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introduction

The aim of this chapter is to reflect on mobility, family, and kinship between 
Africa and Europe. Mobility produces changes in institutions and in the life 
of individuals in different forms taking into account the social, historical, and 
cultural organisation, as well as the development level of the societies under 
analysis.

 At the same time, if the family seems to remain a fundamental base for 
social organisation, we cannot find a universal definition of family accepted 
as a socio-anthropological concept. There are many reasons for this. First, 
the structural and functional organisation is different around the world; 
second, there is a big difference also in the forms of approaching and solving 
problems and conflicts inside the family; and finally, the different methods 
used by Sociologists, Anthropologists, and other researchers in studying this 
analytical unit make consensus difficult.

Despite the existence of increasingly restrictive migration policies, 
migratory flows from Africa to Europe continue to be significant. Individuals 
are often unable to move together with their family and live geographically 
separated from their family members. The migrant families arising from the 
migration of its members poses changing dynamics regarding conjugality and 
the care of children and older members of the family.

The economic and financial crisis that hit the so-called more developed 
countries has changed the reasons for people moving from one country 
to another and changed the direction of human mobility. In the younger 
generations, time outside the country of origin not only appears diversified 
but also no longer seems an exceptional period in which the luggage that 
an individual brings is binding or impedes new experiences. The period of 
migration is increasingly perceived as a period of “stand by”, intended to be 
experienced through other forms of living, working and socialising. Temporary 
mobility can lead to susceptibility to the rupture of common sense – this is to 
think and feel about human mobility as a social fact in Durkheim’s sense. People 
move for many reasons; the new mobility has sometimes little or nothing to do 
with the economic migrations studied by the sociology of classical migrations. 
There is also a kind of immobility some face through different kinds of crisis 
around the globe, depending on material means to move around.

Studying social change in family relationships and comparing cultural 
dynamics and geographical and political contexts with the mobility 
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approach contributes to understanding the dynamics of social insertion or 
marginalisation of family members defined by their gender, social category, 
and ethnicity in an intersectional way. Besides, this approach allows the 
mobile family to be understood as an organisational concept of contemporary 
multicultural society.

The empirical case studies referred to in this paper have to be seen as a 
contribution to the debate on the differences between migration and mobility 
as operative concepts when studying the changes in conjugality, parenting and 
care. Through these empirical cases, it is possible to question not only the role 
of the culture in the organisation of the family but, mostly, the effects of the 
family at distance on exclusion from or inclusion in the access to resources of 
the members of the family.

After summing up the state of the art and methodology of this research 
programme, I will summarise the discussion of a consistent and contextualised 
database on family, mobility, and kinship dynamics (conjugality, parenthood 
and care) in the national/transnational mobile spaces between Angola, Cape 
Verde, and Portugal.

All the research projects referred to in this paper have been conducted in 
collaboration with a team of junior researchers and are part of a wider research 
programme and research led training of the “Transnational Lives, Mobility 
and Gender” Research Group that has been active since 2010 in the scope 
of a network with the same name, under my coordination at ics-ulisboa 
(see: www.tlnetwork.ics.ul.pt). The research group is part of the Life course, 
Inequality & Solidarity: Practices and Policies Research Laboratory.

family, migration, and mobility

An important conceptual distinction exists between the migratory phenomenon, 
and mobility even if, according to some authors, mobility includes not only 
longstanding migration but also long-time territorial movement, with all of 
them having almost exclusively economic reasons (Peixoto 2001). Perhaps the 
insistence on circumscribing the phenomenon to this definition of migration 
does not help the understanding of contemporary transnational mobility. In 
my opinion this approach, as well as the sole postcolonial approach to the 
analysis of migration from palop in Portugal, is responsible for the almost 
absent debate in the Portuguese academy on the difference between migration 
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and mobility, in particular when the flows are between the former Portuguese 
colonies and Portugal.

According to some authors, the term “migration” seems to suffer from 
two critical problems. First, it has developed into a pejorative term with a 
range of negative connotations that tend to associate movement with criminal 
activity and sees most movers as risky, questionable people. Second, and more 
importantly, migration does not fully capture the dynamic nature of human 
mobility (Cohen and Sirkeci 2011; Grassi 2006). Many authors also agree that 
migration has to be studied as a “process” set in motion through journeys 
back and forth, and often with no clear end (Vertovec 2007).

Contemporary mobility captures this variability. People move for many 
reasons and cross international borders not only and always for strictly 
economic reasons but also for cultural, ecological, political and religious 
ones. Individuals and their families have the right to move to achieve their 
goals; but to be able to move, some individuals have restrictions and cannot 
support the costs that moving from one place to another implies at many 
levels. Furthermore, it is important to remember that the majority of people 
in the world never move. According to Jeffrey H. Cohen and Ibrahim Sirkeci, 
in the contemporary world “only a tiny fraction, that is 3% of people live 
in a country other than the one in which they were born. (…) Only those 
who are able, capable and resourceful move. Mobility is about ability despite 
the fact that many people face challenges at home and our debate should 
focus on how best we can enhance the strengths of movers, potential movers 
and non-movers rather than demagoguery and fear” (Cohen and Sirkeci 
2001, 2).

