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This themed issue explores the caring, cultural and emotional labour of migrant mothers in raising 

their children, highlighting the ways in which their mothering and family practices contribute to 

creating future citizens in contemporary societies, increasingly characterised by ethnic, racial, 

religious, cultural and social diversity. A key objective of the themed issue is to probe into the 

practices, processes and structures shaping migrant mothers’ ‘kin work’, while recognising the family 

as a site of internal and societal contestation. Kin work highlights the importance of women’s 

culture and care work that takes places across public and private boundaries (di Leonardo, 1984), and 

also the way in which the link between ‘race’, racialisation and motherhood encourages particular 

kinds of mothering practices. The themed issue is multidisciplinary, combining cutting-edge work 

by leading and early-career researchers. The collection of articles originally emerged out of an 

Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC) Network, ‘Migrant mothers caring for the future’ 

(2013–15) (www.open.ac.uk/ccig/research/projects/migrant-mothers-caring-for-the-future).
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Introduction

The themed section in this issue explores the caring, cultural and emotional labour 
of migrant mothers in raising their children, highlighting the ways in which their 
mothering and family practices contribute to creating future citizens in contemporary 
societies, increasingly characterised by ethnic, racial, religious, cultural and social diversity. 
A key objective is to probe into the practices, processes and structures shaping 
migrant mothers’ ‘kin work’, while recognising the family as a site of internal and societal 
contestation. Kin work highlights the importance of women’s culture and care work 
that takes places across public and private boundaries (di Leonardo, 1984). Black 
feminist scholars in the US context, such as Carol Stack (1974) and Patricia Hill-

http://www.open.ac.uk/ccig/research/projects/migrant-mothers-caring-for-the-future
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Collins (1990) and Stack and Burton (1994), have similarly argued that the link 
between ‘race’, racialisation and motherhood encourages particular kinds of kin work 
that contests the distinction between public/private work, and that as a concept kin 
work moves our understanding of mothering practices beyond simply domestic work 
and childcare. Studies on transnational families also apply a ‘kin work’ framework to 
reflect on the collective labour of family-centred networks for providing emotional 
and practical support and in maintaining intergenerational and transnational networks 
(di Leonardo, 1984; Zontini, 2004; Doucet, 2009). For those mothers who are 
geographically separated from their children by a nation-state border, kin work in 
the form of capital transfer may ultimately also establish some mothers’ independence 
from family support (Carlisle, 2013). 

In this themed section we discuss the kin work of migrant mothers. For these women, 
‘kin work’ encompasses the above distinctions, and reveals complex negotiations and 
contestations of gender, generational and social class divisions (Kershaw, 2010).  This ‘kin 
work’ also contains ethnic ambiguity and ethnic plurality because it relates to more 
than one ethnicised constellation of family and kin (Reynolds, 2005; Erel, 2013). 
The collection resonates with earlier studies on kin work in that we identify kin 
work operating in a range of intersecting social and geographical sites (the home, 
local neighbourhoods, nation-state and transnationally). However, we also argue that 
for migrant mothers, this complexity is often reduced to the stereotypical figure of 
the maternal immigrant, who is threatening to the social reproduction of the nation 
as a result of her cultural, ethnic and ‘racial’ ‘Otherness’ (Lentin and Moreo, 2003; 
Tyler, 2010).

