diskurse und der Konstruktionen ihrer Zuge-
horigkeit zu imagindren Gemeinschaften analysiert werden sollen.

1 Introduction

Names are not neutral and, in different contexts, may index a variety of personal
properties, such as gender, ethnicity, group belonging, religious affiliation and
social status. Names are then inevitably social in their nature — on the one hand,
they are socially constituted through various interactions; on the other hand, they
express social relations (Khosravi 2011). In immigrant contexts foreign-sounding
names become markers of differentiation and may index stigmatized social iden-
tities (Bursell 2012). Research into migrants’ name changing practices suggests
that individuals with foreign-sounding names may choose to adopt more locally
sounding names as a destigmatization strategy. This may be done in order to:
facilitate own integration into the host society, diminish the experienced discri-
mination, avoid negative stereotyping, increase their chances on the job market
but also to express own identification with the imagined host communities (e.g.
Bursell 2012; Khosravi 2011; Kim 2007; Souto-Manning 2007).

The present study explores the case of a transnational Polish family in Nor-
way in which one of the caregivers as well as the teenage son underwent a name
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change after initial experiences of migration. In particular, drawing predomi-
nantly on the data from the interview with one of the caregivers, the article seeks
to shed light on the processes of identity construction that were at work in the
interview narrative on the name-change decision. To this end, I first briefly intro-
duce the key facts and characteristics of Polish migration to Norway, taking into
consideration wider societal discourses on Polish migrants. Thereafter, I present
some theoretical considerations related to narratives in the interview data, with a
particular focus on the interactional construction of identities. In the data analy-
sis section, I first analyze the indexicalities of the identity category Pole as con-
structed by the participants in the interview. Thereafter, the analysis zooms in on
the identities constructed by the focal participant in his account of the name-
change. Finally, I discuss the study findings in relation to empirical and theoreti-
cal insights from the research on migrant identities.

2 Poles in Norway: migration and discourses

Recent political and economic changes in Europe have resulted in an increased
mobility of many Polish nationals. Due to the geographical proximity and favor-
able working conditions, many of the recent Polish migrants have chosen Norway
as the country of destination. Already in 2008, Poles became the largest group of
immigrants in Norway and have maintained this status to date (Statistics Norway
2016). At the moment the Poles constitute ca. 15 % of all the migrants in Norway,
with roughly 100 000 Polish nationals living in the country. Initially, Polish mi-
grations to Norway had a rather fluid and transient character, with few people
planning to stay in Norway permanently. However, the opportunities offered by,
for example, the construction and health service sectors of the Norwegian job
market paired with attractive salaries and a highly developed social welfare sys-
tem enticed many workers to settle down and bring their families to Norway (Pol-
ish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2013). Consequently, between 2006 and 2018 Po-
land was the top country for family reunifications in Norway (Bell and Erdal 2015;
Slany and Strzemecka 2015; Statistics Norway 2016).

The level of employment among Poles in Norway aged 15-71is high and lay at
72% as of March 2017 (Statistics Norway 2017). However, as noted in the (2013)
report from the Polish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Poles in Norway are predomi-
nantly employed in the construction industry, processing industry, health-care
and cleaning services, often below their qualifications. Poles in Norway also tend
to be employed through agencies, working on short-term, temporary contracts.

Research on Polish migration to Norway draws attention to various issues
affecting the Polish migrants, e.g.: social dumping (Friberg and Eldring 2011; Tor-
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vatn and Pettersen Buvik 2011), negative stereotypes and language barriers (En-
gebrigtsen et al. 2017; Guribye et al. 2015). Taken together, these issues negatively
affect social mobility and prevent the Polish migrants from establishing social
capital in the new country. According to Friberg (2011), Norwegian employers
tend to see Polish workers as “cheap, docile, flexible labour” and perpetuate the
image of a “hard-working Pole”. This happens to the extent that, according to
Friberg (2011: 1931), the word Pole in Norwegian is no longer only a marker of a
particular nationality but also indexes a particular position in the Norwegian la-
bor market. Similarly, polakkarbeid ‘Poles’ work’ refers to certain types of physi-
cal work (Dyrlid 2018).

The image of Polish migrants in Norwegian media corresponds to a large ex-
tent with the research findings reported above. Polish migrants tend to be por-
trayed as hard workers, with little knowledge of Norwegian, doing low-skilled
and low-paid jobs, often living and working in precarious conditions. A systema-
tic review of media representations of Polish migrants in Norway was conducted
by Dyrlid (2018). In her thematic analysis of newspaper articles she identified
three ways in which Polish migrants are positioned as subjects in Norwegian med-
ia discourses: the vulnerable, the hard-workers and the strangers. According to
Dyrlid (2018: 141), all these subject positions underscore the differences between
Polish and Norwegian employees by constructing the Poles as outsiders who are
prone to exploitation and who have particular work-ethics. Further, a review of
national and regional newspaper articles from 2016 conducted for the purposes of
the MultiFam' project at the University of Oslo showed that Polish immigrants
were mostly represented in articles reporting on criminal activity (smuggling),
traffic accidents (drink driving) and physical labor (Finstad Berg, personal com-
munication, 2017).

