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Abstract
Friendship is increasingly drawing attention as a concept used to explain the variety of ways in which
migrants develop and sustain local and transnational relations. The advantage of this approach is its
focus on social capital and those ‘sustaining and inspirational aspects’ of friendship that contribute to
shaping different aspects of mobile individuals’ lives (Conradson and Latham, 2005, Friendship net-
works and transnationality in a world city: Antipodean migrants in London. Journal of Ethnic and
Migration Studies 31(2): 301), instead of interpreting migrant sociality and urban conviviality in super-
diverse conditions in terms of ethnic communities. At the same time, the focus on friendship sug-
gests the contingent and nuanced character of these close social ties. Drawing upon an ethnographic
case study of a group of young Russian-speaking migrants from post-Soviet countries and their social
relationships in a London bar, this article explores the role of friendship in a migrant group located
within a particular physical and social space. The place served as an important social junction, and its
Russian-speaking network of bartenders and regulars was a source of friendly support and empower-
ment for its members, helping them confront feelings of marginality. However, close and intimate ties
were also at times connected with power relations, reflecting social divisions and the reinforcement
of ethnic/national stereotypes regarding those excluded from this social network. This article high-
lights that friendship encompasses a diverse and dynamic range of inclusionary and exclusionary prac-
tices, and discusses how migrant sociality can be negotiated through these practices.
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Introduction

Friendship is increasingly drawing attention
as a concept used to explain the variety of ways
in which migrants develop and sustain local
and transnational relations. The advantage of
this approach is its focus on social capital and
those ‘sustaining and inspirational aspects’ of
friendship that contribute to shaping different
aspects of mobile individuals’ lives (Conradson
and Latham, 2005: 301), instead of interpreting
migrant sociality and urban conviviality in
super-diverse conditions in terms of ethnic
communities. However, the focus on friendship
suggests a contingent and nuanced character
of these close social ties that may include a
range of inclusionary and exclusionary prac-
tices accentuating power relations, social divi-
sions and ethnic boundaries.

Drawing upon an ethnographic case
study of a group of young Russian-speaking
migrants from post-Soviet countries and
their social relationships in a London bar,
this article explores the role of friendship in
a migrant group located within a particular
physical and social space. It starts with a
brief theoretical overview, introducing
friendship as a unique object for research. It
explains how this concept fits into analyses
of migrant sociality and helps avoid the lim-
itations of approaching it through the ‘eth-
nic lens’. Here, the concept of friendship is
established as non-instrumental and trust-
based, but not always constructive. The
methodological section includes a description
of the ethnographic approach I employed
throughout fieldwork in the bar, and is fol-
lowed by presentation of the empirical results
of my fieldwork. I explore the role of friend-
ship for young Russian-speaking migrants,
the ‘groupness’ that it creates, but also the
boundaries and distinctions that routinely
emerge and are sustained in the bar space,

and the power relations that are at play
there. This suggests a complex image of
migrants’ friendship ties, which is an intricate
reflection of migrant sociality.

Approaching friendship

Arguments against the essentialising of
migrant communities as groups (Brubaker,
2004; Glick Schiller, 2008) call for focusing
on the relational aspect of migrant ethnicity,
instead of taking social cohesion based on
ethnic ties for granted. Recent research in
the field of migration studies and transna-
tionalism (Bunnell et al., 2012; Conradson
and Latham, 2005; Morosanu, 2013) tends
to focus on contemporary migrants’ social
relationships as dynamic, local and transna-
tional; controversial in terms of providing
support and social capital; differing in terms
of strength of connections; and as not lim-
ited to ethnic or national community ties.

Until recently, friendship has been a rela-
tively marginal concept in the social sciences
(Bunnell et al., 2012). Migration research in
particular has addressed different topics
concerning social connectivity – social capi-
tal, cohesion, ties and networks (Hall, 2011;
Putnam, 2007; Ryan et al., 2008; Soehl and
Waldinger, 2010) – but friendship rarely
emerges as a separate research topic. Being
closely connected to these concepts, friendship
emerges as a particular kind of relationship
that has a strong but understudied impact on
the lives of mobile individuals. Within migra-
tion scholarship, it has started to receive men-
tion as an individual kind of relationship
(Bunnell et al., 2012; Conradson and Latham,
2005; Kennedy, 2007; Morosanu, 2013; Ryan,
2011, 2015; Tsujimoto, 2016; Walsh, 2009).

Conradson and Latham (2005) argue that
friendship amongst highly-skilled New
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Zealand migrants in London plays a central
role in organising and giving content to their
mobility, stressing how these bonds shape
people’s movements. Friendship networks
have been presented as relevant for research
on mobility and transnationalism because
they have important affective qualities, are
not limited to bonds of kinship or neigh-
bourhood (Conradson and Latham, 2005;
Wellman and Wortley, 1990) and are ‘more
fluid and less spatially bounded’ (Bunnell
et al., 2012; Killick and Desai, 2010). In
addition, they cannot be reduced or equated
to ethnic or national ties. These are relation-
ships that work across space and time as
‘globally spanning affective ties’ (Tsujimoto,
2016), and inform much of contemporary
migration.

Social ties instead of ethnic
communities

While speaking about migrants and their
social networks as communities, care should
be taken so that the term ‘community’ is
used heuristically. This means, according to
Brubaker (2004: 11), attending to ‘groupness
as a contextually fluctuating conceptual
variable’, contrary to taking ‘groups’ for
granted as idealised collective actors. Not all
members of a presumed ‘community’ feel
solidarity towards one another (Levitt, 2001:
13; Ryan, 2015). Social groups are charac-
terised by their divisiveness and hierarchical
attributes, increasingly so in the conditions
of super-diversity (Vertovec, 2007). Glick
Schiller has been arguing for moving beyond
the ‘ethnic lens’ that obscures the diversity
of migrants’ relationships, and ‘rejecting the
unquestioning use of the ethnic group as the
primary or exclusive unit of study and anal-
ysis in migration research’ (Glick Schiller,
2008; Glick Schiller and Cxağlar, 2006).
Presuming that migrant communities are by
definition bound together risks ignoring the
complexity of relations that connect

migrants within local and transnational
spaces. As observed by Kennedy (2007:
366), the close interpersonal relationships
established by migrants have the potential to
challenge national boundaries, make friend-
ships exist ‘partly outside and beyond previ-
ous boundaries and [.] call into question
the very possibility of their existence even as
imagined entities’.

