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Abstract: Studies of transnational families, in which members of the
family live in different countries, have mostly focused on families who
live apart as a result of economic globalization. However, transnational
family life is not only a consequence of the global division of labor but
also a consequence of increasing refugee flows. This explorative study is
based on interviews with couples in three transnational Somali families, in
which different family members either live in their destination country,
Sweden, or the transit country, Kenya. The study shows that the
geographical distance between the Somali couples has led to a new
division of power and duties. The men have less control over the family’s
economic and social resources, which has allowed the women to exert
greater informal power. These changes cannot, however, be seen as
permanent changes. The women interviewed worry about how their new
life and lifestyle will work out when the family is finally reunited.
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Since the 1990s, most migration scholars recognize that contemporary migrants often
participate in relationships that extend across borders, at the same time as they become part of
the places in which they settle. Migration is transnational (for research reviews, see Glick
Schiller 1997; Kivisto, 2001; Levitt & Jaworsky, 2007). The family is one of those social
fields that crosses national borders and the transnational family has become an increasingly
important part of transnational migration studies (for a research review, see Carling, Menjivar,
& Schmalzbauer, 2012). But what is meant by the concept of the transnational family?

A frequently quoted definition states that transnational families are members of the
family nuclear unit (mother, father, and children) “that live some or most of the time
separated from each other, yet hold together and create something that can be seen as a feeling
of collective welfare and unity, namely ‘familyhood’, even across borders” (Bryceson &
Vuorela, 2002, pp. 3-4). The transnational family illustrates, therefore, the basic
conditionality of the relationship between families and households. Families are groups of
people bound to one another through emotional ties and moral commitments; households are
groups of people bound to a place. Family commitments can coincide with the boundaries of
the household, but family relations may also incorporate several households (Borell, 2003).

To acknowledge that family relations can be maintained in spite of the fact that the
members of the family are geographically separated is not, however, the same thing as saying
that they are unaffected by these conditions. When the members of the family live in different
households in two or more countries the relationship between the couple and between other
members of the family will be affected in many different ways. The physical distance between
the members of the families often also represents changes in the access to resources, in which
those that remain in the country of origin are often dependent on those who have employment
in the new country (see, for example, Abrego, 2009; Parrenas, 2008; Schmalzbauer, 2008).
Furthermore, this sort of structural change within the family is complicated by the fact that the
married couple and other members of the family are no longer able to communicate face-to-
face on a daily basis. The members of a transnational family are obliged to use long-distance
communication, these days usually via cheap mobile phone calls (see, for example, Baldassar,
2007; Midianou & Miller, 2011).

Research into transnational families has been dominated by studies of the experience
of economic migrants, and the transnational family form has frequently been exclusively
regarded as a consequence of structural forces of economic globalization. Among others (cf.,
Ho & Bedford, 2008; Parrenas, 2001), Schmalzbauer (2004) writes that transnational families,
“represent a new family form born out of the global economy and reproduced by means of
dependence on a transnational division of labor” (p. 1329). But transnational families are not
only a consequence of global economic conditions. Refugee flows have increased since the
end of the Cold War (Castles, 2003) and contemporary transnational families are,
increasingly, a result of this process. The way in which refugees manage to maintain family
structures across distance is, however, an understudied issue in migration research (but see,
Heger Boyle & Ali, 2009; Muller, 2008), which has limited the understanding of the
challenges facing transnational families. Although economic migrants and refugees may share
many common experiences, their situations also differ significantly.
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When families choose to live in two or more countries for economic reasons, they
often see this as a temporary arrangement, which will be replaced by a forthcoming reunion
either in their country of origin or in the destination country. However, the tougher migration
policies in Europe and North America have made it harder for families to reunite in the
destination country, which means that transnational families with economic motives now have
to face a more long-term separation (Carling et al., 2012). The situation is often even more
complicated for refugee families. War and other conflicts often make it impossible for them to
reunite in their country of origin, but it can also be difficult for them to reunite in their
destination country. The Geneva Convention does in principle grant refugees in one country
the right to also bring in their immediate family members, but only if they can prove their
identity. This is often very difficult. In a country like Somalia, which is one of the world’s
largest sources of refugees, there is no state and therefore no authorities that can issue identity
papers. As a result of this situation, many refugee families are obliged to live apart in different
destination countries or transit countries or in their country of origin. Refugee families that
have been split up often face a risk of long-term separation and the uncertainty that a long
waiting period involves. How does uncertainty of this kind affect the possibility of
maintaining “familyhood” across borders? And what changes arise in the roles of the various
family members due to such a prolonged separation?