In migration studies, as well as in media and politics discourse, the majority 
of authors define immigration as a problem. The performative potential of the 
discourse in the literature of migration studies and its influence on the policy 
proposals is the main reason why it is important to change the language and 
the way to study human mobility. Social and financial remittances are just a 
result of the mobility that has contributed to human development throughout 
the world ( Ostaijen 2017).

Since the 90s, research has addressed the lives of migrants with regard to 
either their country of origin or their country of destination, and has focused 
mostly on changes to the individual and/or their family in the medium term. 
Other targets of research have been institutions ( Lubkemann 2008), paths 
to development, and the redefinition of feelings of belonging to the multiple 
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“homes”, not only from the geographical point of view (Grassi 2010; Vivet 2010), 
but also the spiritual (Levy 2002) and cultural ones (Appadurai 2006).

Scholars agree that the transnational lives of migrants demand constant 
reformulation of the sense of belonging as a meaning for the places where they 
live, work, and organise their family life.

The research on changes in family studies, which has targeted gender issues 
as important to understand inclusion/exclusion of individuals from resources, 
mostly stresses the vulnerability of women in relation to men, even if there 
is emerging research on masculinity that often refers only to western world 
settings (Pina-Cabral 2010). Therefore, the position of the actors explains 
the normative challenge posed in restoring through this framework. As 
contemporary studies have shown, the restoration of ethnographic techniques 
to contemporary sociology is crucial in identifying the indicator of the ongoing 
social change and may be achieved through references to theories put forward 
by the Chicago School (Sassen 2001; Vianello 2006).

If we are minded to de-colonise the interpretation of data on race, gender, and 
generation, mostly still nodding to luso-tropical definitions, in understanding 
contemporary social change in the geographical contexts referred to in this 
paper, the results of my research point to the potential of intersectionality 
between the postcolonial theory framework, the transnational and global 
approach, and methodological contributions also not limited to normative 
disciplinary models, with the comparison being a crucial tool for the data 
analysis (Grassi 2017, 15-23).

parenthood and the mobile family

The term “parenthood” was not very common until the 1980s, when many 
researchers started to study the process of transition towards parenting 
– mainly with regard to women. The term arose in the 1950s in the usa 
(Erikson 1950) in studies on severe psychiatric pathologies, “puerperal 
psychosis”, in order to emphasise that the concept of parenting refers to 
a complex process involving conscious and unconscious levels of mental 
functioning.

 It is only recently that there have been studies on fatherhood, in the 
juridical institutionalisation of parental responsibility in the case of separation 
or divorce of the parents, mostly in Western societies.
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When one of the parents is geographically separated from their children 
because of migration to another country or another city, it seems even more 
necessary to reflect on the difference between the subjective experience of 
parenthood, the exercise of parental power, and on its practices.

According to Palkovitz et al. (2002, 2), “people who become parents and 
are involved in the raising of children are transformed and follow a different 
developmental trajectory from people who do not engage in parenting roles.”

 Erikson (1950, 130) suggested that “positive adult development reflects 
care for the next generation, or “generativity,” and that parenthood is “the first, 
and for many, the prime generative encounter”. Parenthood has been described 
as a necessary but not sufficient condition for the achievement of generativity 
(Snarey, et al. 1987). More recently, sociologists and psychologists have 
considered forms of child-rearing and the ways that these forms profoundly 
affect the lives of parents at many levels.

Using ethnographic analysis, anthropologists reveal the subtle dynamics 
that shape children’s socialisation to advance understanding of how cultural 
ideologies guide mothers’ behaviour, reconsidering existing developmental 
theory on discipline (see Rae-Espinoza 2010, on mothering, children, 
socialisation, and practices in Ecuador). In migration studies, most authors 
have also focused on motherhood (see for example, Gervais et al. 2009).

Transnational migration studies report research on the separation of 
children and parents (Parreñas 2005; Suárez-Orozco and  Suárez-Orozco 2001), 
but research on parenthood is also mostly focused on motherhood, and most of 
the authors in this area ( Hondagneu-Sotelo and  Ernestine 1997; Schmalzbauer 
2004; Yepez 2011; Zontini 2004; Tolstokorova 2010) assume the primacy of the 
ethnocentric representations of gender roles inside the family. On the other 
hand, more recent works on fathering at a distance (Nobles 2011; Parreñas 
2005) also question the father’s role and involvement in the children’s education. 
These studies reveal a growing interest in the father-focused perspective.

The first of the three axes of the concept of parenting (exercise of parenthood; 
experience, and practice) (Erikson 1950) refers to the exercise of a right in its 
legal sense, a domain that transcends individual subjectivity and its behaviour. 
The rights and duties lie in each individual kinship tie.

The definition of kinship exists in all societies precisely to individualise 
the organised groups to which each member belongs and by which they are 
governed by rules of transmission (Erikson 1950, 48). The rules (membership, 
alliance, affiliation) imply rights and obligations and provide a social space in 
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which each person may develop, but at the price of some constraint. From the 
structuralist perspective of Levi Strauss, the elementary structures of kinship 
in traditional societies determine marriage choices. In modern societies, legal 
aspects of kinship and affiliation determine the exercise of parenthood. Are 
we witnessing a weakening of the evolution of symbolic legislation that can 
lose its central role in organising society?