In this regard, relatively recent research
on East European migrants in the UK1 has
been inspirational. These studies focus on
social networks and relationships, and
approach them as dynamic, diverse and con-
troversial, often not limiting their focus to
compatriots or co-ethnics. Many recent
studies distinguish ethnic ties from social
connectivity, and critically disentangle the
nuanced character of ethnicity in addition to
the different strengths, uses and values of
social ties (Datta, 2009; Garapich, 2012;
Morosanu, 2013; Ryan, 2011; Ryan et al.,
2008). Relationships with ‘others’ are an
important part of this discourse. Datta
(2009) looks at East European construction
workers and their interaction with ‘others’ in
London, seeing their cosmopolitanisms as
‘neither a cultural project, nor just a survival
strategy, but a complex mixture of cultural,
ordinary, banal, coerced, and glocalised cos-
mopolitanisms that are enacted under differ-
ent spatial circumstances of interaction,
subjective positioning, and physical proxim-
ity’. Ryan, who in her study of Polish
migrants utilises the concepts of social capi-
tal, bonding and bridging ties,2 criticises the
oversimplification in the use of these con-
cepts that results in using ethnicity as a
means of distinction between types of rela-
tionships. She calls for paying more atten-
tion to the ‘the relationship between the
actors, their relative social location, and
their available and realisable resources’
(Ryan, 2011: 707). Morosanu stresses the
complications of sustaining ties both ‘here’
and ‘there’ in a study of Romanians in
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London, argues against overestimating the
role of ethnicity and emphasises the frag-
mented practice of migrant social lives.
Writing about the close and lasting connec-
tions which contradict migrants’ negative
generalisations about home countries and
co-ethnics, she explores ‘soul friendships’
which are ‘based on long-term engagement,
frequent interaction, shared experiences and
affectivity, and have minimal ethnic ground-
ing, showing that the role of ethnicity should
not be readily assumed’ (Morosanu, 2013:
353).

Social networks and relationships are sus-
tained by migrants locally and across bor-
ders; they are dynamic and malleable.
Migrant sociality does not have to be and is
not directed only at compatriots. At the
same time, ethnicity cannot be completely
discarded as irrelevant. The focus on friend-
ship responds to the need for detailed
research of the complexity of migrant social
networks, and such research has to pay
attention to social positions and resources,
as well as the affective qualities of social
interactions.

Friendship as a non-utilitarian
relationship

In research on the nature of sociality, the
issue of instrumentality is often central. The
works of Durkheim and Tönnies describe
the opposition within societies between
organic and mechanic solidarity, or
Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft, where the
former represent ‘traditional’ forms of inter-
personal relationships and the latter suggest
rationalised, exchange-like relationships
(Calhoun et al., 2005). Simmel (1949: 54)
regarded sociability as a largely idealistic
process, an ‘art or play form of association,
related to the content and purposes of asso-
ciation in the same way as art is related to
reality’.

A strand of more recent research that has
contributed significantly to the development
of social network analysis (Fischer, 1977;
Wellman and Wortley, 1990) drew upon
social exchange theory and quantitative
measurements to suggest that individuals
associate with each other because they gain
profit from their associations. Anticipation
that the association will be rewarding is the
basis of mutual attraction. Fischer supports
the choice-constraint model as an explana-
tion of interpersonal relationships as choices
made with limited alternatives and resources.
‘Network capital’ has been approached in
the social sciences as making resources avail-
able through interpersonal ties, including
emotional and material aid, information,
companionship and a sense of belonging
(Wellman and Frank, 2001). Social networks
have been a common topic for migration
research that stressed their influence on
migration-related decisions, providing infor-
mation, resources and emotional support
(Boyd, 1989; Ryan, 2011).

In contrast, in this article I draw upon an
understanding of friendship as a relationship
that cannot be reduced to an exchange-
based relationship, or just emotional attach-
ment. Bourdieu (1998) is also ambivalent in
this regard. He acknowledges the economic
side of sociality, claiming that people do
describe everyday exchanges as friendship,
because the act of designating them as such
supports the network of informal exchange
of goods and services. However, friendship
also becomes ‘a place where interest, in the
narrow sense of the pursuit of equivalence in
exchanges, is suspended’ (Bourdieu, 1998:
65). Boltanski (2012) stresses the refusal to
exercise critical capacity in regard to rela-
tionships. Authentic friendship (agape) can
develop when the participants of the rela-
tionship do not rely upon the anticipated
reaction of their companions ‘either in the
material form of objects or in the immaterial
form of requited love’ (Boltanski, 2012:
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112). Boltanski and Thévenot (1999: 361)
write that in the ‘ordinary course of com-
mon action’ people use their abilities to cal-
culate in order to criticise. However, in the
affective regime of coordination (which can
be used to describe friendship), ‘persons
actively cooperate in the process of shoving
the equivalencies aside in order to render
difficult the cumulating and calculation
operations which are required to blame and
criticise’ (Boltanski and Thévenot, 1999:
362). According to this approach, the con-
scious denial of the pragmatic or exchange-
like implications of friendship is authentic
friendship.

Friendships do not exist as a given: they
‘require – and may even be defined in terms
of – active, ongoing and necessarily recipro-
cal work’ (Bunnell et al., 2012: 494). Trust is
one of the key elements of close friendships
(Cronin, 2014; Pahl, 2000). These relation-
ships provide social support and make up
much of the social capital people use to deal
with daily life, seizing opportunities or
reducing uncertainties. Pahl underlines the
importance of friendship-based solidarity,
claiming it can help support the increasingly
fragmented social structure (Pahl, 2000: 11).
However, not all community ties are suppor-
tive (Wellman and Frank, 2001; Wellman
and Wortley, 1990). This has also been
empirically demonstrated by migration
research (Hellermann, 2006; Menjı́var, 2000;
Morosanu, 2013; Ryan et al., 2008).