3 Narrative identities

Definitions of identity or identities vary greatly depending on the research tradi-
tion. In this paper, identities are understood in line with social constructionism as
“constructed, validated, and offered through discourses available to individuals
at a particular point in time and place” (Pavlenko and Blackledge 2004: 14). Thus,
identities deployed in interactions are understood as performative, fluid and dia-
logically co-constructed rather than fixed and predetermined. At the same time,

1 See also: https://www.hf.uio.no/multiling/english/projects/flagship-projects/multifam-family
-language-policy-in-multilingual-transcultural-families/


http://www.hf.uio.no/multiling/english/projects/flagship-projects/multifam-family-language-policy-in-multilingual-transcultural-families/
http://www.hf.uio.no/multiling/english/projects/flagship-projects/multifam-family-language-policy-in-multilingual-transcultural-families/

DE GRUYTER MOUTON What’s in a name? =—— 337

these micro identities, which are situationally occasioned and negotiated in inter-
actions, are also discursively embedded, i.e. discourses provide the terms and
linguistic means of identity construction and link them to certain recognizable
social personas (such as e.g. a teacher, a husband, an immigrant, etc.), which I
will refer here to as macro identities. This conceptualization of identity strives, on
the one hand, for a close engagement with micro level of interaction, and, on the
other hand, for deepening the understanding of how the local relates to the glo-
bal, i.e. societal discourses and ideologies. (cf. De Fina & Georgakopoulou, 2011).

This relationship between the local and the global can be understood through
the lens of indexicality (Silverstein, 1979, 2003), which denotes the conventiona-
lized relationship between certain linguistic forms and social meanings (Jaffe
2016; Ochs 1993). Bucholtz and Hall (2005: 593), in their discussion of principles
for the study of identity, propose the mechanism of indexicality as fundamental for
interactional constructions of identities. In particular, according to Bucholtz and
Hall (2005: 594), identities are constituted through several indexical processes,
which could be summarized as follows: 1) overt categorization and labeling, 2) im-
plicatures about own and other’s positioning, 3) stances towards ongoing talk, in-
teractional footings and participant roles, 4) use of linguistic means associated
with particular personas/groups. These indexical processes link the micro identity
constructions achieved through the situated use of particular means of meaning
making to the larger aspects of the social world, i.e. macro identity categories.

As noted by Lanza (2012: 287), “narratives provide a window to the study of
identity”. Indeed, the intersections of narrative and identity have been explored
by various scholars from many different angles, the two main traditions being:
autobiographical and conversation-analytic/ethnomethodological one (De Fina
2003). Within the first paradigm, the focus falls on the processes of (re-)construc-
tions of the self, often understood as processual and reflexive, in retellings of
personal experiences (e.g. Brockmeier & Carbaugh 2001; Mishler 2004). In the
second paradigm, identity is seen as primarily relevant and emergent in interac-
tions (e.g. Antaki and Widdicombe 1998; Wilkinson and Kitzinger 2003). The pro-
cesses of identity negotiation are often understood here as interactional attempts
to ascribe, assume or reject certain identity categories. In this paradigm, identities
are fleeting, situationally-occasioned and context-dependent, with virtually no
relevance outside of the given interaction.

In this article, the focus of analysis is two-fold. On the one hand, close attention
is paid to the interactional moves aiming at certain identity claims (micro-identi-
ties). On the other hand, Ilook at how through the local interactional identity con-
structions the speakers position themselves vis-a-vis larger societal discourses (cf.
also De Fina & Georgakopoulou 2011; Lanza 2012). Taking into consideration the
larger societal discourses is of particular importance when studying migrant narra-
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tives. As De Fina notes, while narrating stories, people respond not only to the im-
mediate interactional context but also to socially circulated stories and images:

Thus, when immigrants present certain images of themselves or apply definitions to others,
they are often reacting to what the media, or other social actors say about them. Their stories
are often designed to counter negative images or to incorporate commonly held prejudice
about competing groups. Interactional negotiations about identity cannot be explained
without reference to these external voices. (De Fina 2003: 30)

De Fina points here to the fact that local identities are tied to and defined within
the larger social and cultural formations, such as beliefs and ideologies about
particular groups or categories of people. Thus, through narrating their stories,
interactants can claim, reject, challenge or question the social identities (macro
identities) and their embedded indexicalities, typically associated with certain
groups in societal discourses. This is also where local identity negotiations pro-
vide insights into the extra-situational power-relations at play in a given context
and illustrate how certain identity options may be more valued than others (see
also Pavlenko and Blackledge 2004; Lanza 2012). In that sense, narratives are also
useful sites for investigating the constructions and representation of group iden-
tities (cf. De Fina, 2006).

The current study investigates the identity constructions of a Polish migrant
in Norway in his narration of a post-migration name change and is committed to
tracing the connections of the identities constructed by the interviewee in situ to
larger discourses and ideologies circulating in the society. The analysis of the
narrative focuses on how the focal participant positions himself (and/or others)
in the name-change story, appealing simultaneously to larger societal discourses
on Polish migrants in Norway.