The dynamics resulting from cultures facing each other change when the site 
of observation alters and when engaging in a comparison of different contexts. 
Wide variation in patterns of fathers’ involvement after migration suggests 
an absence of clear rules about fathers’ responsibilities. In previous works, 
we have sought to understand long-distance fatherhood and the father-child 
relationships in transnational families. For example, it is pertinent to discuss 
the division of parental duties based on established gender roles (mother as 
caregiver and father as bread-winner) and how they are reconstructed in the 
long-distance context. Relational reconfigurations induced by absence are not 
always expected or controlled, as roles change within the family (Grassi and 
Ferreira 2016; Grassi Vivet and Marinho 2016; Nobles 2011) and considering 
that parenthood is a gendered process that adopts specific contextualised 
characteristics in mobile families between Africa and Europe.

gender in the mobile family

Migrant experiences derive from differentiation revolving around the gender 
function and producing differing propensities to migration, as well as different 
results between men and women (Boyd 2004). The first studies appearing on 
migrant women as actors visibly autonomous of males (Morokvasic 1983) 
and on female migratory flows (Kofman et al. 2000) were particularly focused 
on case studies in which there was a majority of women and did not yet set 
out a conceptual framework on female migration (Carling 2005, 4). The first 
consistent analysis of gender (Chant and Radcliffe 1992) highlights that thus 
far studies on women and migration have restricted their scope to establishing 
the statistical differences between the sexes in migratory flows without ever 
substantively analysing differences in terms of gender (Grassi 2015). These 
authors’ research findings on gender and migration pointed to examples of 
a cross-disciplinary space in which it is possible to interchange the differing 
insights of each field on this theme. The majority of studies on migration and 



364 ambiguous  inclusions:  inside out, outside in

development seem to reflect the conceptual point of view that attributes a 
subject status to women following male forms of conduct (Carling 2005).

Data collected thus far suggests that when men decide to emigrate alone, 
they rarely leave without the agreement of the partner that they leave behind. In 
their memories and wishes, such moods remain present, and are transformed 
by the cultural role into worries about the life strategies for the partner left 
behind. African countries are specific in terms of gender role organisation in 
the family and in society (Grassi 2003, 2007). In Portuguese African studies, 
patriarchal versions of African societies are the most current, and gender 
power relations are taken for granted even if hierarchies of age (seniority, 
relational) are often mentioned as more significant than hierarchies of gender 
(Oyeronke 2001, 48; Arnfred 2007).

Also in Portuguese African studies, gender approach has been frequently 
concentrated on women (Grassi 2003, 2006, 2007; Andall 1999) with some 
stimulating exceptions showing that men’s studies on African countries mostly 
reflect power questions focused on black men’s political control (Arnfred 
2007).

In a “mobile family” approach, male studies lack research into constructions 
of masculinity. It is crucial to look at the changes inside the conjugal and parental 
relationship to understand how the construction process of masculinity is 
renegotiated between man and woman in transnational migration and how the 
social reproduction “in motion” works in the context under analysis. Critical 
studies of men (Kimmel 2005) stress that it is impossible to fully understand 
masculinity without considering its connection with family change and 
women’s change, as well as without men’s practices and discourses in their 
relationships with changing femininities.

Anyway, gender maintains its pertinence in understanding an individual’s 
culture in that it is tied to the position that women and men take in a family 
structure in a particular culture deriving from the greater or lesser degree of 
responsibility attributed to them for sustaining and reproducing the family. 
Hence, stating that migratory flows diversify according to the variable of 
migrant gender implies the existence of inequalities stretching over the 
entire migratory experience, right from departure from one’s own country 
through to arrival in the host community and the experiences encountered 
there. Asymmetries in power between men and women produce differences 
in the organisation of migrant lives and permeate through social institutions, 
the family, economy, and politics. Gender inequalities leading to gendered 
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disadvantages in the destination countries of migratory trajectories may be 
linked to exploitation and recruitment into illegal trafficking networks.

The origins of migration lie in a practice that, in many cases, emerges out 
of a family history of geographical relocation as a potential option, already 
tried by others, discussed and held up as a cause for celebration. Studies on 
migrant women carried out thus far in Portugal (Grassi 2003, 2007, 2015; 
Hellerman 2005; Peixoto 2006) report that women carry the responsibility for 
maintaining links with the country of origin, influencing the behaviour inside 
their social relationships in Portugal and questioning the bread-winner role 
of man in the family.

methodological remarks

The methodology for studying a complex thematic has a strong comparative 
potential in all the case studies presented here. As I have already stressed, the 
goal is to capture the different ways in which individuals identify and negotiate 
across power relations, their conjugality and parenthood structuring the 
contemporary mobile context of the family. This can only be achieved through 
comparison between different contexts. Mobility and family relationships at 
distance can be compared, giving central importance to the collection of data 
based on different pathways: multiple locations; multiple types of mobility 
(national and transnational both past and present); multiple family cultures 
(European and African); multiple places (host, transit and destination 
countries); combination of qualitative and quantitative techniques.

Multi sited methodology aims to contribute to an epistemological shift in 
migration, mobility and family studies. Earlier research on transnationalism 
and migrations from African regions (Grassi 2003, 2007, 2010; Vivet 2010) 
points to gender, and family differences affecting migration in the source 
societies. The collection of data in all the countries involved by the migratory 
flows considered in such research fills the gap in global migration studies of 
qualitative information in the countries of origin, and transit of migratory 
flows.