Friendship may be regarded as a relation-
ship providing shelter in the face of external
threats. In his study of late Soviet friendship,
Shlapentokh (1989: 218) writes: ‘all other
things equal, the lower the sense of security
among people and the weaker their confidence
in the future, the more intense and vital are
interpersonal relationships’. Due to the Soviet
state’s collective surveillance and discipline,
friendships seemed to possess subversive quali-
ties and to bond people together through trust
(Kharkhordin, 2009; Shlapentokh, 1984).

Kathiravelu (2012) argues that friendship is a
coping strategy helping migrants to alleviate
the burden of living in a highly controlled,
stratified, ‘uncaring place’. Using the work-
place environment as an example, Cronin
(2014) interprets friendship as a ‘safe space’
that builds upon trust and enables more open
emotional interaction. This understanding
resonates with the creation of specific intersub-
jective spaces in stressful and uncertain condi-
tions. This idea may be bridging the
experiences of migration and the practices and
dynamics of friendship. Indeed, migration
does not universally become an easy route for
many individuals, despite the globalised and
increasingly interconnected world. Friendship
may become an opportunity to protect oneself
from the tensions and insecurities of the post-
migration world, and provide the necessary
network capital through social support. At the
same time, friendship may be connected with a
possible increase in social divisions, exclusive
relationships, mistrust, fragmentation of social
ties and reinforcement of ethnic or national
stereotypes.

Friendship in the migration context can
be interpreted as a relatively small-scale,
trust-based and calculation-free informal
relationship that may be ambiguous in terms
of its supportive and divisive qualities. It has
the potential to influence people’s mobility
and everyday lives as migrants who engage
in and flexibly negotiate their social connec-
tions while living in a global city. As a next
step, I will present an empirical case study of
friendship among young post-Soviet
migrants in a ‘Russian bar’ in London,
exploring how migrants’ lives are negotiated
through these practices in this social context.

Bar ethnography as research
process

I spent over six months in 2009 conducting
ethnographic research on routine social
interactions in a bar. Ethnography involves
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studying ‘groups and people as they go
about their everyday lives’, where the core
activities of the researcher comprise ‘first-
hand participation in some initially unfami-
liar social world and the production of
written accounts of that world by drawing
upon such participation’ (Emerson et al.,
1995: 1). This approach allowed me to observe
how Russian-speaking migrants3 practice
friendship in ‘natural settings’. The bar ethno-
graphy was also part of a bigger study explor-
ing the complexities of migrants’ friendships in
a super-diverse city, as manifesting dynamics
and differences that retain some ethnic,
national and sociocultural embeddedness yet
that cannot be fully accounted for by explana-
tions of common background or transnational
connectivity (Malyutina, 2015).

The place where that research took place4

was not an explicitly Russian bar, with neu-
tral décor and ‘European’ cuisine and drinks.
The owner was Russian, and most of the
staff were from former Soviet countries, as
were a large group of regular visitors – ex-
bartenders, friends of the staff and friends of
friends, most of them in their 20s. Their
countries of origin included Belarus, Latvia,
Lithuania, Moldova, Russia and Ukraine.
Most of them were in low-skilled occupa-
tions. Some had a university degree from the
country of origin. Some were studying in
London and combining it with work. At the
time of my research, a few people working
there were illegal migrants. The labour con-
ditions could be considered precarious: peo-
ple could work overtime, and admitted that
they were paid less than the UK minimum
hourly rate.

Being a Russian-speaker from Russia
has, I believe, shaped my experiences of
fieldwork and had an impact on getting
access, establishing rapport and maintaining
relationships with informants. At the same
time, this ethnography demonstrated that
neither commonalities of language, nor eth-
nic or national origin can ensure trustful

relationships and eliminate insider/outsider
issues or a power imbalance resulting from
the intersecting aspects of difference. This
has prompted an approach to potential ethi-
cal dilemmas that is grounded in concerns
about researcher positionality and a need
for reflexivity (Malyutina, 2012).

My informants were aware that I was
doing research on the bar. Mostly, they were
friendly and curious about my work, and
had no objections to me coming to the bar,
talking to them and taking notes. A snow-
ball recruitment technique worked well in
these conditions.5

In the course of this fieldwork, I observed
and spoke to people about working in the
bar and its visitors, but my primary interests
were the social relationships taking place. I
looked at routine interactions between the
owner and staff, among bartenders, between
staff and customers and among customers.
The participatory nature of my research
allowed me to take part in these mundane
interactions. I usually spent several hours in
the bar once or twice every week. Most com-
monly, I came on Friday evenings, when the
bar was open till late and there was a chance
to see more Russian-speakers. I would nor-
mally sit at the bar, have a drink and chat
with the bartenders and other Russian-
speakers. I took fieldnotes, aiming to create
an ‘accumulating written record of these
observations and experiences’ (Emerson
et al., 1995: 1), and then analysed them.6

In a way, the experience of bar ethnogra-
phy was consistent with ‘friendship as
method’ (Tillmann-Healy, 2003) in the
development of research relationships. Both
fieldwork and friendship:

involve being in the world with others. To
friendship and fieldwork communities, we
must gain entrée. We negotiate roles [.], shift-
ing from one to another as the relational con-
text warrants. We may experience our ties as
developmental, passing through stages [.] We
navigate membership, participating,
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observing, and observing our participation
[.] We learn insider argot and new codes for
behaviour. As we deepen our ties, we face
challenges, conflicts, and losses. [.] One day,
finite projects—and lives—come to an end,
and we must ‘leave the field’. (Tillmann-Healy,
2003: 732)

I found the work of Spradley and Mann
(1975), a bar ethnography from a waitress’
viewpoint that demonstrates bar culture and
the informal establishment of power distri-
bution, quite inspirational for my case study.
I had a chance to observe the functioning of
the bar as a member of the network, aiming
for an ‘immersion in others’ worlds in order
to grasp what they experience as meaningful
and important’ (Emerson et al., 1995: 2).
Some insider aspects of the bar have been
disclosed to me. I have been to the ‘staff
only’ areas and helped the bartenders to turn
over the chairs at the end of the evening.
They offered me drinks for free, shared gos-
sip and jokes and occasionally let me hear
unpleasant comments about the owner, her
son and visitors. I followed the requirements
of ethnographic fieldwork in order to ‘share
first-hand the environment, problems, back-
ground, language, rituals, and social rela-
tions of a more-or-less bounded and
specified group of people’, gaining a richer
and more complex account of the studied
culture (Van Maanen, 1988: 3).