4 Participants, methods and data

The data for this study were collected as part of a larger project investigating mul-
tilingualism among transnational Poles in Norway through interviews, online
data collection and language portraits (cf. Obojska 2017, Obojska 2018, Obojska
2019a, and Obojska 2019b). The present article focuses on data generated during
interviews with one family consisting of a mother, a stepfather (both in their mid-
thirties at the time of data collection) and a 13-year old son. The family picked the
collective pseudonym Norwegiophiles for the purposes of the study. In addition,
each of the family members chose an individual pseudonym for themselves.

At the time of data collection, the family was living in a small town in the Oslo
area. The Norwegiophiles did not all arrive in Norway at the same time. The step-
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father, Mikael, came to Norway with his mother at the age of 12 and had been
living in Norway for 23 years at the time of the data collection. After some time in
Norway and negative experiences at school, Mikael decided to change his Polish
first name Michat into its Norwegian equivalent. The mother, Patrycja, arrived in
Norway one year prior to data collection in order to live with Mikael. Jerzy Jan,
Patrycja’s teenage son, arrived several months after Patrycja in order to start mid-
dle school in Norway. Jerzy Jan’s name was also modified after his arrival in Nor-
way by adding the more international middle name Jan to his Polish first name
Jerzy. The family first intended to change the boy’s name completely, however,
the state official handling the case rejected their application. After some negotia-
tions, however, the official agreed to add the middle name.

Mikael has a degree in business and marketing and was a successful business
consultant at the time of the data collection. His responsibilities consisted mainly
in facilitating cooperation between Norwegian employers and Polish employees.
Patrycja has a degree in journalism and worked as a communication specialist
back in Poland. After migration to Norway, she could not find a job in her profes-
sion and started working at a warehouse in the local grocery store. Nevertheless,
Patrycja was very enthusiastic about the immigration to Norway, hoped to find a
job in the media after learning “enough Norwegian”, and at the time of data col-
lection had a blog on which she shared details of the family’s new life. Patrycja’s
son, Jerzy Jan, went to the local middle school and was a keen basketball player.

The interview took place at the participants’ home on a weekday afternoon
and took altogether a little over 2 hours. Patrycja and Mikael were interviewed
together, which created a rich interactional environment during the interview.
Jerzy Jan was interviewed on his own with the caregivers present in the house
after he came back from his basketball training. At the time of the data collection,
both Patrycja and Mikael were envisioning their future life in Norway. Jerzy Jan
was considering either staying in Norway or emigrating to the USA to pursue a
professional career in sports. In the interview, the Norwegiophiles reported to
speak Polish at home. However, they also reported on having plans to switch to
using Norwegian at home as soon as possible. Speaking Norwegian at home was
supposed to facilitate Patrycja and Jerzy Jan’s learning of the language . Patrycja
admitted that it was mainly due to her that the family still spoke Polish at home,
as she had difficulties in expressing herself in Norwegian.

The participants were given a choice to do the interview in Polish, English,
Swedish and Norwegian or a combination of all these languages. All the family
members chose Polish as the language of the interview, however, they also used
Norwegian words and expressions at their convenience. The interview topics in-
cluded the participants’ experiences related to migration and multilingualism.
The interview guide was followed flexibly in order not to disrupt the flow of con-
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versations. The Language Portrait method (Busch 2016 and Busch 2017) was used
at the beginning of the interview to encourage the participants’ reflection on their
linguistic repertoires. The interview excerpts quoted in this paper were not di-
rectly inspired by the language portrait activity but occurred later on in the inter-
views. The interview provided rich data covering a range of topics related to the
participants’ migration trajectories, current and future language practices and fa-
mily multilingualism. However, due to purpose and scope of the present article,
in the remaining sections I will focus on the data relevant to the name change
decisions of the participants.

5 Analysis

In this section I focus primarily on Mikael’s identity negotiations in the name-
change narrative that occurred in the interview. First, as a background to the ana-
lysis of Mikael’s name-change narrative, I outline the social identity category Pole
that was constructed by the Norwegiophiles in the interview. I propose to consider
this identity category as a field of indexicality (Jaffe 2016) associated with particu-
lar signs and values and discuss it in relation to wider societal discourses on Pol-
ish migrants in Norway. Thereafter, I delve into the analysis of Mikael’s identity
negotiations as occasioned in the interview excerpt, in which he recounts his
name change decision.

5.1 Pole as a field of indexicality

The social identity Pole that emerged in the interview can be treated as what Jaffe
(2016) calls a field of indexicality, i.e. a grouping of “linguistic and semiotic vari-
ables associated with a particular social object”. In particular, throughout the in-
terview the Norwegiophiles positioned Polish people in Norway as indexed by a
range of signs including: types of occupation, social status, linguistic repertoires,
income, etc. These signs are exemplified by the three interview excerpts below.

