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“Because we are people from the same region,  
we are from the same country,   

we do share the same mentality as a Middle Easterner” 
Informant #024

ABSTRACT
This paper examines individual experiences of regional dias-

pora consumers and how they combine to produce a transnational 
consciousness and belongingness in the marketplace. In-depth inter-
views with Middle Eastern diaspora identify five emotions to con-
struct a transnational imagined Middle Eastern world through three 
elements of re-enactment. Implications for marketing are discussed.

INTRODUCTION
In the wake of globalization migration has risen sharply, re-

sulting in large diasporic consumer groups who possess cultural 
identities distinct from their host country and maintain powerful 
attachments to their home culture (Fernandez et al., 2011; Takhar 
et al., 2012). As the quote above indicates, individuals can imag-
ine themselves as belonging to a transnational community and home 
culture that extends beyond their national origin. For example, Maha 
may originate from Yemen, yet living in Australia can connect to 
a sense of imagined home through media from the greater Middle 
East region. Her consumption of television programs from Egypt, 
foods from Lebanon, and imported brands from Turkey all serve as 
mediators of a shared consciousness and belongingness to a transna-
tional Middle Eastern world. Understanding the consciousness and 
belonging of growing diasporic communities like in Maha’s case 
is important because these connections are a known determinant of 
consumer’s lifestyle and consumption practices (Vadakepat, 2015; 
Figueiredo, 2015; Cappellinim and Yen, 2016). 

However, while a growing body of marketing and consumer re-
search examines the nature of individuals originating from a national 
homeland, to migrate and settle in another location (Mehta and Belk, 
1991; Kumar and Steenkamp, 2013), the specific ways through which 
consumers engage with these experiences to construct their transna-
tional experience have not been directly studied. As such this research 
adopts a transnational view of regional diaspora consumers and how 
their experiences combine transnationally (Figueiredo and Uncles, 
2015; Chelekis and Figueiredo, 2015). That is, how individuals from 
separate national homelands enact strong connections to an imagined 
community of people who feel belonging to the same region, despite 
not being born in the same country. Understanding transnational com-
munities such as the Middle Eastern diaspora is important in marketing 
because they reflect large consumer segments that need to go beyond 
an emotional connection to their national homeland to cultivate a sense 
of shared consciousness and belonging at a higher, transnational, level 
(Craig and Douglas, 2006; Cayla and Eckhardt, 2008).

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
In this paper we draw from Appadurai’s (1990; 1996) theoreti-

cal insights on globalization, transnational identity and self-imagin-
ing to better understand the sense of consciousness and belonging of 
regional diaspora and how their individual experiences combine to 
construct transnational connections. This corresponds with Ander-

son’s (2006) concept of ‘imagined communities’, whereby various 
commercial mediums (i.e. books, cinema, brands) allow individuals 
who may never meet to ‘imagine’ themselves as being part of the 
same group. Prior literature in consumer research has highlighted 
the importance of imagined communities for transnational brands 
and those targeting ethnic markets (Cayla & Eckhardt, 2008; Wu et 
al., 2013), but has not discussed how consumers create and main-
tain emotional bonds with these imagined communities. Adopting 
the Australian-Middle Eastern community as a research context, our 
aim is to understand how the sense of consciousness and belonging of 
Middle Eastern diaspora’s help foster a Middle Eastern imaginary.  