I found ethnography an effective way of
studying social life, because it attends to it
as constituted by ongoing and fluid pro-
cesses, and is sensitive to the emergence and
dynamics of meanings, understandings and
interpretations shared by the people
(Emerson et al., 1995: 4, 14). This sensitivity
allowed me to see friendship as a process,
not as a static picture. It was a way of devel-
oping critical accounts of migrant friend-
ship, sometimes through personal experience
of such relationships.

‘The meeting place cannot be
changed’

Bartenders said that many Russian-speaking
customers who happened to be in The Bar
for the first time noticed that the staff com-
municated in Russian, and initiated small
talk. A bar can be a place for lonely people
seeking company, understanding and sup-
port; the opportunity to speak a native lan-
guage can be seen as comforting. What
brought migrants together in the bar was
often described as a feeling of marginality
and loneliness, and an opportunity to escape
it for a while by talking to fellow migrants
who may share this feeling. The desire to
speak a native language might be a good
reason to come to The Bar, some of the
migrants told me when asked what brought
people there. Here, conversations were
started, acquaintances made, contacts estab-
lished and social groups shaped. Eventually,
friendships were developed.7

The Bar was usually referred to as a tra-
ditional meeting place, but its role went
beyond that. It was a place where encoun-
ters between Russian speakers occurred and
became meaningful, and friendship bonds
were established and sustained. ‘This is the
place where everybody meets’, said the
migrants. There was a cultural reference in
their narratives of meeting each other: The
meeting place cannot be changed, a name of a
popular 1970s Soviet TV series. The same
phrase was often cheerfully uttered by a
Russian-speaking migrant upon entering the
bar and seeing his/her companions inside:

Whenever you come to The Bar, you are very
likely to meet someone Russian.8 Even if
they are not friends of staff – it is very easy
to make acquaintances, I mean, everybody is
sociable and if they see you are Russian – it
is very likely that a conversation will occur.
(Nadya, 24)
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The Bar was a junction connecting a vast
and dispersed network of migrants. It was a
unique space in the geographies of the city
for a number of Russian-speakers. Non-
Russian visitors were the majority: they were
either tourists, or those who worked or lived
nearby. Although most of the Russian-
speaking regulars lived or worked relatively
far from the place, they frequently travelled
to The Bar. They found there something
they were not able to find in other spaces.
This probably could be a feeling of ‘home
from home’ (Mass-Observation, 1987: 133) –
a close relationship between the pub and the
drinker, a ‘state of affairs in which they are
part of an institution to which they belong,
like the members of a political organisation .
or a congregation to its church’. The Bar pro-
vided migrants with the feeling of belonging to
a community of friends, highlighting the role
of localised and situated sources of sociality,
and sharing a convivial environment (Ryan,
2015).

Working in The Bar was not simply a
job; it was a lifestyle. The social network,
which included Russian-speaking colleagues
and customers, was crucial for many barten-
ders. One former bartender called her past
experience of work in The Bar ‘almost a
whole life’, recalling her memories related to
the bar-based network. This community of
young post-Soviet migrants shared the feel-
ing of relatedness to the bar as a centre of
communication and support:

Nina [Belarusian bartender] has just finished
her shift and is sitting at the bar. She looks
tired; tells me that she is exhausted after work-
ing for three weeks without weekends and is
going to work like that for one more week.
Nina says that the week was very successful
for The Bar: at the beginning of the week they
were told that they had to make a certain
amount of money, and they have already done
it, although it’s only Saturday. She also com-
plains that ‘nobody ever says thank you’: the
bartenders have been working hard, but no
appreciation has come from the owner.

She continues: she never ever woke up in the
morning with a feeling that she didn’t want to
go to work. Although she works hard in a low-
paid job, despite the lack of gratitude, Nina
says she likes her job, primarily because of the
company and her friends who work here. I ask
about the support she receives from them. She
repeats they are the main reason she works in
The Bar.

She speaks about the owner again: ‘she knows
that not everyone will agree to work in these
conditions, so she forgives many things. For
example, we drink while working. Obviously,
she knows it, because she’s watching the cam-
eras. But sometimes we can’t work without it.
After working the whole day I feel that I do not
recognise people and do not understand what

they are asking for. In these cases, a drink helps’.

The precarious nature of work in The Bar
was widely acknowledged. In these conditions,
friendship emerged as a shared ‘safe interper-
sonal space’ that shaped people’s experiences
of the workplace context. Cronin (2014: 7)
describes these as ‘distinctive intersubjective
spaces in which people allow themselves to be
open with others, but also allow themselves to
be open to the emotions that are generated in
that space between friends’. This ‘safe space’
spread beyond workplace relations, because
the social network did not only include col-
leagues. This excerpt also demonstrates how
involvement in bar life was deprived of eco-
nomic rationality: instead, Nina stressed the
value of her close relationships despite the
lack of money or acknowledgement by her
employer. Friendship was presented as a non-
utilitarian relationship. The idea of The Bar as
a space to find company and compassion was
recurrent in the narratives of its regulars.