The relevance of the comparison of ethnographic collection of contextualised 
indicators has to be stressed and identified as a crucial methodological 
framework carrying epistemological consequences. This methodology allows 
for the marking of visible specificities of the construction and negotiation 
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of individuals sharing space, resources, and affectivities in the globalised 
contemporary world. The understanding of social change induced in the 
institutions that organise contemporary societies can only be done by giving 
voice to the people who lead it and propose other organisational and even 
affective categories that define the contemporary family.

Let’s go through the data with some examples.

parenthood and care of children
in the angola/portugal mobile space1

The research project discussed in this paragraph is an Angola/Portugal case 
study which is part of a European Consortium and project including four 
case studies. Each combined case study is composed of a pair of countries: a 
European country, where a part of the family resides and the migrants’ African 
country of origin. These are: Angola/Portugal; Angola/the Netherlands; 
Nigeria/Ireland; Ghana/Netherlands. Particular emphasis was placed on 
the methodological challenges presented by the transnational approach. On 
the one hand, some relevant aspects that emerge from the different “family” 
cultures that determine the representation of care in child rearing in different 
ways are discussed. On the other hand, how the “children” belonging to 
transnational families are not covered by the Portuguese laws governing their 
reception is discussed: the regulation that exists only covers “children at risk”.

The case study focuses on one aspect of family relationships both in the 
European and in the African country and brings a transnational perspective 
to the study of contemporary transnational mobility. The analysis presented 
here has emphasised the characteristics and repercussions of the children and 
caregivers’ lives in the migrants’ country of origin, as well as the migrating 
parent’s impact on their destination.

The transnational Angola – Portugal context is replete with contacts 
between peoples and nations covering the pre-colonial, colonial, and the post-
colonial period. Although in different ways, the domination relations between 
the two countries in the various periods have the contact between individuals 

1 Based on data from an ics research project survey, “Transnational Child-Raising Arrangements 
between Angola and Portugal” (tcraf-eu 2008-2015). See also Grassi and Vivet (2015a; 2015b), Grassi 
et al. (2014; 2017).
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favoured by human mobility in common. This is expressed in different forms 
according to the historical period and has favoured the knowledge and a 
certain affinity between cultures and the forms of organisation of the societies 
influencing each other.

 When migration flows from Africa to Europe began to be discussed and 
studied in the 1990s, migratory flows between Angola and Portugal already 
had a relevant expression in this European country, conferring peculiar 
characteristics that still distinguish them from other flows from Africa to 
the European continent. This specificity has clearly emerged in comparison 
with the other migratory flows referred to above pointing to historically very 
important migratory patterns.

The dismantling of Angolan families and their organisation at a distance 
implies a very difficult picture to study because of the multiple causes of the 
migratory movement between the two countries, among which the long 
period of war had a significant role.

The war affected most areas of Angolan society and was the engine of 
several social changes. The urbanisation of the capital city, Luanda, saw steep 
population growth, the adaptation of distinct economic survival strategies and 
family disintegration due to the deaths, flight, mismatch and forced migration of 
family members. Lack of economic resources and goods and services, however, 
did not dissipate solidarity (although in the city it appears less intense than in 
rural areas). The informal reception of children is a common parental practice 
in Angola, which is based on cultural traditions. As a goal, this practice has the 
reinforcement of family ties or the creation of other (and new) ties, and it is also 
often a measure to provide education and training for the child, compensating 
for the economic limitations of the country and the parents. During the period 
of armed conflict, this solidarity was quite commonly shown with orphans. 
Despite the importance of informal reception in Angolan society due to 
transnational migration and cultural reasons, this is also a consequence of 
changes in the family structure (the high number of divorces and separations). 
Nowadays, in Luanda new loving relationships between parents and divorces 
are the most common reasons for children to be in informal care. However, 
the decision to “turn in” their children, hoping that they can “grow up” is 
influenced by the socioeconomic level of the families. It can then be concluded 
that the family plays a central role in the informal reception of children in 
Angola, with the other parent or grandparents taking care of them when the 
parents separate for the various reasons mentioned above.
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On the other hand, it can be said that in Portugal the information collected 
in this project through interviews with Angolan migrant parents points to 
a very complex image of the mobile family of Angolan origin. Even when 
we can highlight similar dynamics of family organisation with the family 
in Portugal, if we look more closely, there are small  differences that become 
evident and that resemble patchwork (Grassi and Vivet 2015b). For example, 
it is important to emphasise the importance of parents’ conjugal status to 
understand the dynamics of transnational parenting and the reformulation of 
gender roles in the exercise of parenting.

In our case study, transnational care has strong connotations and gender 
differences. The overwhelming majority of migrant parents with children 
in Angola are men and only 20% of all parents are women. Contrary to 
the traditional image of the transnational family, where the father assumes 
the role of a “breadwinner” (Barou 2001), in our sample there are very few 
couples in this situation. On the contrary, a high proportion of families with 
the migrant father in Portugal have children both in Angola and Portugal, 
with the father no longer having a marital relationship with the mother of his 
child. As we have seen, in most cases, care for children in Angola is carried out 
by biological mothers (73%). The transnational agreements in the families of 
our sample last more than 10 years and there are relatively few cases of family 
reunification, all of them initiated in the cases that migrate by the mother of 
the child. Most of the migrant parents in our sample do not intend to take 
their children to Portugal because they do not have sufficient resources, have 
low-paid jobs, are in a relationship with another person and also because their 
children have always lived with their own mother in Angola.