Prior research in consumer research has recently taken increased 
interest in diasporic communities as consumers (Takhar et al., 2012; 
Dey et al., 2017). Many of these studies focus on how forms of media 
can speak to a diaspora by conveying a sense of national imagined 
community. For example, Takhar et al., (2012) examined how Bol-
lywood films from India conveyed a sense of Indianness to Indian 
diaspora in the UK, including reaffirming pride in Indian heritage 
and reinforcing family values. From an acculturation standpoint, Dey 
et al., (2017) investigated the lifestyle and cultural identity of South 
Asian diaspora communities in Brittan and ways individuals exhibit 
multiple cultural identities between their respective national origin 
and place of living. However, these existing studies are inadequate 
for understanding how individual experiences of a regional diaspora 
combine to establish a sense of shared consciousness and belonging 
to a transnational community. Cayla and Eckhardt (2008) come close, 
having explored how brand managers contribute to creating a shared 
belonging and consciousness in the Asian region by placing emphasis 
on the globalization of Asia and market-mediation work performed by 
brands. But, their study focuses on the material produced by brands, 
and therefore does not provide insight into how the transnational 
imagination is emotionally experienced, which is surprising given the 
amount of work relating emotional experience with a sense of belong-
ing and collective consciousness (Cova and Cova, 2002; Gentile et 
al., 2007). Hence, this paper builds on these prior constructs by focus-
ing specifically on how the emotional experiences of a diverse Middle 
Eastern diaspora helps create a sense of transnational belonging and 
consciousness to a Middle Eastern imaginary. 

METHODOLOGY
Our study took a phenomenological approach (Moustakas, 

1994) to understand the individual experiences of Middle Eastern 
diaspora and how they combine as a transnational imagined com-
munity. We conducted semi-structured in-depth interviews (Belk et 
al., 2012) ranging from 35 to 95 minutes with 30 individuals (12 fe-
male) from diverse countries in the Middle East living in Melbourne, 
Australia. Informants were selected based on being first generation 
migrants that self-professed to maintain connection with their home 
culture at some level. Informants originated from various homelands 
in the Middle East, including Iran, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Yemen, 
United Arab Emirates, Lebanon, Egypt, Turkey, Iraq and Morocco 
and had lived in Australia for less than 10 years. Prior to each inter-
view, informants were asked to take photographs of items in their 
possession from their homeland that held particular significance to 
them. During interviews, questions were asked regarding the in-
formant’s experiences with the stimuli depicted in the photos. Data 
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analysis involved an iterative reading strategy to develop a holistic 
understanding of each interview transcript (Thompson et al., 1989). 
The first author identified significant statements yielding insight into 
how the sense of consciousness and belonging of each individual’s 
experience combined as transnational. Statements were then triangu-
lated with the second and third authors and subsequently categorized 
into themes (Spiggle, 1994). 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
From our interviews with Middle Eastern diaspora, we found 

the transnational experience manifests as a double consciousness 
(Du bois, 1903) in reverse, which we call ‘commingled-experience’. 
Double consciousness is an established concept in social philoso-
phy that refers to the inward “twoness” experienced by African-
Americans because of their racialized oppression and devaluation 
in a white-dominated society. In the commingled-experience, the 
twoness is not necessarily oppressive; instead it expresses itself as 
a capacity to be aligned both with a national culture and a trans-
national imaginary. In this sense, the term ‘commingled’ functions 
as a metaphor for describing how the individual experience of a 
diverse regional diaspora blends as Middle Eastern consciousness. 
Having an understanding of the role of emotions in fostering these 
commingled-experiences is important as it can help brands serve as 
an emotional and experiential platform for diverse diaspora groups 
to maintain transnational ties to an imagined regional homeland. 
Thus, we shift the focus of the analysis to emotions constituting the 
commingled-experience of a transnational imaginary, and the spe-
cific re-enactment components by which they exist. 

The data analysis revealed five emotions that help create a sense 
of transnational belonging and consciousness to a Middle Eastern 
imaginary. The emotions were identified as: 1) inclusion (belonging 
and kinship); 2) affinity (rapport and like-mindedness); 3) nostalgia 
(longing for what was lost); 4) comfort (contentment and eased ten-
sion) and 5) loyalty (commitment and support). Each emotion does 
not follow any ordered hierarchy and thus may at times overlap and 
intertwine. In their experiences, these emotions emerge through 
three elements. The first element, atmospherics, performs emotions 
of the transnational imaginary via sensory representations. The sec-
ond element, understandings, performs emotions of the transnational 
imaginary by re-enacting social comprehension and cultural values. 
The third element, activities, performs emotions of a transnational 
imaginary through the re-enactment of behaviours and everyday 
tasks. Since the Middle East takes imaginary form and is not a giv-
en, these elements of re-enactment become necessary, as Sökefeld 
(2006) points out that people need to be mobilized through certain 
events and practices to construct these imaginings (See Figure 1). 