It was funny on Boxing Day, on December
26. It turned out that the majority of people
[Russian-speaking friends] left London, and
those who could not go home, naturally,
stayed here. Most of my friends left and I was
here completely alone. Everybody left, even
my flatmates. So, I could only go to The Bar
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and I went there. And all the people who were
sad and lonely came there that evening. There
were Russians sitting along the bar; just poor
sad people who could not go home due to
some circumstances, and very upset that they
had to celebrate New Year here. And they felt
better. Me too. [.] I remember there were
many of them sitting there, chatting, some
were working. And I liked that. I was happy
for them. (Nadya, 24)

Friendship with compatriots seemed to play
a special role for these young post-Soviet
migrants. It helped them cope with the feel-
ing of marginality in London, be it a result
of exploitation of their labour or a feeling of
loneliness. It fitted with the idea that friend-
ship is relevant to contemporary migrants,
because, in spite of globalisation trends such
as the development of international travel
and the increase in transnational lifestyles
and practices, migration is often a source of
problems and uncertainties. Friendship has
the potential of reducing stress and helping
people live through complications. However,
the role of ethnic, national or linguistic ties
is not as obvious as it may seem.

Affordances of Russian friendship:
Us and Them

Relationships with Russian-speakers and
with non-Russian-speaking Londoners are
negotiated in migrants’ everyday lives.
Friendship can play a protective and sup-
portive role; however, it may be employed as
an explanation for social distinctions.
Juxtapositions of Russian-speaking friends
with ‘others’ were common. Social interac-
tions taking place in The Bar involved not
only Russian-speaking bartenders and their
friends: the social space was an intersection
of various networks. The Bar was attended
by the Russian owner and members of her
family, some of the staff were non-Russian-
speaking and the majority of the visitors

were locals or tourists. Power relations were
also at play in The Bar, as demonstrated by
dialogues and interactions that routinely
took place. For example, relationships
between Russian-speaking and non-Russian
speaking staff could be described in terms of
friendly cooperation. However, the dichot-
omy of Us and Them was recognisable in
the Russian-speaking staff’s perceptions
within the working team. Utterances like
‘those guys’ and ‘non-Russians’ mark the
boundary defined by language and ethnicity/
nationality. This was evident even when per-
sonal qualities and workplace relations were
acknowledged:

The bar is closed, it’s 2 am. Katya [Belarusian
bartender] is sitting on a chair, having a drink
after work. She is speaking about John
[English bartender] who is somewhere in the
kitchen at the moment.
- I like him – although he is English, he works
like us, 50 hours a week! And he’s a nice
person.
John returns. Katya addresses him:
- John, I’m saying I like how you work!
Really, I enjoy working with you. If I were
offered a chance to work only with those who
I want, you would have been among these two
or three people.

Appreciation may be clear; but ‘you are like
us’ makes the distinction obvious. Katya’s
message transforms as she repeats it for dif-
ferent audiences: the distinction is in the
words directed at her Russian-speaking
interlocutors, and is absent in what she says
in English later to the other addressee.
Language becomes an instrument of power
relations (see Butler, 1997). Its use assigns
privilege to those who belong to the
Russian-speaking circle, and others are
excluded from it. To a large extent, this also
applied to relationships with customers: bar-
tenders could openly discuss those who they
didn’t like or who, in their opinion, did not
behave appropriately. They could swear or
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joke at them, unsuspected, and this was also
part of maintaining the informal hierarchy
established in The Bar.

The practice of joking is one of the instru-
ments which shows and reproduces the dis-
tinctions and power distribution. Spradley
and Mann (1975: 87–101) write about joking
relationships as a common feature of routine
interactions between members of staff,
focusing on the distribution of power roles
between genders. In their case, joking rela-
tionships, being intended to strengthen the
bond between workers at opposite ends of
the hierarchy, served to maintain the system
that kept female workers in an inferior sta-
tus. In The Bar, there was comparably little
difference between male and female barten-
der roles, but it was non-Russian-speakers
who became objects of collective joking
practices.

John and Anatoly [Latvian bartender] are
working, I am sitting at the bar with Sergey
[Latvian bartender who has just finished his
shift]. There are no new visitors, so John pours
himself a glass of water and leans over the
table behind the bar, sipping water and obser-
ving the bar. Sometimes he exchanges a few
phrases with Anatoly. But Anatoly speaks
with us more, in Russian. John goes to the
kitchen. As soon as he leaves, Sergey bends
over the bar and points at a bottle of Tabasco.
Anatoly pours some sauce in the glass, stirring
it. John returns. He leans over the table again,
takes his glass, takes a sip. Then a smile
appears at his face, he rapidly pours himself a
glass of water and drinks. The bartenders
burst out laughing. John is drinking milk from
a bottle, still smiling, not looking offended.

The presence of spectators is important for
this performance. Spradley and Mann (1975)
underline that a bartender will not tell any
jokes with sexual implications to a waitress
if there are only two of them at the bar.
Apparently, Anatoly would not have had
any intention or motivation to do anything
if other Russian-speakers had not been

sitting at the bar, observing his actions and
demonstrating implicit or explicit support
and approval. At the same time, the situa-
tion cannot be explained exclusively by eth-
nic or linguistic reasons: John was also a
relatively new employee, while Sergey and
Anatoly had been working together for a
longer time. He was not part of the informal
social network that existed in The Bar. As a
result of a combination of factors, a certain
distribution of power transpired in this par-
ticular setting, where inclusion and exclusion
were underpinned by both ethnic/linguistic
background and friendship patterns.

Russian-speaking clients were sometimes
distinguished from other visitors. Boundaries
between the roles of bartenders and custom-
ers were blurred when they were part of the
network of friends. Importantly, at the same
time, this did not automatically extend to
random Russian-speaking visitors. A ran-
dom visitor might engage in a longer conver-
sation in Russian with the staff. A friend, on
the other hand, might not be charged for his
drink, might be served long after the last call
and stay until closing time, taking part in
occasional drinking rituals with bartenders
after work. The conversations between a bar-
tender and a friend were personal, showing
the history of their acquaintance and the close-
ness of their relations. A bartender, in turn,
brought a much more personal attitude into
the process of his interaction with a friend.
Bartenders often provided their friends with
some privileges, like free drinks. Besides, if one
brought in a Russian friend who was unfami-
liar to the staff, most probably this friend
would get the same privileges. Gender was also
involved: by giving out free drinks, often fol-
lowed by flirting and sexual innuendos in con-
versation with female visitors, a bartender
exercised his power role in the bar, in terms of
both workplace and gender relations:

We come to The Bar with Zhanna. Anatoly
gives us two overly decorated cocktails for
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free, then another two. Nastya [Russian bar-
tender] passes by and sarcastically notes that a
mojito does not have to look like a flowerbed.
[.] Anatoly is bored, so he spends a lot of
time chatting with us. Every time somebody
stops in front of the bar, deciding whether to
go inside or not, he makes a tired face, bends
forward and grumbles something like: ‘Nooo,
don’t come in . Fuck!’. He swears a lot when
he speaks about work and customers. At the
same time, he is constantly trying to flirt with
Zhanna whom he sees for the first time.