Excerpt1

Patrycja: [...] Ja zostatam dobrze przyjeta. Norwedzy mocno doceniajq fakt, ze sie prébuje
by¢ niestatystycznie takim nieklasycznym Polakiem uciekajgcym od Norwegii. Faktycznie jak
widzq trzy stowa po norwesku, widzq uSmiech i takq otwartos¢ do nich, to: oni tez sq otwarci
w zamian. Wiec jakby tez rozumiem czasami, powiem szczerze, nawet teraz pracujqc na tym
magazynie i widzqc te starsze roczniki Polakéw, co sq tu lat nascie, to sq takie ja sie Smieje
takie cwaniaczki spod kantoru, ktére w pewnym momencie pouciekaly z tej Polandii i uczq



DE GRUYTER MOUTON What’s in a name? — 341

tych Norwegéw stéw nie zacytuje (.) Y: no to ich traktujq tak. Dobrzy sq do roboty, dobrze
robiq i tak dalej.

Patrycja: [...] I was received well. Norwegians appreciate a lot that you try to be a non-statis-
tical non-classic Pole who runs away from Norway. In fact if they see [hear] three words in
Norwegian, see a smile, openness towards them so then they are open in return. So some-
times I also understand, to be honest (.) like now I am working in this warehouse and I see
the older generations of Poles that have been here for several years. These are these, I say
jokingly, these little slyboots from in front of the exchange office who at some point escaped
that Polandia and they teach these Norwegians words I am not going to cite. U:m so they are
treated like (.) they are good for hard work, they work fine and so on [...]

In Excerpt 1, Patrycja creates two contrasting images of Poles in Norway, which
we can dub here after her the classic Pole and the non-classic Pole. Patrycja clearly
aligns with the non-classic Pole, who learns Norwegian, is enthusiastic and open
towards the Norwegian society. This image is set against the implicit construction
of the classic Pole who, by contrast, rejects the Norwegian society and values and
does not learn the language. This implicit construction is complemented by a vi-
vid and humorous representation of classic Poles working together with Patrycja
in the warehouse. Here, the classic Pole gets some additional attributes: it is a
person who has been in Norway for a longer period of time and is a somewhat
dubious (and funny) character.

The shady and comical persona of a classic Pole is constructed through the
image of cwaniaczki spod kantoru ‘little slyboots from in front of the exchange
office’ who flee Poland and come to Norway to teach Norwegians Polish swear
words. The image of the little slyboots from in front of the exchange office is taken
most likely from the Polish media, which every now and then report on the cases
of small criminals who prey on naive potential clients of exchange offices by of-
fering them very good exchange rates only to cheat on them. Interestingly, Patryc-
ja not only distances herself from the classic Poles but also from Poland by refer-
ring to the country through the humorous neologism as Polandia. In Patrycja’s
narrative both classic and non-classic Poles do menial jobs in Norway but are
supposedly treated differently by Norwegians. The classic ones, according to Pa-
trycja, are mostly seen as fit for little more than hard work. The non-classic ones,
herself included, are treated by Norwegians with openness. In Patrycja’s account
the classic Poles are the dominant type in Norway, while the non-classic ones are
an exception.

Excerpt 2

Mikael: [...] Jesli ktos porozmawia z norweskim stolarzem albo norweskim malarzem, no to
przypuszczam, Ze on nie jest wniebowziety. A jesli sie porozmawia kto$ na wyzszych stanowis-
kach typu biurowych np. co Polacy mu remontujq dom za 100 koron na godzine, to jest wnie-
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bowziety. Ze ktos ma sprzqtaczke z Polski, co tez mu sprzqta dom za jednq tam dziesigta ceny.
Tez jest wniebowziety.

Mikael: if somebody talks to a Norwegian carpenter or painter then I suppose they are not
over the moon. But when you talk to somebody who has a higher position, working in an
office, and for instance Poles renovate his house for 100 crowns an hour, then he will be over
the moon. And if somebody has a cleaner from Poland who cleans his house for one tenth of
the price, then he is also over the moon.

In Excerpt 2, Mikael talks about Norwegians’ attitudes towards Polish migrants
and by doing so also attributes specific indexicalities to the field Pole. In Mikael’s
account, Poles are mostly cast as a cheap labor force in Norway, whose competi-
tive prices are a worry for local manual workers and a bargain for Norwegian
clients. Mikael’s account also typifies traditional Polish gender roles: the renova-
tion workers in his utterance are males (Polacy), whereas the cleaner is a female
(sprzataczka).

Excerpt 3

Mikael: [...] Kiedys za obcokrajowca sie uwazato po prostu Norwegéw z péinocy. To byla jak
gdyby taka klasa, klasa jak gdyby, to byli uchodzcy i Norwedzy z pétnocy. Wiasnie byli wysmie-
wani, wszedzie sie z nich wtasnie nabijali. No i Szwedzi. Tak Szwedzi to byli kiedys Polacy, ta
jak teraz na budowach, to kiedys byli Szwedzi.