Atmospherics
The first element to re-enact the transnational imaginary is at-

mospherics, which have previously been discussed as representa-
tional ‘cues’ composed of “any component within an individual’s 
perceptual field that stimulates one’s senses” (Milliman and Fugate, 
1993, p.68). These cues may include temperature, noise, decoration, 
and scent, to name a few. Atmospherics are important in consumer 
research for creating value perceptions (Schmitt, 1999), and opera-
tionalizing pleasure and arousal (Babin and Dardin, 1995). In our 
interviews, informants described experiencing different emotions to-
ward the Middle Eastern imaginary, such as inclusion, through sen-
sory forms of representation. For instance, a female respondent from 
Saudi Arabia felt personal sense of belonging and kinship to patterns 
and other design elements embedded in the visual aesthetics of an 
Australian fashion brand (Table 1, Quote A). Note she describes her 

experience with the brand’s visual aesthetics as representative of the 
person she is and her own life story. While she had previous experi-
ence with the designs from Saudi Arabia, their material presence on 
the brand mobilized a sense of kinship to a transnational identity 
beyond her national origins, such as the greater ‘Arab’ communi-
ty. In addition to fostering inclusion, several informants expressed 
emotions of loyalty to a transnational imaginary through re-enacted 
experiences with atmospheric representations in diaspora. For ex-
ample, an Iraqi man shared his experience visiting a Turkish mosque 
in Australia (Table 1, Quote B). Observe how the mosques unique 
architecture and design creates a strong sense of commitment and 
loyalty to return there even though it is not convenient, due to certain 
atmospherics from another nation helping to mobilize a transnation-
al connection akin to his homeland. These findings on atmospherics 
help contribute to our understanding of sensory consumer experi-
ences (Gentile et al., 2007; Schmitt, 1999) by showing how different 
national forms of representation can use material similitude to lever-
age emotions associated with the transnational imaginary.

Understandings
The second element to re-enact a sense of Middle Easternness is 

understandings, which have been described as “discourses, cultural 
tropes, or value systems” (Woermann and Rokka, 2015, p.1498) com-
prehended through social interaction. Understandings are important 
for activating shared knowledge (Gupta, 2008) and reflecting cultural 
values of intended audiences (Zubcevic and Luxton, 2011). Our in-
formants described experiencing emotions such as comfort within the 
Middle Eastern imaginary as emerging from re-enacted ways of com-
prehending their commingled-experience. For example, a Yemeni in-
formant describes how being in the company of others from the Mid-
dle East community makes living in diaspora easier (Table 1, Quote 
C). Notice here that he was able to experience a sense of comfort 
and eased tension through having common understanding through 
his interactions with other Middle Eastern nationalities such as Iran 
and Kuwait. Informants also experienced emotions of affinity to the 
transnational imaginary as re-enacted through shared understandings. 
For example, a Moroccan informant spoke about the ‘Angry Arab’ 
persona, saying it helped him connect and build a sense of rapport 
and like-mindedness with an Iraqi friend living in Australia (Table 
1, Quote D). Here we see the ‘Angry Arab’ persona extends beyond 
any one specific nation, being transnationally acknowledged and un-
derstood. There is a level of comprehension and ‘getting one another’ 
that mobilizes this sense of affinity to an imagined community that 
goes beyond his own country. While atmospherics provide sensory 
experiences through material forms of representation, understand-
ings are more phenomenologically experienced being intellectually 
and socially transmitted through interaction. Hence, understandings 
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help contribute to furthering Gentiles et al. (2007) cognitive and re-
lational components of consumer experience concerned with think-
ing process and social relationships (Woermann and Rokka, 2015) by 
demonstrating how shared forms of comprehension can help re-enact 
commingled-experiences of a transnational imaginary. 