One of the project research questions aims to understand the effects of 
transnational parenting on the life chances of parents – (defined in our project 
as work performance, health conditions and emotional well-being). The 
results published in (Mazzucato et al 2015) show that in the Angola/Portugal 
case, there is a significant correlation between being a transnational parent 
and their life chances, related to performance at work, but especially to mental 
and emotional well-being.

Regarding performance at work, it is observed that on the one hand, 
respondents are more likely to have lower levels of monthly family income 
and to work more hours per week than those interviewed with their children 
in Portugal. On the other hand, the level of unemployment of migrants with 
children in Angola compared to the same level of migrants without children 
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in the country of origin does not show significant differences. In addition, 
there is no statistical difference between the educational level attained and the 
type of transnational family.

 As for emotional well-being, one can usually argue that being a transnational 
parent could negatively affect one’s mental well-being and happiness. The 
literature usually refers to discomfort with and emotional distance from their 
father/child, and when they are the migrating mother, children complain 
more often about feelings of abandonment (Parreñas 2005, 69).

In general, it can be said that in our context raising children at a distance 
results in poor relationships between parents and children. The key informants 
interviewed also underline a certain degree of family disruption and state that 
communication is extolled as a way of accompanying the child.

Regarding the effects on children, the distance of the migrant parents is 
mainly felt as moments of sadness although they do not mention any negative 
effect of their parents’ absence on school performance or their health.

The reflection we present here in our case study is a starting point to 
understand the repercussion of mobility in the family and we can affirm that 
the analysis of the data that we have collected through the survey of parents, 
children and caregivers points to the existence of different types of Angolan 
transnational families in Portugal. We have found few cases in which the 
transnational family consisted of mothers whose children were in Angola – 
and when this happens, they are short-term migrants who maintain close 
contact with their children and claim to have good relations with the person 
looking after them. They also claim they want to return to Angola to regroup 
with their children.

Although we may highlight similar dynamics in family organisation, 
a closer look at the data collected in Portugal reveals small differences that 
become evident, for example, in highlighting the importance of the parents’ 
conjugal status in understanding the transnational paternity dynamics and 
the gender roles.

conjugality at distance

The case study on conjugality at distance in the geographical area of Angola/
Portugal gives an account of the conjugal relations of the migrant men who 
lead the reactivation of an old migratory flow that, in the same space, has 
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existed for many decades, compared to the inverse flow from Portugal to 
Angola that has recently seen many Portuguese migrating to this country to 
work. Although the data that supports this cannot be generalised, it does show 
some of the trends and dynamics of the two migratory flows.

 As previously seen, the existence of transnational families between Angola 
and Portugal is not recent and has been changing according to the historical 
periods and the political and economic dynamics of both countries in a context 
in which the historical links between the two countries persist. The oldest 
migratory flow from Angola to Portugal has led to the existence of family, and 
friendship networks that overlap with the emerging networks of new flows 
from Portugal to Angola and follow the market dynamics. In this scenario, the 
North-South paradigm is challenged by the transnational division of labour 
that means rethinking the concept of development, while in the collective 
memory the perceptions and representations of the colonial memory between 
the two countries persist.

 The results of the project “Places and belongings: conjugality between 
Angola and Portugal” show the necessity to avoid cultural essentialisms, 
and points out a difference in the representations of the two groups related 
to the representations of the conjugal institution, which still persists in both 
migratory flows, a reproduction of colonial memory gender role stereotypes 
of the couple and the family (Grassi and Ferreira 2016).

 Transnational partnership creates changes in couples’ relationships, and 
gender norms, roles and responsibilities are (re) formulated and (re) negotiated. 
Both spouses work to manage their daily routines and adapt to new rules and 
priorities aimed at maintaining a transnational familiarity (Pribilsky 2004).

 Both flows also highlighted the importance of ict in maintaining family 
ties and how technologies allow social spaces of family life at distance and 
minimise the impact of distance in space and time. The family is reinvented 
and thus becomes a shared social space, highlighting, once again, its genesis of 
active process in continuous change, a product of human interaction.

 Social and economic inequalities often determine the frequency and intensity 
of family relationships at a distance. In the case of the two flows between Angola 
and Portugal, the economic situation and  working conditions of the Portuguese 
in Angola allow them to maintain transnational practices with their relatives 
in the country of origin with a greater frequency and intensity: almost regular 
virtual contacts daily through the use of the Internet; physical contact through 
frequent visits to Portugal; and regular shipment of remittances.
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For the Portuguese migrants in Angola, love and marriage implied fidelity 
and absence of extra-partner (principal partner) sexual relations. Many of 
those interviewed also show an attachment to the stereotype of the black 
African woman of the colonial memory, as well as the associated gender roles. 
The same is not seen among the Angolans in Portugal, who reveal much greater 
pragmatism regarding sexual behaviour, while simultaneously confirming the 
cultural importance of marriage and family in society. Without doubt, it can 
be concluded that the stereotypes about the conjugal-pair and family gender 
roles going back to the colonial memory survive in both of the migration flows.