Migrant mothers and racialised boundaries

As we have argued elsewhere (cf Erel et al, 2017a, 2017b), we are currently living in a period 
whereby we are witnessing the hardening of ethnic and racialised boundaries, as 
evidenced, for example, by the aftermath of the UK’s decision to leave the European 
Union (EU). Yet we are also living in an age of increased globalisation and immigration, 
resulting in a population that is ethnically ‘superdiverse’ (Vertovec, 2007). Migrant 
mothers, as part of their caring and parenting role, have long been recognised in 
the literature as being tasked with transmitting traditional, ethnically specific values 
and cultural resources to their children (see, for example, Gedalof 2009; Lonegran, 
2015). In our analysis, we further extend this analysis, pointing to the ways in which 
migrant mothers are building new forms of community, citizenry and belonging in 
order to foster their children’s integration. We also explore the factors that facilitate 
and constrain this process (cf Erel et al, 2017b). In particular we draw on Isin’s (2008: 
39) concept of ‘enacting citizenship’ that foregrounds transformative and creative 
performativities of citizenship, rather than more formalised structures and citizenship 
practices, with their focus on more legalised notions of belonging and inclusion. In 
mobilising this concept we disrupt conventional understandings and narratives of 
citizenship. This also allows us to consider new sites (that is, family), scales and modes 
(that is, kin work) in practising citizenship (cf Erel et al, 2017a, 2017b). Much of the 
debate that critically interrogates migrant mothers’ citizenship has emerged out of the 
disciplinary fields of sociology, politics, anthropology, migration studies and gender 
studies. Surprisingly, this issue has received very limited attention in the disciplinary 
field of family studies, and where this exists the research linking the macro-social to 
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intimate relations have tended to problematise the role of migrant families for social 
integration and community cohesion. Therefore, the collection makes an important 
intervention into the field. It advances intellectual and policy debates across the 
field of families and relationships in a number of key, interconnecting ways, first, by 
showing how migrant mothers and their families exist at the interface between the 
public and private and productive and reproductive spheres (Gedalof, 2009; Erel, 
2013), and second, by providing a timely reminder that migrant mothers, and their 
families, continue to exist at the forefront of public and policy debates about the 
family as a juridical and political instrument (Lister, 2008). We also consider how 
discourses on migrant families are used as markers of difference in multicultural 
societies, constituting key elements of contestation over societies’ moral order and 
broader patterns of social change (Grillo, 2008; Kraler et al, 2011). Ultimately, by 
foregrounding the link between citizenship and mothering, and the contested issue 
of what constitutes a ‘good citizen’, from the point of view of migrant families, the 
themed section contributes to key debates on conceptions of family and society and 
the lived experience of family life. 

As intimated above, and as we know from the literature, across many ethnically 
‘superdiverse’ regions of the Global North it is the family, and specifically the 
mothers, who are charged with transmitting the cultural and social capital that 
produces belonging to and identification with the nation (Erel, 2011). Migrant 
mothers, therefore, contribute to this shared future by bringing up part of the future 
citizenry (Erel and Reynolds, 2014; Erel at al, 2017b). Yet, despite the important role 
performed by these mothers, we still know little about the women bringing up this 
future generation of citizens (Erel, 2011). The articles in the themed section address 
these important lacunae within the field of families and relationships scholarship. By 
arguing the case for giving wider recognition to the contribution migrant mothers 
make to society by caring for and raising future citizens, the volume increases the 
visibility of migrant families as a field of enquiry within family studies, which hitherto 
has been marginalised (Reynolds and Zontini, 2014).

Overview of the collection 

The themed section comprises multidisciplinary, cutting-edge work by leading and 
early-career researchers. This novel field of studies explores how migration affects 
the complexity and diversity of contemporary social and personal relationships. In 
addition, most of articles have an explicitly transnational focus, drawing on cross-
cultural understandings of migrant mothering identities drawn from diverse ethnic 
communities (for example, Caribbean, Estonian, Iranian, Moroccan, Polish, South 
Asian and West African) in a range of international settings including Italy, Sweden, 
South Africa and the UK.

The collection of articles originally emerged out of an Arts and Humanities 
Research Council (AHRC) Network ‘Migrant mothers caring for the future’ 
(2013–15), which involved two seminars (November 2013 and March 2014) and a 
two-day international conference (September 2014), aimed at understanding how 
migrant mothers construct belonging and challenge their marginalisation from nation-
states and normative understandings of citizenship. For further details and video clips 
of the participatory theatre and contributions to seminars and conference, see the 
project website (www.open.ac.uk/ccig/research/projects/migrant-mothers-caring-

http://www.open.ac.uk/ccig/research/projects/migrant-mothers-caring-
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for-the-future). The research network has since evolved into a related project that 
uses participatory arts, particularly participatory theatre and walking, to explore issues 
of belonging, place-making and enacting citizenship among migrant women, young 
girls and their families (http://fass.open.ac.uk/research/projects/pasar).

A key starting point in the collection is that migrant mothers make an important 
contribution to society, and their kin work operates as an important vehicle in this. 
Studies by Gedalof (2009) and Cederberg (2014) remind us that migrant mothers’ 
kin work takes place and is negotiated within a racialised context. This point is 
highlighted in the articles by Reynolds et al and Lisiak, both of which recognise that 
despite migrant mothers’ contribution to society, they are often not recognised as 
legitimately embodying a subjectivity as citizens. Reynolds et al in particular highlight 
how migrant mothers belonging to the nations of residence are seen as tenuous, and 
their social positioning as racialised, gendered. As a consequence, these women are 
typically relegated to low-skilled, low-income paid work that offers them limited job 
security. They are also stereotyped as being ‘incompetent citizens’ (Erel et al, 2014: 
107); this despite the fact that their labour is often key to reproducing the nations 
they live in, through, for example their economic labour in social care, teaching, 
domestic, cleaning, and sex work sectors (Kofman and Raghuram, 2015). Migrant 
women’s citizenship practices are usefully explored through three key moments: 
first, how they become subjects with agency; second, how they substantiate their 
capacities as political, cultural, working, sexual and caring subjects; and third, how 
migrant women link these with rights-claiming and developing new ideas of what 
rights migrants should have (cf Erel, 2011).