Activities
The third element to re-enact the emotions of a Middle Eastern 

imaginary is activities, made up of actual behaviours such as tasks 
performed by someone like preparing dinner or putting on clothes 
(Dayal et al., 2013). In consumer research, such activities are de-
scribed as practical acts of doing things, and are known to be impor-
tant for enhancing user experiences (Gentile et al., 2007) and better 
understanding behavior (Brakus et al., 2009). In our interviews, infor-
mants described experiencing commingled emotions such as loyalty 
to Middle Easternness through the re-enactment of particular tasks 
from their homeland. For example, an informant from Jordan detailed 
his morning ritual (Table 1, Quote E). Here the informant expresses 
loyalty to Turkish coffee, discussing it as giving a feeling of ‘home’ 
despite his homeland being Jordan. Many of our informants from 
around the region described similar situations where they prepared 
things like coffee in similar way. Informants also discussed experi-
encing emotions of nostalgia to a transnational imaginary (Rahman 
and Cherrier, 2010). For example, a Turkish informant talked about 
her love for visiting stores that allow her to cook familiar foods and 
purchase items from the greater Middle East region (Table 1, Quote 
F). You will notice here that items such as ingredients and cups allow 
her recreate a sense of home that was lost in diaspora that extend 

beyond her home nation. While atmospherics provide sensory ex-
periences through ways of representing and understandings provide 
phenomenological experiences through ways of comprehending, ac-
tivities tend to be more practical and based on everyday tasks and be-
haviors (Gentile et al., 2007, Brakus et al., 2009). Activities help con-
tribute to understanding of the pragmatic and lifestyle components of 
consumer experiences by showing how the Middle Eastern imaginary 
can be mobilized through shared behaviors.

IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION
Two significant implications stand out. First, our findings ex-

tend current knowledge of diaspora marketing by explaining com-
mingled-experience, a concept specific for helping cultivate the 
double consciousness of the transnational imagination. For example, 
the experiences of individuals from diverse nations in the Middle 
East may be able to combine to produce a sense of belonging and 
kinship (inclusion) to a larger Middle Eastern community through 
elements of re-enactment such as certain decorations and other at-
mospherics used in store environments. Second, by examining how 
the individual experiences of regional diaspora allow them to think 
beyond their own nation, without rejecting their national cultures, 
this research contributes toward a better understanding of diasporic 
consumer experiences in the global marketplace. Even more specifi-
cally, understanding the transnational imagination of migrant con-
sumers like the Middle Eastern diaspora helps advance prior work on 
transnational consumption (Bardhi et al., 2012), because it reveals 
the role of shared material designs, understandings and activities in 
helping instil emotions that support the transnational imaginary. Ad-

Table 1: Findings
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ditionally, this study can also contribute to the literature in customer 
experience (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016) by adding extra layers of un-
derstanding to the creation of transnational experience of diaspora 
consumers. However, due to limited space we could not develop this 
line of research further. 

This paper has investigated how the consciousness and belong-
ingness of individuals from a Middle Eastern diaspora can connect 
to produce commingled-experiences of Middle Easternness outside 
the Middle East. We identified five distinct emotions in the commin-
gled-experiences of a transnational imagined Middle Eastern world 
that are performed through three elements of re-enactment. Explana-
tions of each finding helps to benefit prior work in diaspora market-
ing (Kumar and Steenkamp, 2013) and transnational consumption 
(Bardhi et al., 2012) by showing how the commingled-experiences 
of diaspora co-create the transnational imagination. 
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