Still, in a broader sense, can be affirmed that transnational conjugality is a 
contributing factor in the transformation of relations in the conjugal couple, 
which at a distance are creating a new space for the empowerment of the 
women who do not migrate, regardless of the direction of the flow. The reversal 
of flows—from Portugal to Angola–is more recent, and provides us with only 
a hint of what is happening in the lives of individuals moving between the two 
countries—and of changes that invite our continued attention.

 Globalisation and migration thus pose new challenges for the understanding 
of conjugal and family life from a holistic perspective, which makes us question 
the classic units of analysis used in research on living conditions and trans-
border dynamics.

The family dynamics of couples living geographically separated cannot, 
therefore, be studied separately, only in the country of migration or in the 
country of origin. Only in this way is it possible to understand the processes 
occurring beyond the boundaries of the nation-state and recognise that 
family life can be presented in various social and geographical spaces (Faist, 
2006): that the comparison between the flows is an effective method for the 
perception of the contemporary mobility.

the family in the “cape verde-portugal” space

The reflections in this paragraph are related to an exploratory study carried 
out over the last year regarding a new project that is still awaiting financial 
support to be completed. With various background projects in Cape Verde 
and its diaspora2, this project’s lines are here summarised.

2 See, in particular, Grassi (2003; 2006; 2009).
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Looking to mobility and families, and given the geographical separation 
between parents and children in contemporary mobility between Cape 
Verde and Portugal, it has to be considered that kinship in this space is not 
synonymous with consanguinity. Kinship reflects a broader concept than in 
European contexts, and migrant parents have to  negotiate their parental role, 
considering that parenthood does not have the same meaning in Cape Verde 
and in Portugal. This process of negotiation can be very hard to manage for 
immigrant parents in dealing with the specificity of family and mobility in this 
African archipelago and in Portugal.

Parenthood in Cape Verdean society has a very strong symbolic weight 
for both women and men. This remains true despite recognising that the 
father is not in a conjugal relationship with the child’s mother, and lives in 
another place. It does not imply a genuine fatherhood experience in terms of 
practices. The emotional distress related to parents living at a distance has, 
therefore, to be understood in this context. Scholars working on parenting 
and caring at a distance believe that maintaining intimate relationships 
in transnational families depends on various care practices involving 
the circulation of objects, values, and persons; and that care practices are 
structured by geographical distance where the distinction between overseas 
and overland separation is significant (Leifsen and Tymczuk 2012). In 
this case, the most important difference can be the type of care that the 
transnational migrant male parent uses to cultivate the relationship(s) with 
his children (care at a distance moves through formal and less formal market 
channels, such as international communication technologies, remittance 
companies, and transport facilitators, at least in the case of middle and upper 
class families).

Taking into account the actual situation of the child and the family partners, 
as well as the symbolic dimension of parenting and affiliation to which the 
child adheres whenever there is parental failure, we can affirm that families 
continue to be the child’s enrolment place in a genealogy and filiation. It is 
the place where identity is constructed, and where differences arising from 
otherness, gender and generation are confronted.

Mobile fathers and mothers are active subjects and both identify challenges 
regarding the exercise of their parental roles. The roles of both women and 
men are culturally expected and are also constructed in the society to which 
they migrate. In this sense, transnational fathers who have their children 
cared for by their mothers in the country of origin, “appear less focused on 
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challenges related to the care of their children and problems back home, and 
were more focused on work and wages” (Avila 2008, 169).

Furthermore, in the Cape Verdean context, long separations between 
biological mothers or fathers and young children are socially constructed as 
a normal aspect of transnational lives: “they are a painful necessity, but are 
not automatically assumed to be traumatic. In an ideal situation, when the 
mother is the migrant parent, the biological mother and the foster mother 
play complementary roles in what some authors describe as the transnational 
fostering triangle” (Akesson, Carling and Drotbohm 2012). Constructions of 
parenthood roles are fluid and changeable, and have to be renegotiated and 
redefined in long-distance conjugal relationships.

On the other hand, conjugal relationships at a distance – when the cause 
of separation is mobility – ask for a redefinition of the roles of the couple and 
of the family. The impact on these relationships largely depends on a number 
of specific circumstances, including social position, the existence (or not) of 
children, the reason(s) underlying the migration, and the adaptive abilities 
of the individuals involved. Many authors who see migration as a threat to 
the destination country also see marriage and migration as arrangements 
of convenience, forced marriage, or trafficking. Others are more inclusive 
(Williams 2010; Bryceson and Vuorela 2002; Levin and Trost 1999; Boyd 
and Grieco 2003; Pessar and Mahler 2003; Wilding 2006; Grassi 2006), and 
address the challenges and stereotypes of transnational marriage, describing 
the ways that couples (re)define their roles, relationships, and family life as 
they learn and live side-by-side (Pribilsky 2004). The aggregate family unit 
of analysis, which is most commonly used for obtaining information about 
individuals and those they live with, was replaced in a previous study by a 
broader concept: the aggregate of residents, which enables us to include not 
only family members, but also people close to them and who reside with them.

This project includes the collection of exploratory qualitative data 
on internal mobility in Cape Verdean islands that has characterised the 
archipelago in recent years, using a comparable draft for interviews in relation 
to data on transnational families collected in the destination countries. This 
is based on the observation of Cape Verdeans’ mobility, which is not limited 
to transnational migrations. People move between islands for different 
reasons. Internal migration is expected to be less financially beneficial than 
international migration for individual migrants and their families, as wages 
are typically lower in Cape Verde and there is a lack of work opportunities. 