In earlier research on transnational families much emphasis has been placed on the
tenacity of traditional roles within the family (see, for example, Dreby, 2006; Perrenas, 2001).
An interesting question is whether this picture of relative continuity in the gender-based roles
within the family also applies to transnational refugee families, or if the greater degree of
uncertainty these families face obliges them to accept deeper changes in the structure of their
gender-based roles.

The aim of this explorative study is to examine issues of this sort through interviewing
the members of separated Somali families whose members live either in Sweden, their
destination country, or as transit refugees in Kenya.

Somalian Refugees

Somalia gained its independence in 1960. After a turbulent period of democratization,
the country was taken over by the military in a coup d’état in 1969. In the beginning of the
1990s, the military regime collapsed and since then the country has been without an effective
central government (Abdullahi, 2001). During the last 30 years, Somalia has experienced one
of the world’s worst humanitarian crises. Years of fighting between rival warlords, foreign
interventions, terrorism, and famine have led to the deaths of up to one million people. The
situation in Somalia has generated the world’s largest number of refugees, after Afghanistan
and Irag: More than a million people have fled the country and an estimated 1.4 million
Somalis, in a nation the United Nations estimates to have a population of nine million, are
internally displaced (United Nations High Commission for Refugees, 2012). As a
consequence, many Somalis depend on money sent home by relatives from abroad for their
survival. This dramatic situation has had many serious consequences for social relations,
including gender relations.

The majority of inhabitants in Somalia live as nomads in the countryside, just as their
ancestors did (Abdullahi, 2001). The traditional nomadic society has strongly affected the
gender and family patterns that have developed. Men and women are seen as complementary
opposites, where the women take care of the home and family while the men look after all the
contacts with the society at large. Somali men learn at an early age to take responsibility for
the security and welfare of their wives. This is demonstrated by the close similarity between
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the Somali words for wife and responsibility (Abdullahi, 2001; Abdi, 2007). Islam is closely
related to the Somali identity and has helped to give legitimacy to the patriarchal structure of
society (Abdullahi, 2001). The humanitarian catastrophes that Somalia has suffered during the
past 30 years have also given rise to increasingly extreme interpretations of Islam, which have
contributed to making Somali women increasingly subordinate to men (Abdi, 2007). At the
same time, Somali families in exile have had to face challenges that have led to totally
different changes. These challenges, however, differ greatly from one another. Somali
refugees are now living in many parts of the world under radically disparate conditions: in
North America, Australia, Africa, Europe, and in the Middle East. There are many Somali
refugees living at present in Kenya, either in refugee camps in Northeastern Kenya, near the
Somali border, or in the capital, Nairobi. Many Somali refugees choose to go to Nairobi in the
hope that they may be able to take a more active role in improving their life situation. These
refugees often lack the protection that official refugee status affords; they are undocumented
immigrants and often end up in the suburb called Eastleigh, or “Little Mogadishu”. This
suburb is famous for its thriving commerce and for the central role it plays for the
transnational network of the Somali Diaspora. But Eastleigh is also a place with a high level
of crime and with serious social problems (Horst, 2006); undocumented Somali refugees do
not have the right to health care and their children have little or no access to the education
system (Lindley, 2007).

Innumerable Somali refugees come to Eastleigh hoping to be able to get from there to
a country in the West. The increasingly restrictive refugee policies in the West, however,
oblige many Somalis to remain in Eastleigh, which results in more and more separated
refugee families.