Mikael: [...] some time ago people considered Norwegians from the North to be foreigners.
This was a kind of a class, a kind of class (.) well these were refugees and Norwegians from
the North. They were laughed at. Everywhere people mocked them. And the Swedes. Yeah,
the Swedes used to be Poles before. Like now at the construction sites (.) it used to be
Swedes.

In Excerpt 3, Mikael reflects on the changes in the perceptions of foreignness in
Norway and constructs Poles as the new strangers. In this account, the division
between the hegemonic majority vs. minority and the unequal distribution of
power comes strong to the fore. The minorities are the odd ones, the ridiculed
ones and the ones who do the heavy work. In the historical development sketched
by Mikael, the former minorities seem to get absorbed in the majority group after
some time, while new minorities emerge. At the moment, in Mikael’s account, it is
the Poles who occupy the undesirable, low-prestige, minority position.

While it is beyond the aim and scope of this paper to analyze the above ex-
cerpts in full detail, they give a good sense of the sort of indices the field Pole is
populated with in the Norwegiophiles’ accounts. These indices correspond largely
to the wider societal discourses on Polish people in Norway, including both scho-
larly and media representations (see Section 2 above). More specifically, these in-
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dices include: lack of competence in Norwegian, doing (hard) physical work, low-
wages, low-prestige, minoritized social status. Of course, the excerpts above are
as much about ‘Poles’ as they are about ‘Norwegians’ and, in fact, stress the divi-
sions between the two groups. Here, we are touching upon minority/majority re-
lations and the questions of power, ideology and inequality. Golden and Lanza
(2013: 309-310) note that privilege in terms of access to social and linguistic re-
sources is linked to power. In the Norwegiophiles’ accounts, the social identity
category Pole is a disempowered one, characterized by low social and linguistic
capital. Norwegians, on the other hand, are constructed as a majority, holding
economic and symbolic power. Against this backdrop, I will now turn to the ana-
lysis of the name-change narrative of the focal participant.

5.2 Mikael’s name change

In the interview excerpt below Mikael, Patrycja and I jointly orient to his name-
change after his arrival in Norway. The excerpt starts with Mikael recounting the
ways he is positioned by his colleagues at work, which serves as a springboard for
the name-change story. As it will be evident below, Mikael’s narrative is charac-
terized by certain disfluencies and an apparent lack of clear, logical structure.
According to Gee, (2011: 162) it is a typical characteristic of “deep narratives”, in
which people attempt to make sense of life experiences and important concerns.
These kind of narratives often lack logical consistency, as people tend to focus in
them on the theme they are trying to explore and develop rather than on the struc-
ture and coherence of the form. The informal character of the interview with Nor-
wegiophiles may have encouraged the production of this kind of narrative by Mi-
kael, as the interview guide was not followed strictly and instead a natural flow of
conversation was preferred.

Excerpt 4

1. Mikael: jestem czasami przedstawiany jako polak, czasami jako norweg, réznie to jest.

I am sometimes introduced as a Pole, sometimes as a Norwegian, it differs.
2. Maria: mhm
3. Mikael: [Itak samo norwedzy réznie na przyklad <podchodzq>

And the Norwegians for instance also <approach differently>
4.  Maria: <a ty jak sie> przedstawiasz?

<and you how> do you introduce yourself?

5. Mikael: wiesz co nie wiem. (.) no jak sig przedstawiam?

you know I don’t know. (.) Well how do I introduce myself?
6. czy ja wiem jak sie przedstawiam?

not sure how I introduce myself?
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7.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.
18.

19.

20.

21.
22

23.

24.

Patrycja:
Maria:
Patrycja:

Mikael:

Maria:

Mikael:

Maria:
Mikael:

Patrycja:
Mikael:

Mikaelem jestes. (.) juz Norwegiem.
You are Mikael. (.) a Norwegian already.
Mikaelem? Powiedziates <Mikael jak przysztam>!
Mikael? You said <Mikael when I came>!

<tak (.) no oczywiscie>

<yes (.) of course>
Ok (.) no ja tu zmienilem sobie imig.
Ok (.) well I changed my name here.
bo kiedys na przyktad nie bylo takie normalne (.)
because before it wasn’t so normal for example (.)
jak Polakéw nie bylo tutaj duzo, no to Michat tez (.)
when there were not so many Poles here, so then Michat as well (.)
jak gdyby takie przedrzezniania w szkole, jakies inne takie rzeczy
so some kind of mocking at school, some other stuff like that
tak?
Yeah?
tak. skonczyly sie tym, ze ja podjqtem decyzje (.)
Yes. It resulted in me taking the decision (.)
po co sobie bede utrudniat zycie?
why should I make my life harder?
mhm
po prostu dopasuje sie bardziej do sytuacji.
I will adjust more to the situation
I sobie po prostu, nawet w zwyktym CV,
And just, even in a simple CV,
jezeli ktos chce wystaé CV,
if somebody wants to send a CV,
mhm
to juz na samym poczqtku po prostu
So at the very beginning simply
ktos y: ja sobie wlasnym imieniem podcinam noge,
somebody u:m with my own name I trip myself up
tak naprawde w wejsciu.
Right at the very entrance.