374 ambiguous  inclusions:  inside out, outside in

However, individuals may benefit from such migration significantly, 
contributing to diversification of livelihoods and development of the wider 
economy. Research on highly skilled migrants enables a better understanding 
of the different facets of mobile lives. Qualitative interviews will be compared 
with the aim of understanding their daily practices, connections to the 
local and global context, and representations of their multiple “homes”. It is 
important to understand how, in the midst of so many “homes”, this new space 
is constructed: how and in what ways migrants’ dwellings become true homes 
– a space imbued with symbolic value, and what repercussions there are in 
conjugal and parenthood relationships. We intend to explore the influence of 
national and cultural gender roles inside the family institution, in comparison 
with transnational mobility dynamics.

The organisation of the data analysis will focus on the perceptions and 
representations of the family at distance (the economic and emotional well-
being of family migrant male member), on the transnational/national migrant 
men’s perspective, on Mobility/Immobility, and the citizenship framework on 
the access to resources in the origin country, as well as the place of culture and the 
generational meaning of “home” in the target group. This will include migrant 
men and women from Cape Verde internally and internationally (in Portugal). 
The analysis will consider gender in its intersectionality with generation, 
class, and ethnicity. We can therefore discuss how and if the condition of 
being migrants makes a difference in their life trajectories, discussing if, in 
the different spheres, there is a reproduction of their trajectories. Empirical 
examples resulting from our team’s previous work in recent years covered 
countries in Africa and Europe (Grassi 2007; 2010; Ferreira 2011) and different 
modes of mobility and migration can be compared with the results of this 
proposal, increasing the debate in the area. At the same time, it will stimulate 
discussion of the negotiation processes and different representations of adult 
status within the family, adopting a comparative methodology among young 
people of Cape Verdean descent from collecting data to exploring gendered 
family dynamics in the Cape-Verdean diaspora, across family members.

Considering conjugality and parenthood relationships, and starting from 
previous results (Grassi 2010) that show the importance of internal migration 
in Cape Verde, it is important to reflect on how its consequences in the 
reorganisation of family relationships are easily comparable to what happens 
in mobile family situations under study in other contexts (Grassi and Vivet 
2015; Mazzucato et al. 2015; Grassi et al. 2016). The data that will be collected 
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should add to our understanding of the families in this mobile context, which, 
due to its history and geographical position, is considered by many authors as 
an excellent place to discuss the organisation of societies and institutions in 
the contemporary world.

final remarks

Before a changing society, relations between individuals, and within the family, 
tend to organise themselves at a distance in different forms according to 
contexts. Through case studies in the geographical area of Angola/Cape Verde/
Portugal, this chapter discusses how migrants organise their family relations.

The existence of transnational families between Africa and Portugal is 
not recent and has changed during the various historical periods and due to 
the political and economic dynamics in the different countries. The strong 
historical links between the former Portuguese colonies and Portugal persist 
in the production of family and friendship networks overlapping the networks 
being formed in the new flows following the fluctuation of the economy. In 
this panorama, the north-south paradigm is challenged by the contemporary 
transnational division of labour, and this concept of development must be 
rethought. At the same time, the perceptions and representations of the colonial 
memory between the two countries persist, and this is particularly evident 
in family and migration studies. The approach proposed here in the study 
of family and migration dynamics allows us to avoid cultural essentialisms, 
highlight some differences in the representations between the groups and 
recognise the persistence of stereotypes about the family roles of colonial 
memory in the couple and family in contemporary migratory flows. At the 
same time, it also shows that conjugality and parenting at distance – when 
analysed as a global concept – contributes to a transformation in couples’ at 
distance relationships that are reformulated; sometimes also creating space for 
the empowerment of women that do not migrate.

The examples here referred to can highlight some dynamics of individuals’ 
social inclusion and exclusion from mobility access and other resources in 
their changing familial contexts. Furthermore, they stress the importance of 
renewing the dialogue between agency and structure: are the case studies’ 
family members presented moving as free agents or in a manner dictated by 
the cultural concept of family as a social structure?
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Finally, studying migration and contemporary human mobility raises 
relevant theoretical questions by their intrinsic “political epistemology” 
(Garelli and Tazzioli 2013, 1), which has become a conceptual field 
denaturalising the categories and regimes of academic knowledge. The aim 
of studying “migrations” is to challenge government policies by creating a 
project incorporating both academic and governmental policies. To use the 
mobility concept to study the changes in family relationships when one of its 
members is living in another country, the paper also points to the necessity of 
focusing on language as a performative and constitutive dimension of reality 
by attributing meanings, norms and power that discipline human agencies 
into thinking, speaking and acting in a certain way (Foucault 1994; Fisher 
2003). Global family relationships are changing and the concepts “mobility” 
and “migration” applied in the study of this social change are not only two 
different words for the same empirical phenomenon but represent two different 
institutional perceptions, interests and authorities, having the constitutive 
power to be reflected in the political dimension.

