
Beneath the waves of nationalism: How ordinary people living in Norway 

(re)produce the nation in everyday life 

Candidate: Mette Strømsø, Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO) and University of Oslo 

The scope of this thesis is on the dynamics and mechanisms of how ordinary people living in 

Norway produce and reproduce, uphold and make sense of the nation in everyday life. In other 

words, the emphasis is placed on that which happens beneath the waves of nationalism. The 

analogy of the wave is often deployed when referring to nationalism, by academics, politicians and 

the media alike. Yet, the waves are understood as the upsurge of populism and right-wing 

extremism, drawing on an understanding of the nation as an exclusive socio-spatial entity. A study 

of ordinary people’s everyday lives, however, helps challenge fixed and biased conceptualisations 

of the nation as it offers a more nuanced picture than the one created in public debate. Hence, this 

thesis is a contribution to the scholarship on everyday nationhood. 

By recognizing the increasingly complex nature of individuals living within a shared national 

space, here Norway, this study has strived to not reproduce nationhood in the research design. To 

this end, self-identification and membership to the nation is treated as an empirical question and 

the sample of research participants have been recruited without deploying so-called objective 

criterions of national belonging, e.g. citizenship, birthplace, ancestry or race. 

This thesis is built on two datasets taking ‘ordinary’ people as their point of departure. By 

‘ordinary’ I imply that the research participants were interviewed as individuals with unique 

intersections of identity-markers, not as representatives of a profession or a group, e.g. national, 

ethnic, religious. Dataset I consists of 60 semi-structured interviews with individuals between 20 

and 86 years. Dataset II consists of 289 school essays written by pupils aged 16-18 at six upper-

secondary schools and 33 focus-group discussions. The two datasets overlap as they are conducted 

in the same localities. They also complement each other as they are built on different methods, but 

more importantly, they contribute with a generational perspective on nation and migration-related 

diversity. 

Four articles form a major part of the thesis. From different vantage points, they engage with three 

ongoing discussions within the scholarship of everyday nationhood; spatiality, agency and 

migration-related diversity (ethnic, racial, religious). The emphasis on these three discussions is 

the result of the grounded and abductive approach to data collection and subsequent analysis. 

The first article disentangles the relationship between individuals’ perceptions of nationhood and 

their everyday experiences, unveiling potential inconsistencies between them. As a result, the 

article argues that when boundaries of nationhood are (re)produced they are clear and 

unambiguous. Yet, the inconsistency of boundary-making in everyday life, both within and 

between individuals, helps blur these very boundaries. 



The second article (co-authored with Marta Bivand Erdal) examines how youth experience and 

(re)produce the nation and its boundaries in everyday life. It does so by interrogating the 

unpredictable encounter that is the first impression, and it unveils how relationality may trump 

visibility in terms of (re)producing boundaries of nationhood. Yet, at the same time, it underscores 

how the relationality of the nation can be exclusive as much as inclusive in everyday life. 

The third article examines parents’ reflections on choice of neighbourhood for where to raise their 

children. An entry point which help make explicit the otherwise implicit assumptions about who 

belongs where; to the nation, the neighbourhood or otherwise.  The article unveils how nation and 

diversity coexist as both contradictory and intertwined as the parents draw on multiple 

temporalities – past, present and future – of an imagined community in these reflections.  

The fourth article demonstrates the centrality of the act of contributing in Norway, and how it 

provides a potential ‘admission ticket’ to belong to the everyday nation. Given their migration 

background (internal, international, or lack thereof), the participants reveal their motivations and 

desires for contributing thus unveiling how they respond to the demands and expectations from 

different positions of ontological (in)security at different geographical scales. 

In virtue of these four articles, this thesis provides some insights in terms of the dynamics and 

mechanisms of how nationhood is (re)produced in everyday life. First, the study maintains that all 

individuals are inconsistent in their relationship to the nation as much as to other members of that 

nation. Second, all individuals living within a shared national space – regardless of their 

background – help produce and reproduce, uphold and contest the boundaries of nationhood in 

everyday life. And third, intentionally or not – and with time – this (re)production helps change 

notions of normality regarding who and what is recognised as belonging to the nation. Thus, this 

study contributes to the scholarship on everyday nationhood by exploring (re)productions of 

nationhood through a temporal perspective, which also includes the future. 