In lines 1-3 Mikael talks about his co-workers’ perceptions of his nationality.
Using the passive voice jestem przedstawiany ‘I am introduced’, he reports on how
other people at times position him as a Norwegian and at times as a Pole. Re-
counting these attributed perceptions is also an act of positioning on Mikael’s part
and an indirect claim of a blurred Polish-Norwegian identity. This claim sparks
my question in line 4, in which I challenge Mikael to make an explicit identity
claim. This challenge causes some confusion on Mikael’s part in lines 5-6. He
expresses his uncertainty (and perhaps also discomfort and/or reluctance to ex-
plicitly position himself as either a Pole or a Norwegian) through the repeated use
of the negated epistemic verb wiedzie¢ ‘to know’, frequent pauses, repeated inter-
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rogatives and rising intonation at the end of his turn. In line 7, Patrycja steps in
and explicitly positions Mikael as a Norwegian. At the same time, she makes an
indexical link between the norwegianized form of the name ‘Mikael’ and the
name-bearer’s Norwegian ethnicity. In the light of the overall indexicalities of the
fields Pole and Norwegian, as emerged in the interview, this move is significant as
it casts Mikael in the role of the empowered member of the Norwegian majority.

In my next turn in line 8, I remember that Mikael indeed introduced himself
using the Norwegian form of his name when I arrived and through my exclama-
tive contribution, I reinforce the identity ascribed to Mikael by Patrycja. In an
overlapping turn in line 9, Patrycja aligns with me using the emphatic affirmative
phrase tak, no oczywiscie ‘yes, of course’ and thus further strengthens Mikael’s
positioning as a Norwegian. In response, Mikael accepts this identity by the affir-
mative ‘OK’. This fragment illustrates well the co-constructed character of identi-
ties in interviews — the participants’ identity claims are always situated in con-
crete interview interactions and are thus affected by the contributions of the other
interactants. Lanza (2012) made a similar point in her analysis of a Filipino mi-
grant’s identity constructions, in which she showed that the participants’ con-
structions of empowered identity were substantially supported by the interviewer
and the research assistant.

In line 10, using active voice Mikael asserts that he changed his name after
arrival in Norway and claims an agentive identity for himself. As noted by Ahearn
(2010), agency in language can be encoded in two ways: grammatically and
through meta-agentive discourse, i.e. talk about one’s own and others’ actions,
the attribution of responsibility for events and the representations of decision-
making processes. These two levels are often intertwined, and se indeed, Mikael’s
agentive identity claim in line 10 is encoded on both levels: grammatically,
through him being both the syntactic subject and semantic agent of the sentence,
and discursively, through stressing Mikael’s initiative and responsibility in the
name-change process.

In line 11-12, Mikael sketches the context for the name change alluding that in
the past Norway was not a multicultural country and foreign names, like his own
Polish one, Michat, were markers of differentiation. In line 13, he gives an explicit
reason for the name change - instances of bullying at school. His narrative is
briefly interrupted by my expression of surprise tak?, which invites Mikael to share
further details. In line 15, Mikael makes the causal relationship between the in-
stances of bullying and his decision to change his name explicit. Interestingly,
although it is clear from the context that Mikael was the victim of bullying, most
likely staged by the students belonging to the Norwegian majority, his contribu-
tions in line 11-13 lack personal pronouns and specific designation of semantic
agent and patient roles. This may suggest Mikael’s reluctance to assume the victim
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position. Indeed, in line 15, he switches back to the use of the first person pronoun,
claiming his own responsibility and agency in the name-change decision.

In lines 16 and 18, Mikael quotes his inner speech and further explicates the
rationale behind the name change, this time making an implicit connection be-
tween having a foreign name and making one’s life ‘harder’. Here, the name-
change decision becomes a survival strategy, allowing Mikael to blend in (‘adjust
to the situation’). In lines 19-24, he goes even further and, through the unconven-
tional use of the idiom podcina¢ komus nogi ‘trip somebody up’, constructs for-
eign names as obstacles potentially limiting one’s chances on the job market.
Usually, the phrase expresses a semantic agent-patient relationship and may
mean ‘make somebody fall’ or ‘make somebody fail’. Here, Mikael uses the phrase
in a reflexive way, making himself both the semantic agent and patient, and
implying that by carrying a foreign name he would contribute to his own social
failure.

In her study of undocumented Mexican immigrants’ narratives, De Fina
(2003) found that stories in which ethnic identification plays a role are usually
built around a common structure: an antagonist performs some kind of an aggres-
sive action against the narrator, who himself is constructed as not able to react.
Mikael’s narrative does not conform to this structure, although in the interview
excerpt the identity categories Pole and Norwegian are made relevant. In Mikael’s
story, the instances of bullying are recounted in nominal phrases (takie przedrzez-
niania w szkole, jakies inne takie rzeczy), in which the perpetrators are not given
any particular persona, although we may infer that they were in fact majority stu-
dents. This also allows Mikael to avoid casting himself as a victim. Instead, he
assumes an identity of an agentive individual capable of reacting and undertak-
ing counter-actions, such as a name-change.