Alcohol supported social interactions occur-
ring in The Bar, being an integral part of a
communication process. The practice of
drinking, as noted by Shlapentokh (1984:
226), is a special domain of friendship, a
‘social event in which people can release
themselves from various fears and troubles
and pour out their souls’. In The Bar alcohol
was one of the material indicators of infor-
mal relationships between members of this
group. While making a drink for a friend,
Russian-speaking bartenders got beyond
their professional role and became emotion-
ally involved in this interaction. Sometimes
it was alcohol that showed the distribution
of power and drew a boundary between
Russian-speaking regulars and others. One
of the most notable examples was an experi-
ence of being served after last orders, with a
few customers still there who were refused
when they asked for the same. The barten-
der told them that I had already paid for my
drink, while in reality I got it (and the previ-
ous ones) for free.

While relationships with Russian-speak-
ing friends can mitigate negative effects pro-
duced by migration, they might also
reinforce exclusions and social distinctions.
At the same time, relationships at The Bar
should not be interpreted only in ethnic
terms. They involved negotiating different
aspects of identity: gender, age, occupation
or co-worker status. Seeing the community
at The Bar as a network based upon ethnic

ties bears a risk of overestimating its bound-
edness and internal solidarity. The next sec-
tion of this article will concentrate on the
divisions among Russian-speakers.

Constructing distances among
Russian-speakers in the bar

Researchers of East European migration
(Eade et al., 2006; Morosanu, 2013; Ryan,
2011) discuss the closeness of relationships
that migrants have with some compatriots,
while simultaneously distinguishing these
from the wider ethnic ‘community’ and noting
the suspiciousness and mistrust that migrants
exhibit towards compatriots more generally.

What seemed to be a Russian-speaking
network of friends located at The Bar was
not all-inclusive. The bar owner’s 19-year
old son Volodya, who occasionally worked
in The Bar or came for a drink, although
being of Russian origin and only a few years
younger than the bartenders and their
friends, was in a different position in the bar
power hierarchy. A British citizen living in
London with his parents, he occupied a
higher position on the social ladder than the
other bartenders. Being the owner’s son was
one of the main reasons why he was excluded
from the network of friends, while his age
and perceived lack of maturity also mattered.
Volodya was probably more worried about
the reputation of the bar than any other bar-
tender, and demonstrated it. Once, a cus-
tomer who wanted to order wine asked for
advice. Volodya readily recommended him
some wine, delivering a whole speech describ-
ing its qualities, giving a detailed account of
its taste, pouring a little into a glass and offer-
ing it to try. This was the first time I saw such
service in this bar. Apparently, any other
Russian-speaking bartender would have
avoided the hassle and confined him/herself
to saying that the wine is good.

Volodya’s kinship provided him with
additional power resources, but also some
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resentment from staff. He presented a con-
stant threat of informing about the staff’s
inappropriate actions to the owner:

Met Nastya and Sergey in the bar. Anatoly
and Volodya are working. Someone told me
previously that Volodya had a habit of snitch-
ing to the owner on everything the staff did. If
he had not been there, Anatoly would have
given us drinks for free. Nastya and I go to the
shop, buy a small bottle of brandy, Anatoly
brings out 2 takeaway cups and they pour the
brandy in them. Then they close them with
lids, bring inside and sip like tea. It’s strong, so
they ask for Coke and pay for it. As soon as
Volodya leaves the bar for a minute, Anatoly
quickly gives Sergey a glass of Jagermeister
which looks like Coke. When the glasses are
empty, they go out, pour the rest from the bot-
tle into our glasses and return.

Anatoly depended on Volodya’s kinship-
based power while he was near – giving
drinks for free would have immediately been
denounced. But as soon as the surveillance
disappeared momentarily, Anatoly quickly
got rid of this control by doing an improper
action, thus performing the subversive part
of friendship. In this situation, Volodya was
on the opposite side of the barricades. His
Russian origin and language did not auto-
matically integrate him into this informal
Russian-speaking group, because his other
qualities could directly affect the position of
others and hence he could not be trusted. He
was clearly not a favourite: there were scornful
jokes told behind his back. In this case, jokes
served to integrate the community of Russian-
speaking bartenders further, and set a distance
between them and Volodya. Volodya, thus,
was in a kind of marginal position – actually
being a Russian-speaking bartender, but being
excluded from the informal Russian-speaking
community related to the bar.

Belonging to a friendship network is not
solely based on common origin and immi-
grant status: as suggested by Ryan (2015),

friendship networks’ homophily cannot be
narrowly defined by an ethnic lens, but rather
by fluidity and a multiplicity of shared identi-
ties that help forge links and build relation-
ships. Russian-speaking migrants demonstrate
the intersectionality of complex inequalities
based on multiple categories of distinction
(McDowell, 2008), including class, gender,
age and legal status, among others. These
parameters often serve as mechanisms of
inclusion and exclusion. Mutual ‘Russian-
ness’ played contradictory roles in The Bar: it
often prompted acquaintance and communi-
cation, and corresponded to some group
boundaries. It was expressed rhetorically in
cultural references, reflections on ethnic/
national stereotypes and racialised compari-
sons between perceived qualities of relation-
ships of Us and Them. At the same time,
‘Russian-ness’ was not enough on its own to
become a foundation for a friendship.

Friendly relationships are not disengaged
from ethnicity or linguistic commonalities;
however, they arise from a combination of
factors. The inner diversity within migrant
populations contributes to this. Friendship
can coincide with reinforcing boundaries
between co-ethnics and ‘others’, or between
bartenders, regulars and other customers.
Friendship can accordingly be part of power
relations, be it an exercise of power or an
attempt to subvert it.