Data and Method

To our knowledge, the few studies that have been made of transnational refugee
families have been based exclusively on interviews with those members of the families who
have been granted asylum or residence in a country in the West: Heger Boyle and Ali (2009)
have interviewed members of separated Somali families in Minnesota, USA, and Muller
(2008) has interviewed members of separated Afghani families in the Netherlands. This must
be seen as a serious limitation. A transnational refugee family should, of course, be seen as
one unit, but it is nevertheless a unit in which the individual members live apart and in which
everyday life is characterized by radically differing social, political, and economic conditions.
In view of such asymmetry in the situation of the different family members, it is difficult to
make a fair analysis if only those in one place are interviewed. In order to give a more full-
scale picture of transnational refugee families, this study has chosen to adopt the multiple-site
approach that has become relatively common in studies of the transnational families with a
background in economic migration (see, for example, Parrenas, 2008; Schans, 2009;
Schmalzbauer, 2008; Wong, 2006. For a general discussion on multi-sited studies, see
Marcus, 1995).

This small exploratory study is based on data from repeated interviews with couples in
three Somali families whose members live in Kenya and Sweden: in two of the families the
children live together with their mothers in Kenya, while their fathers live in Sweden, and in
the third family the son lives together with his father in Kenya while the daughter lives with
her mother in Sweden.

1. The first family is composed of Faduma and Ali and their eight children. Faduma lives
with the children under harsh social conditions in Eastleigh, Kenya. She has no
income of her own, but is completely dependent on the money that her husband, Ali,
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can send her from Sweden. Ali is studying Swedish for immigrants and is looking for
employment, so far without success.

2. The second family is composed of Isniino and Abshir and their six children. Isniino
lives as a single mother with their six children in one small room in Eastleigh. Abshir
lives in Sweden where he is studying Swedish and seeking employment.

3. The third family is comprised of Salaad and Asho and their two children. Salaad lives
with their son in Eastleigh. He does not have a job and is dependent on financial
support from Asho. Asho lives with their daughter in Sweden where she is studying
Swedish and plans to get a driving license.

Two rounds of interviews were carried out. The interviews in the first round were
conducted during the summer and early autumn of 2011: The spouses in Eastleigh were
interviewed in June and the spouses in Sweden were interviewed from August to the end of
October. The interviews were carried out face-to-face and took on average about 50 minutes.
The conversations were generally conducted in Somali and were relatively unstructured. The
interviews were made at a location of the participant’s choosing. A general interview guide
approach was used (Patton, 2002). Each of the interviewees was asked to describe their life
situation, the contact they have with their partner, their relationship to their children, and how
they see their future. Themes that arose in the first round of interviews formed the basis for
additional questioning in the second round. These follow-up interviews, which were carried
out at the end of autumn in the same year, were telephone interviews and took on average
about 40 minutes and were also mainly conducted in Somali.

Each of the audio-recorded interviews was transcribed verbatim and translated. A
comparative analysis was used to identify themes that emerged from the data (Strauss &
Corbin, 1990); interview data were coded and codes were compared within and between
interviews, and were abstracted into concepts and themes.

All names in the study have been replaced with pseudonyms.
Transnational Refugee Families

Transnational family life is not a new phenomenon. Split household migration was
already an integrated part of the experience of Polish migrants a century ago, as can be seen in
Thomas and Znaniecki’s (1927) classic work The Polish peasant in Europe and America. For
a study of the wide scope of experiences of transnational family life in the history of Chinese
migrants, see for example Nakano Glenn (1983). But possibilities for bridging the
geographical gap between separated family members are now very different. Modern
communications make it easier for couples and other family members to stay in touch with
one another. In particular, mobile phone calls and international phone cards have enabled the
Somali families interviewed to keep in regular contact with one another. When they have not
been able to afford telephone cards they have at least been able to keep in touch via MSN
messages. Ali, who lives in Sweden, tries to ring his big family in Eastleigh as often as
possible. When he can afford it he speaks to his wife and to each of his eight children to hear
how each of them is doing, but when he is short of money he makes short calls to his wife or
sends an MSN message instead of having an extended call.