6 Discussion and conclusions

Mikael’s name-change decision as recounted in his narrative is interwoven pri-
marily with his lived experiences of migration. In the name change story, Mikael
constructs two identities. The first one, associated with the Polish name, is an
identity of a disempowered, bullied and marginalized migrant, rejected by the
members of the majority. In Mikael’s account, this identity belongs to the past ard
as well as the episodes of discrimination he experienced at school. Mikael dissoci-
ates himself from this identity by constructing an opposing one — that of an agen-
tive decision maker who launches his own name change and who thereby gains
access to social resources. Al Zidjaly (2009: 178) notes that agency is inseparable
from power, as the capacity to act lies at the core of the ability to exert power.
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Thus, through the meta-agentive discourse on name-change, Mikael constructs a
powerful identity for himself in the story world.

However, Mikael made identity claims not only in the story world but also in
the interview world. In order to understand these, it is necessary to consider the
indexicalities of the social identity category Pole that emerged both in the inter-
views with the Norwegiophiles and in societal discourses in Norway. As noted in
section 2, Poles tend to be represented in Norwegian media as low-paid, easily
exploited physical workers with limited linguistic repertoires (see also Dyrlid
2018). A similar image is also constructed in the academic discourse (see e.g. En-
gebrigtsen et al. 2017; Friberg 2011; Friberg and Eldring 2011; Torvatn and Petter-
sen Buvik 2011; Guribye et al. 2015). These indexicalities were reproduced to a
large extent by the Norwegiophiles in the interview (see Section 5.1). Hence, the
identity category Pole as both constructed in the interview and in societal dis-
courses is characterized by a lack of power and prestige, a marginalized social
position and a limited access to symbolic and economic resources.

In this context, Mikael’s lack of alignment with this identity category and
aiming at an in-between identity at the beginning of Excerpt 4 are not surprising.
Importantly, Mikael does not make any explicit claims of a Norwegian identity
either. On the one hand, this could have been influenced by the particular inter-
view situation, in which Mikael was interacting with Patrycja and the researcher
both of whom identified as Polish. On the other hand, it could signal Mikael’s
claim of a hybrid, Polish-Norwegian identity. Initially he avoids self-categoriza-
tion and reports instead on the shifting Polish-Norwegian identities ascribed to
him by others. When confronted with my question on his self-categorization, he
expresses uncertainty and shows reluctance to explicitly position himself as either
a Norwegian or a Pole. This could be a sign that Mikael perhaps experiences a
conflict between the two identities. However, he did not verbalize this tension at
any time during the interview and seemed to be content with being positioned as
a ‘Norwegian’ by Patrycja. In any case, the ascription of a Norwegian identity to
Mikael was first jointly constructed by Patrycja and I (see above). Only thereafter
it was ratified by Mikael himself.

In Mikael’s narrative, the name change brings about a change in the macro
identities available to him. Before the name change, he was the ridiculed misfit
with an unusual name. The new name creates opportunities for more neutral,
majority identities and fitting in (the way Mikael is positioned by Patrycja at the
beginning of the excerpt attests that the name change did open up the desired
majority identity for him). Thus, the old Polish name is constructed in Mikael’s
account as a marker of differentiation, an index of foreignness, a barrier to social
and economic mobility, and as a kind of stigma. These representations resonate
well with the research findings on name-change practices of migrants in Sweden.



348 —— Maria Obojska DE GRUYTER MOUTON

For example, (Khosravi 2011) found that Muslim migrants who changed their
names in Sweden saw the ethnic names as obstacles to employment and career
progress, and linked them to instances of discrimination. Similarly, (Bursell 2012)
showed that her participants changed their names to avoid discrimination in re-
cruitment processes and to gain social recognition.

In Mikael’s story the catalyst for the name change is his school experience in
Norway and the desire to fit in. Interestingly, the initial experiences of mocking
and bullying at school were also recounted as the main reason for the name
change of Patrycja’s son, Jerzy Jan. Research on the inclusion of Polish children
in Norwegian schools revealed that Polish children and their problems are largely
“invisible” from the perspective of Norwegian educators and school administra-
tors. This is partly due to the presupposed “common European background and
values”, partly due to the children’s “European looks” and partly due to parental
efforts to make their children “fit in” (Weerdahl 2016). In Waerdahl’s study the
efforts of the Polish parents mostly concentrated on ensuring that their children
had the same kinds of school supplies, accessories and clothes as their Norwegian
peers. In case of Jerzy Jan, the name change decision was initiated by the care-
givers and can thus be seen as an extreme example of the parental efforts aiming
at minimizing the differences between Jerzy Jan and his majority peers.