Conclusion

In this article, I have concentrated on friend-
ship in a small community of young
post-Soviet Russian-speaking migrants fre-
quenting or working in a bar in London. I
drew upon an understanding of friendship as
an important affective relationship. Friendship
is flexible and less spatially bounded in com-
parison with kinship and neighbourhood rela-
tions, and has the potential of shaping
different aspects of mobility by its ‘sustaining
and inspirational aspects’ (Conradson and
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Latham, 2005: 301). Friendship is clearly a
valuable concept for migration research. The
limitations of the focus on kinship in many
studies of transnationalism, or the tendency to
look at migrant social networks through the
‘ethnic lens’, or the focus on ‘community’ and
‘neighbourhood’ (Bunnell et al., 2012) result in
the need to see beyond spatial, ethnic or cross-
border connectivity, and instead approach the
relationship per se.

In other words, this article’s calibration
of friendship as a relationship advocates a
focus on the dynamic, diverse and spatially
dispersed character of migrants’ social net-
works, grounding the analysis of migrant
sociality in actual relationships, and consid-
ering the contexts of interactions in terms of
resources and affective qualities (Datta,
2009; Ryan, 2011; Ryan et al., 2008;
Morosanu, 2010). It asserts that friendship
should be approached as a non-utilitarian
relationship that may be a source of social
support and strengthen social ties, and at
the same time may be combined with rein-
forcing social divisions and the (re-)drawing
of boundaries, including ethnic ones.

This ethnographic study of a bar-based
social network explored the routine social
interactions of a Russian-speaking network
of bartenders and regulars. Friendship ties
that connected the members of the social
group in the bar were perceived as a source
of support and empowerment for young
migrants, and admittedly helped them con-
front feelings of marginality. Close relation-
ships were also at times connected with
power relations, reflecting social divisions
and the reinforcement of ethic/national
stereotypes of those excluded from the social
network. However, the ‘ethnic lens’ did not
prove to be sufficient for explaining these
divisions. The various facets of social iden-
tity, age, gender, social position and the per-
ceived emotional qualities of a relationship
were also entangled in the processes of estab-
lishing ‘groupness’. Friendship encompassed

a diverse and dynamic range of inclusionary
and exclusionary practices.

After all, even a simple act of a bartender
serving a free drink to a friend may involve a
variety of meanings. It can be a gendered
affirmation of power in an interaction with a
female visitor, a subversive act opposing the
control and surveillance of the bar owner or
a practice establishing a racialised boundary
between customers. Either way, this will also
be an act demonstrating how the enactment
of friendship depends on the contingent
aspects of affinity, distancing and power
being at play within the geographical and
social space of The Bar.
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Notes

1. In 2004, eight Central and Eastern European
countries (the Czech Republic, Estonia,
Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia
and Slovenia) and two Mediterranean coun-
tries (Malta and Cyprus) joined the European
Union, which was followed by increased
migration from some of these countries to
Western Europe, and to the UK in particular.
Romania and Bulgaria joined in 2007.
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2. Ryan introduces the prevailing understanding
of the two types of ties: ‘bonding involves
close ties with ‘‘people like us’’ while bridging
involves links beyond ‘‘group cleavages’’’
(Ryan, 2011: 707). More specifically, she sug-
gests: ‘both bonding and bridging capital
appear to have quite complex relationships to
ethnicity. Rather than attempting to differ-
entiate bonding and bridging on the basis of
how similar or dissimilar people are, it is more
useful to think about the nature of the rela-
tionship and the resources available’ (Ryan,

2011: 721).
3. According to the 2011 Census data, 66,271

people who consider Russian as their main
language lived in England in 2011, 26,603 of
them in Greater London (Office for National
Statistics, 2013). The numbers of migrants
from post-Soviet countries in the UK
increased since the break-up of the Soviet
Union, especially at the beginning of the 21st
century. The largest national groups are from
the Baltic states: migration to the UK from
these countries rose since the 2004 EU acces-
sion. The other relatively numerous national
groups are Russian and Ukrainian. Smaller
populations are from Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan
and Belarus. Byford (2009) describes the
Russian-speaking migrant population of the
UK as characterised by a fluidity of bound-
aries, a high degree of social stratification and
different extents to which migrants rely on the
migrant community.

4. Since fieldwork was conducted there in 2009,
the place has changed, and the observations
hold true for that period. The name and loca-
tion of the bar are not disclosed to preserve
anonymity: it will be called The Bar in the
article.

5. I had a clash with the bar owner once, which
prompted me to think about the ethical issues
of a researcher with a supposedly ‘insider’
position doing qualitative studies. I concluded
that it did not have a negative impact on the
results or hinder the research process, but

rather showed how mistrust and divisions
occur among Russians in London. This was
discussed in Malyutina (2012).

6. Since I aimed to get an image of how people
behave in their ‘natural settings’, doing

jottings openly could preclude me from par-
ticipation in the routine sociality in the bar,
and make my behaviour look unnatural. I
tried to act in a less formal way in order not
to disrupt the routine flow of conversations. I
never used a recorder in the bar, aiming for
informal discussion rather than interview or
inquiry. I tried to take fieldnotes contempora-
neously so that initial impressions and subtle
details are not blunted by long-term partici-
pation (Emerson et al., 1995). Sometimes, I
wrote down my observations in a notebook

while sitting in the bar, using pauses in the
conversations when people’s attention was
not directed at me. This happened when I felt
an important conversation had occurred that
needed to be described in detail. More often,
I recorded my thoughts when I came home
the same evening or immediately the follow-
ing morning. Quotes from Nadya are from a
recorded interview; the rest are fieldnotes.
Respondents’ verbal consent was obtained,
and all of them were anonymised.