Regular phone calls and MSN messages fill a number of functions. All of those
interviewed mentioned the emotional importance of talking on the phone. Telephone calls
replace face-to-face communication and confirm and maintain the ties between the couple.
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They also help to break the isolation experienced by parents that are obliged to live far away
from their children. Asho, who lives with their daughter in Sweden while her husband lives
with their son in Eastleigh, says, however, that the telephone calls cannot “replace the longing
| feel for the rest of my family”.

For members of families that have been obliged to live parallel lives in two very
different societies for a long time, difficulties can arise in understanding one another. Asho
says that sometimes the conversation can “cause difficulties” and says for example:

When my husband asked our daughter what she wanted for her birthday, she said that
she wanted a Hello Kitty computer. He had never heard of that. He had expected her
to say that she wanted sweets, which he thought was what all little girls wanted.

The spouses in both Sweden and Eastleigh talk about the difficulty in achieving a common
understanding of the family’s economy: The spouses in Eastleigh question whether their
partner in Sweden really does all that he/she can to help them, while the spouses in Sweden
do not know how to explain the limitations of their financial situation.

A recurring issue in their conversations is, of course, the possibility of the family
being reunited in Sweden. Both partners tell each other about their contacts with the
immigration authorities in Sweden and with the Swedish Embassy in Kenya and they try to
work out what the future holds for them, but an equally common topic of conversation are
their worries concerning the difficult living conditions in Eastleigh.

A situation without a foreseeable end

Isniino, who lives with her six children in Eastleigh, says that the social network that
she had in Somalia no longer exists in Eastleigh. She adds that most people are fully occupied
with their own worries and that her neighbors do not respect her because she is a single
mother with six children. When they first came to Eastleigh from Somalia they saw it as short
stopover until the family could be reunited in Sweden. Now they have begun to see life in
Eastleigh as a temporary situation without a foreseeable end.

The members of the family that live in Eastleigh are obliged to accept that they will be
living there for an extended period, although they do not have official refugee status, which
would give them access to health care and schools for their children. “We can’t return to our
country of origin and we have no rights here in Kenya,” says Salaad, who lives in Eastleigh
with his son.

Faduma, who lives with her eight children in Eastleigh, describes the same desperation
regarding their uncertain future:

They [her children] have no future here, we don’t have money to pay for their
schooling. We aren’t here to stay, and that feeling doesn’t make it any easier for us to
create a future here.

Isniino describes the harsh living conditions there:

It is a tough life here, but it is Allah that decides how we shall survive it. But it isn’t
easy. | live alone with my eight children on the fifth floor and every night I worry
about what might happen. The Police can make a razzia at any moment.

The spouses that live in Sweden are constantly worried about the security of their family
members in Eastleigh, and they also experience frustration over not being together with their
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families so that they could influence the situation in which they find themselves. Faduma’s
husband, Ali, disclosed how frightened he was when his daughter was arrested by the police
because she had engaged in a fight with a Kenyan girl, and how he had to send money to his
wife so that she could bribe the police to let his daughter go.

Self-esteem

The strained economic and social conditions that characterize the lives of the family
members living in Kenya also affect the lives of those living in Sweden, as shown in the
above example. Like numerous other Somali refugees, Abshir has not managed to find
employment in Sweden, but still sends three-quarters of the social security benefits that he
receives from his Swedish municipality to his family in Eastleigh. “My husband”, says his
wife Isniino, “does his best. But he doesn’t have a job and lives on social benefits, and so he
sends us a share of the little that he has. But it by no means covers our costs for room and
board.”

Ali says:

I live for my children — they are the reason for my existence. | know how their lives
are, without any future, and | can’t help them [...] My ambition has been to be a
caring father who lives with his children, but war and misery has split up my family
and ruined my chances of being a good father. | feel all the time that I am not a good
father to my children. I ask myself: How can | cause my children to suffer this? But |
have no control over the situation. The hardest question, which keeps me awake at
night, is when my children ask me: *““Father, why do you spend so much time far away
from us? Don’t you love us any longer?”