The name changes in the family are very much in line with Norwegiophiles’
overall orientation towards Norway and the Norwegian society. In the interview,
all family members expressed positive attitudes towards Norway and stressed
their willingness to integrate. The family’s enthusiasm for Norway and the Norwe-
gian society is well captured by the pseudonym they chose for the study: Norwe-
giophiles. The pseudonym was originally proposed by Patrycja and immediately
accepted by the other family members. It suggests the family’s strong alignment
with Norway as an imagined community (Anderson, 1991). Anderson’s term ima-
gined community stems from his work on nationhood and nationalism. According
to him, nations are imagined communities as its members never get to know most
of their fellow-members, however “in the minds of each lives the image of their
communion” (1991: 6). Thus, imagining their future lives in Norway, the Norwe-
giophiles see themselves as connected to other members of the Norwegian society
across time and space. This alignment was also stressed in the family’s projected
future life, in which they would speak Norwegian at home and continue living
and working in Norway. In this context the Polish names may be understood as
parts of the participant’s multilingual repertoires, which they plan to shed as they
become members of the Norwegian imagined community.

Norton (2013) argues that in the context of migration imagined communities
are inherently linked to imagined identities. More precisely, the imagined com-
munities of belonging provide enhanced opportunities for future identities. Con-
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sidering the indexicalities of the identity category Pole discussed above, the Nor-
wegiophiles’ alignment with the Norwegian imagined community and the inher-
ent empowered, majority identity options is hardly surprising. So is shedding the
indices of the undesirable identity, i.e. the Polish names. In this context the name
modifications in Norwegiophiles’ family can be seen as attempts to secure belong-
ing to the desired community and access to the desired identities.

The above analyses suggests that migrant identity constructions need to be
considered against the participants’ lived experiences of migration, larger societal
discourses and against participants’ constructions of belonging to imagined com-
munities. Mikael’s account of the name-change brings to the fore the instances of
mocking at school as the catalyst for name change decision. A close analysis of
his identity constructions in the story world and in the interview world shows that
the identity claims he makes aim at dissociating himself from the powerless, stig-
matized position of a migrant, in which he was cast at school. At the same time,
his interactional identity constructions position him as an empowered and agen-
tive individual. If we follow De Fina (2004) and consider migrants’ narratives to
be not only responses to the immediate interactional context but also to the wider
social context, then Mikael’s account can be seen as a reaction to the images of
Polish migrants circulating in the Norwegian societal discourses. Through the
name change story, Mikael rejects the default identity of a Polish migrant and
claims the right to more powerful identity options.

These more powerful identity options, however, have their source in wider
societal discourses, too. As noted already in 2012 by Lanza, in spite of Norway
enjoying an image of a liberal and open country with generally positive attitudes
towards migration and diversity, there have been some sentiments of social rejec-
tion of people with immigrant background. These can be based on the migrants’
ethnicity (see e.g. the debate on the ‘ethnic Norwegian’ as discussed in Lane 2009
or section 2 for more examples) and/or linguistic repertoires. For example, a re-
curring theme in the Norwegian public discourse have been the necessity of mi-
grants’ learning the Norwegian language and getting socialized in the Norwegian
culture in order to successfully integrate in the society. In order to encourage this
kind of a ‘successful integration’, the Norwegian right-wing parties have even put
forward solutions like cutting the social welfare to migrants who do not master
the language within 5 years after settling down in the country or regulating the
maximum number of minority language speakers in kindergartens. It is worth
noting that by shedding the indices of ‘Polishness’ and opting for the more neu-
tral ‘Norwegianized’ identity, Mikael responds to this discourse on migration by
aligning with the premises of ‘successful integration’ and blending in. Thus, his
agency is realized through and constrained by the identity options offered in the
discourses available to him at the moment of speaking. Notably, his response to
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these discourses in the name-change story perpetuates to a large extent the sche-
matic representations of group identities applied to ‘Poles’ and ‘Norwegians’.

Although the name changes in the Norwegiophiles’ family cannot be used to
generalize about the experiences of all newcomers to Norway, the case does raise
a few general questions about the power relations, identity formation and integra-
tion processes in multilingual and multicultural societies. Pavlenko and Black-
ledge (2003: 3) note that identity “negotiations” are logical outcomes of situations
where some identities are “more equal than others”. These negotiations become
more apparent in settings where certain linguistic resources and identity options
are more valued than other ones. In the Norwegian setting, the identity options
linked to the category Pole are associated with low social capital and agency, thus
becoming less desirable than the empowered majority identity options. In this
study, Mikael responded to these inequalities by resisting the identity category
Pole and engaging in a construction of an alternative identity in the interview. In
Mikael’s narrative, this struggle for more power and equality represented an im-
portant part of his name-change decision. The decision itself can be viewed as a
move aiming at a full majority belonging and integration into the Norwegian so-
ciety. This makes Mikael’s case fall into a common pattern in migration experi-
ences of many. As noted by Kalocsanyiova (2019), although the rhetoric of inte-
gration often presents it as a two-way process of accommodation between the
newcomers and the host society, in reality the ultimate responsibility for a suc-
cessful adjustment falls on migrant individuals themselves. Bringing experiences
of migrants such as Mikael and his family to light, could contribute to raising
awareness among members of the majority society and, hopefully, to more social
justice and equality in multicultural and multilingual settings.
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