7. I concentrated on a social network of particu-
lar social composition that was spatially
located in The Bar. This gave me some ideas
about Russian-speakers’ attitudes to fellow
migrants in general, co-ethnic friends and
some ‘others’, but also prompted me to
expand the scope of research for understand-
ing social relationships among diverse and
stratified Russian-speakers. While ethnogra-
phy resulted in a detailed analysis of one par-
ticular network, the bar network could be
just a part of someone’s range of relation-
ships. I followed up with a set of interviews
to explore how migrants develop a variety of
social connections (Malyutina, 2015).

8. Nadya meant ‘Russian-speaking’: sometimes
migrants use this term and ‘Russian’
interchangeably.
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migrant pathways of economic emplacement:

Thinking beyond the ethnic lens. Ethnicities

13(4): 494–514.
Hall S (2011) Educational ties, social capital and

the translocal (re)production of MBA alumni

networks. Global Networks 11(1): 118–138.
Hellermann C (2006) Migrating alone: Tackling

social capital? Women from Eastern Europe

in Portugal. Ethnic and Racial Studies 29(6):

1135–1152.
Kathiravelu L (2012) Social networks in Dubai:

Informal solidarities in an uncaring state. Jour-

nal of Intercultural Studies 33(1): 103–119.
Kennedy P (2007) The subversive element in

interpersonal relations—Cultural border cross-

ings and third spaces: Skilled migrants at work

and play in the global system. Globalizations

4(3): 355–368.
Kharkhordin O (ed.) (2009) Druzhba: Ocherki po

teorii praktik. St Petersburg: European Univer-

sity at St Petersburg Press.
Killick E and Desai A (2010) Introduction: Valu-

ing friendship. In: Killick E and Desai A (eds)

The Ways of Friendship: Anthropological Per-

spectives. New York and Oxford: Berghahn

Books, pp. 1–19.
Levitt P (2001) The Transnational Villagers. Ber-

keley, CA and Los Angeles, CA: University of

California Press.
McDowell L (2008) Thinking through work:

Complex inequalities, constructions of differ-

ence and trans-national migrants. Progress in

Human Geography 32(4): 491–507.
Malyutina D (2012) The beginning and end of a

beautiful friendship: Ethical issues in the eth-

nographic study of sociality amongst Russian-

speaking migrants in London. In: Ziemer U

(ed.) East European Diasporas, Migration and

Cosmopolitanism. London and New York:

Routledge, pp. 107–122.
Malyutina D (2015) Migrant Friendships in a

Super-diverse City: Russian-speakers and their

Malyutina 603

http://www.inter-disciplinary.net/publishing/id-press/ebooks/diasporas/


Social Relationships in London in the 21st Cen-

tury. Stuttgart: ibidem-Verlag.
Mass-Observation (1987) The Pub and the People:

A Worktown Study. London: The Cresset
Library; Century Hutchinson.

Menjı́var C (2000) Fragmented Ties: Salvadoran

Immigrant Networks in America. Berkeley,
CA: University of California Press.

Morosanu L (2010) Mixed migrant social ties and
social capital in migration research. CARIM
AS 2010/43, Robert Schuman Centre for

Advanced Studies. San Domenico di Fiesole:

European University Institute.
Morosanu L (2013) Between fragmented ties and

‘soul friendships’: The cross-border social con-
nections of young Romanians in London.
Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 39(3):
353–372

Office for National Statistics (2013) 2011 Census:
Main language (detailed), local authorities in
England and Wales. Available at: http://
www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/census/2011-census/key-
statistics-and-quick-statistics-for-wards-and-out-
put-areas-in-england-and-wales/rft-qs204ew.xls
(accessed 25 August 2014).

Pahl R (2000) On Friendship. Cambridge: Polity
Press.

Putnam R (2007) E pluribus unum: Diversity and
community in the twenty-first century. The
2006 Johan Skytte Prize Lecture. Scandinavian
Political Studies 30(2): 137–174.

Ryan L (2011) Migrants’ social networks and
weak ties: Accessing resources and construct-
ing relationships post-migration. The Sociolo-

gical Review 59(4): 707–724.
Ryan L (2015) Friendship-making: Exploring net-

work formations through the narratives of
Irish highly qualified migrants in Britain. Jour-
nal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 41(10):
1664–1683.

Ryan L, Sales R, Tilki M, et al. (2008) Social net-
works, social support and social capital: The
experiences of recent Polish migrants in Lon-
don. Sociology 42(4): 672–690.

Shlapentokh V (1984) Love, Marriage, and

Friendship in the Soviet Union: Ideals and

Practices. New York: Praeger.

Shlapentokh V (1989) Public and Private Life of

the Soviet People: Changing Values in Post-

Stalin Russia. New York and Oxford: Oxford

University Press.
Simmel G (1949) The sociology of sociability. The

American Journal of Sociology 55(3): 254–261.
Soehl T and Waldinger R (2010) Making the con-

nection: Latino immigrants and their cross-

border ties. Ethnic and Racial Studies 33(9):

1489–1510.
Spradley JP and Mann BE (1975) The Cocktail

Waitress: Woman’s Work in a Man’s World.

Long Grove, IL: Waveland Press.
Tillmann-Healy L (2003) Friendship as method.

Qualitative Inquiry 9(5): 729–749.
Tsujimoto T (2016) Affective friendship that con-

structs globally spanning transnationalism:

The onward migration of Filipino workers

from South Korea to Canada. Mobilities

11(2): 323–341.
Van Maanen J (1988) Tales of the Field: On Writ-

ing Ethnography. Chicago, IL: University of

Chicago Press.
Vertovec S (2007) Super-diversity and its implica-

tions. Ethnic and Racial Studies 30(6):

1024–1054.
Walsh K (2009) Geographies of the heart in trans-

national spaces: Love and the intimate lives of

British migrants in Dubai. Mobilities 4(3):

427–445.
Wellman B and Frank K (2001) Network capital

in a multi-level world: Getting support from

personal communities. In: Lin N, Cook K and

Burt R (eds) Social Capital: Theory and

Research. Chicago, IL: Aldine DeGruyter, pp.

233–273.
Wellman B and Wortley S (1990) Different

strokes from different folks: Community ties

and social support. American Journal of

Sociology 96: 558–588.

604 Urban Studies 55(3)