The three men interviewed all express a strong feeling of being at the mercy of a situation that
is beyond their control. This feeling of a lack of control is closely related to a feeling of losing
their masculinity. The fact that their family has been split up constitutes a challenge to the
men’s self-esteem as men. Ali, who like Abshir, has not found steady employment in Sweden
either, says that he feels that his man’s role is called into question:

A real man protects his wife and children. I am not able to do that. | can’t support my
family. I was brought up to believe that a man should work hard to provide his family
with everything they need, but do I do that? No! I can hardly support myself. | and all
my family survive thanks to the mercy of the State, which is not exactly what a real
man should do. | have done everything, absolutely everything, I can to find a job, but
it is impossible.

Abshir dreads the thought of his wife seeing him losing face. “I don’t want,” he says,
”my wife to find out that | can’t help her [...] that is something that | can’t accept, but what
shall I do when this becomes a reality?”

Salaad, who used to support his family as a fishmonger in Mogadishu, but who now
lives without any possibility of finding work with his son in Eastleigh, is now supported by
his wife who lives in Sweden:

It isn’t something | am proud of [...] and in my heart of hearts it’s difficult to accept it
[...] Itis my responsibility as a father to give my children a secure childhood and
when | can’t do that | have failed as a father [...] A father is always obliged to support
his wife and children, not vice versa. It is a quite different thing if I buy toys for my
son with money that my wife has sent us, from if I buy toys for him with money | have
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earned myself [...] I will always feel inferior as long as | know that it is my wife that
has sent us money and not | that have earned it.

New roles

Both the wives that live in Eastleigh, as previously mentioned, discuss how vulnerable
they feel living apart from their husbands. But the overall picture they give of their lives is
considerably more complex. While the women describe their situation as vulnerable, they also
make it clear that they are proud that they manage to take care of their children alone. Faduma
says:

My husband would never manage living alone with so many children. In spite of the
situation and the uncertainty in which we live, | manage to take care of my children
[...] I manage to be both mother and father to them.

At the same time, she is uncertain what the consequences of her new lifestyle will be. Has she
crossed over a borderline between the male and female roles that can threaten her marriage?
Like the other women interviewed, she is worried that her husband may choose to take
another wife, which Somali law gives him the right to do. She hopes that her husband will not
feel that a significant change has taken place:

I sometimes feel that | do things that a woman shouldn’t have to do, according to our
traditions, such as negotiating with men, renting an apartment, taking out money and
bringing up children in a foreign country [...] But I don’t think it will have any
negative consequences for my relationship with my husband. | feel secure in my role
as a woman and I don’t think my husband will think that I have changed.

The changes have been even greater for Asho who lives in Sweden with one of their
children. She tells how she was brought up as a young woman to be a good wife and to
always take care of her husband. Now, she says, she has other priorities: to help her husband
Salaad and her son in Eastleigh to survive. Asho says that telephone calls with her husband,
Salaad, can sometimes be strained, but she adds that she tries not to be angry with him “now
when he is a single parent with a child in a foreign country.” At the same time as Asho looks
forward to being reunited with her husband, she wonders how their future relationship will be
and how he will cope with the new lifestyle that Asho has established in Sweden. “I have
become used to being free and have a new lifestyle that differs from that I had when 1 lived
together with my husband.” Asho tries to visualise the problems that will face her when they
are reunited in the future and how she will tackle them:

I am a bit worried that he will find the changes too big and too difficult, as it is he that
will have to change a lot [...] It’s going to be tough for both of us, but I think we’ll
manage it in the end. Or | hope that we will. I can do without some of the minor things
if they would cause my husband to leave me. For example, the driving license that |
am studying for and hope to get. | know that my husband cannot prevent me from
getting a license, but if he was against it | could do without it. Not only, or primarily,
for his sake, but for my children’s future and their security.