Reynolds, Erel and Kaptani consider the transformative potential of participatory 
theatre methods: forum theatre and playback theatre to engage directly with a group 
of racially and ethnically diverse group of migrant mothers living in London, UK, in 
order to reframe notions of citizenship. Analysis draws attention to the way in which 
the mothers’ kin work blurs the public–private distinction involved in reproductive 
labour on account of the subordinate racialised and gendered status in the UK. The 
methodological approach and performative element of participatory theatre sheds light 
on how migrant mothers as embodied subjects can utilise their racialised and gendered 
bodies to disrupt and problematise normative understandings of citizenship, and also 
through kin work to assert their voices and bodies in claims of rights, belonging 
and participation. Lisiak suggests that the kin work practices and forms of ‘intensive 
mothering’ these women engage in may serve as a form of cultural capital for migrant 
mothers, a means of positioning themselves favourably in a new neighbourhood or 
school. For recent Polish migrants to the UK she examines how intensive mothering 
may work to ‘elevate’ them beyond the migrant experience and pathologised racialised 
images that single out Polish mothers as simultaneously threatening to notions of 
‘Britishness’ and the preservation of ‘Polishness’ (Lisiak, 2018). In this study, Lisiak 
reflects on how intensive mothering as a kin work practice becomes part of migrant 
mothers’ identity work; it can operate as points of connection with other (White, 
British, middle-class) mothers, but at the same time reinforce hegemonic narratives 
of belonging. This reveals itself in the way women’s mothering experiences intersect 
with local systems of exclusion and discrimination. Indeed, Lisiak’s article reflects 
that after the Brexit vote in 2016 and the majority decision in the UK referendum 
to leave the EU, it may be even more difficult for migrant mothers to recognise and 
acknowledge similarities with other mothers in their neighbourhoods. 

http://fass.open.ac.uk/research/projects/pasar
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It is also important to recognise that mothers’ kin work is focused around their 
children’s day-to-day practical and economic survival. However, another significant 
aspect of this kin work is to disrupt and challenge the integration programmes as 
simplified models and advocate on behalf of migrant families for a more nuanced, 
contextualised and more intersectional approach to citizenship that moves the 
policy and practice agenda beyond a migrant group simply adopting and integrating 
into the host society. The use of kin work as a survival strategy in safeguarding the 
migrant mothers and children’s current and future life is a theme that is addressed in 
Roll-Bennet’s study on migrant women in Sweden, who migrated from Lebanon, 
Syria, Iran and West Africa. Roll-Bennet suggests that women’s kin work entails a 
socialisation process that involves both ‘struggle’ and ‘sacrifice’, in order to achieve 
the ultimate objective of inter-generational upward mobility. Roll-Bennet’s study 
highlights an important aspect of kin work involving ‘struggle’, and framing notions of 
‘struggle’ around the important role of migrant mothers in instilling in their children 
the right type of values – such as educational aspiration – to become a ‘good citizen’. 
Conversely, ‘sacrifice’ highlights the emotional and physical costs (including self-
care) in the cultural production and reproduction of citizenship, which is generally 
overlooked in conventional narratives of citizenship (Erel, 2013). Roll-Bennet offers 
an important counter-critique to the concept of kin work, and the way it is applied in 
migrant/race literature on families. In this literature, kin work is largely constructed 
and presented as a positive thing, benefiting children and families alike. However, what 
is rarely discussed is the emotional and physical costs this has for migrant mothers, 
who are primarily responsible for shaping future citizens. D’Odorico also explores 
the concept of kin work to explore intergenerational practices and activities that take 
place between mothers and daughters and across households. This article investigates 
processes of construction of gender and sexuality among mothers and daughters – 
who, directly or indirectly, experienced migration between Morocco and Italy. In 
this context kin work is utilised to highlight the intergenerational negotiations and 
transformations that take place in marriage models, and to show the ways in which 
citizenship notions of rights and responsibilities are practised with transnational 
households involving intergenerational kinship care.

Conclusion

The articles in this section are connected by moving beyond and challenging 
conventional understandings of families, nation, race, ethnic identity and migration. 
Analyses demonstrate the cultural and social context underpinning migrant mothering 
and their family networks. The articles raise questions of how social networks and 
cultural reproduction inform mothering practices. This work also points to the need 
for developing methodologically creative and participatory research practices in the 
field to examine migrant mothers’ practices.

Note
1 Corresponding author.
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