Discussion and Conclusions

The transnational approach that gained ground in the 1990s has in many ways
contributed to a more complex picture of international migration. But, as with all new and
innovative approaches, the transnational approach has often been be overused. Researchers,
according to Levitt and Jaworsky (2007), have tended “to see transnational migration
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everywhere, when, in fact, the range and scope of transnational practices of migrants vary
considerably” (p. 131; see also Portes, Guarnizo, & Landolt, 1999). No matter how
transnationalism is defined, families having homes in two countries must be a key dimension
of transnational migration research. Transnational family life is not a vague, arbitrary
indication of cross-border experiences, but a systematic and enduring aspect of relations
across international borders. From this perspective, it is not surprising that special attention
has been paid to transnational families within transnational migration research. But, although
research on transnational families focuses on one of the key elements of transnationalism, it is
also characterized by a significant one-sidedness. Transnational families are often assumed to
be economic migrants and the transnational family form is seen simply as a result of
economic globalization. However, transnational families are not exclusively a result of
economic globalization, but also a consequence of present day refugee flows.

The few studies that exist on transnational refugee families are based exclusively on
interviews with the members of the families living in the West. The present study is an
attempt to use a multiple-site strategy to investigate the asymmetric situation that emerges
when members of the same family live under radically differing conditions and how this
affects their gendered family roles.

Gendered family roles are not fixed, static roles. Like all social roles, roles in the
family are ultimately a question of dynamic relations between people. When certain duties or
rights are added or withdrawn from a member of the family the power structure is changed,
and this may mean that their role in the family may also alter (see, for instance, Turner, 1990,
2001).

This study shows that the geographic distance between the Somali couples has
resulted in a new division of power and duties: The men’s control over the economic and
social resources has diminished, which has allowed the women to exert greater informal
power. The men feel that they have failed in their role as providers for the family, while the
women combine their traditional role in the home with a set of new external tasks.
Consequently, the men and women interviewed have had to face difficult issues concerning
masculinity and femininity.

The men interviewed all express a common frustration over the fact that as refugees,
separated from their families, they are at the mercy of factors beyond their control. This loss
of control is primarily seen as a loss of their masculinity. A “real” man should support his
wife, not be supported by her.

If becoming a refugee and separating from the family is experienced by the men as a
decrease in their sense of self-worth, the women experience almost the reverse. Their lives
without their husbands have obliged them to take on new tasks, to become both “mother and
father”. Wives sometimes feel that life without their husbands has admittedly made them
more vulnerable, but has also given them pride in the fact that they have managed to take over
many duties that were previously the exclusive prerogative of their husbands. Their pride,
however, is combined with concern over the consequences of their overstepping the
traditional boundaries between men’s and women’s roles. All of the Somali wives interviewed
are concerned in different ways, and to a greater or lesser degree, about the long-term
consequences of this breach of tradition: In the future, when the family is reunited, will my
husband accept my new lifestyle and the person | have become, or will our reunion demand a
return to the old order?
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In comparison with transnational families that arise through economic migration,
transnational refugee families must face greater insecurity. Transnational refugee families
cannot reunite in their country of origin and they may have to wait years for the members of
the family in a transit land to be reunited with the members in a destination country. In view
of this situation, one can say that the Somali refugee women live in two worlds. On the one
hand, they are living in the present for an indefinite period of time, and in order to take care of
their families they are obliged to perform tasks outside the traditional woman’s role. On the
other hand, they are also living in the future and have to consider whether their new life and
lifestyle will be acceptable if the family is eventually reunited. The women are not, at least at
present, prepared to challenge the patriarchal family system, but instead question how much
of their current life they will be able to retain without risking their family life and their
children’s security.

In contrast to earlier studies of transnational refugee families that are based entirely on
interviews with family members in a country in the West, the present study attempts to
simultaneously consider the importance of different geographic locations. The multiple-site
approach of this study gives a more realistic view of the challenges facing transnational
refugee families. However, the study also has various limitations. An obvious limitation is the
small number of participants involved; the study it is based on repeated interviews with only
three families and the results should be interpreted with caution. Another limitation, equally
important, has to do with the time frame. The present study shows how the couples try in
different ways to visualize the consequences of a future reunion of the family. Longitudinal
studies would provide important new insights into how these expectations match with the
actual challenges resulting from a future reunion. Unfortunately, longitudinal studies of
transnational family life are complicated, but we hope to be able to contribute to this
perspective in the near future.
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