____________________________________
marzia grassi
Instituto de Ciências Sociais, Universidade de Lisboa
Av. Prof. Aníbal Bettencourt 9 — 1600-036 Lisboa, Portugal
marzia.grassi@ics.ulisboa.pt
orcid.org/0000-0003-0808-7879
____________________________________

 references

akesson, L., J. Carling, and H. Drotbohm. 2012. “Mobility, moralities and motherhood: 
navigating the contingencies of Cape Verdean lives”. Journal of Ethnic and Migration 
Studies, 38 (2): 237-260.

andall, J. 1999. “Cape Verdean women on the move: ‘immigration shopping’ in Italy and 
Europe.” Modern Italy, 4 (2): 241-257.

appadurai, A. 2006. Fears of Small Numbers – An Essay on the Geography of Anger. Durham, 
nc: Duke University Press Books.

arnfred, S. 2007. “Sex, food and female power: discussion of data material from Northern 
Mozambique.” Sexualities, 10 (2): 141-58.

avila, E. 2008. “Transnational motherhood and fatherhood: gendered challenges and coping.” 
PhD, University of Southern California.

barou, J. 2001. “La famille à distance: nouvelles stratégies familiales chez les immigrés 
d’ Afrique sahélienne”. Hommes et Migrations, 1232: 16-25.



family and kinship in contemporary mobile world 377

boyd, M. 2004. “Gender equality and migrating women”. Unpublished paper prepared for the 
United Nations Division for the Advancement of Women. Published online: http://www.
un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw/csw50/statements/CSW%20HLP%20Monica%20Boyd.
pdf.

boyd, M., E. Grieco. 2003. “Women and migration: incorporating gender into international 
migration theory”. Migration Information Source, 1. Retrieved from www.migrationpolicy.
org/article/women-and-migration-incorporating-genderinternational-migration- theory.

bryceson, D. F., U. Vuorela. 2002. The Transnational Family: New European Frontiers and 
Global Networks. Oxford: Berg.

carling, J. 2005 “Gender dimensions of international migration”. In Global Migration 
Perspectives, Geneva: Global Commission on International Migration.

chant, S., S. A. Radcliffe. 1992. “Migration and development: the importance of gender”. In 
Gender and Migration in Developing Countries, ed. S. Chant. London: Belhaven Press, 1-30.

cohen, J. H., I. Sirkeci. 2011. Cultures of Migration: The Global Nature of Contemporary 
Mobility. Austin: University of Texas Press.

erikson, E. H. 1950. Childhood and Society. New York: Norton.
faist, T. 2006. “The transnational social spaces of migration”. Langhorne, pa: Gordon and 

Breach Working Papers – Center on Migration, Citizenship and Development.
ferreira, T. 2011. “Género e gerações: processos de transição para a vida adulta dos jovens 

descendentes de imigrantes dos palop.” In Palop: Investigação em Debate, org. M. Grassi. 
Lisbon: Imprensa de Ciências Sociais, 77-95.

fisher, F. 2003. Framing Public Policy. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
foucault, M. 1994. The Order of Things, Archeology of the Human Sciences. New York: Reissue.
garelli, G., M. Tazzioli. 2013. Challenging the Discipline of Migration: Militant Research in 

Migration Studies, An Introduction, 245-249 | Published online.
gervais, C., et al. 2009. “La paternité en contexte migratoire: étude comparative de l’expérience 

d’engagement paternel et de la construction de l’identité paternelle d’immigrants magrébins 
de première et de deuxième generation”. Enfances, Familles, Générations, 11: 25-43.

grassi, M. 2003. Rabidantes, Comércio Espontâneo Transnacional em Cabo Verde. Lisbon: 
Imprensa de Ciências Sociais; Praia: Spleen.

grassi, M. 2006. “Formas migratórias: casar com o passaporte no espaço Schengen.” 
Etnográfica, 10 (2): 283-306.

grassi, M. 2007. “Cabo Verde pelo mundo: o género na diáspora cabo-verdiana”. In Género 
e Migrações Cabo-Verdianas, eds. M. Grassi and I. Évora. Lisbon: Imprensa de Ciências 
Sociais, 23-64.

grassi, M. 2010. Forms of Familial, Economic, and Political Association in Cape Verde Today: 
A Foundational Sociology of an African State. New York, London: The Edwin Mellen Press.

grassi, M. 2015. Mobility, Family, and Gender: A Transnational Approach. Journal for 
Educators, Teachers and Trainers, 5 (3).

grassi, M. 2017. “Género y mercado transnacional en la diáspora cabo-verdiana”. In Mujeres, 
mercado y desarrollo, ed. A. Roca. Barcelona: Editorial Icaria.

grassi, M., J. Vivet. 2015a. Places and Belongings. Conjugality between Angola and Portugal 
by M. Grassi and J. Vivet wp Series 08/2015 http://tlnetwork.ics.ul.pt/images/WP/WP0 
8_2015.pdf

grassi, M. and J. Vivet. 2015b. “Cuidar das crianças entre Angola e Portugal: a parentalidade 
nas famílias transnacionais.” Sociologia: Problemas e Práticas, 79: 85-108.



378 ambiguous  inclusions:  inside out, outside in

grassi, M., T. Ferreira, eds. 2016. Mobility and Family in Transnational Space. Newcastle: 
Cambridge Scholars Publishing.

grassi, M., J. Vivet, and L. Marinho, eds. 2016. Famílias Transnacionais entre Angola e 
Portugal. Organização e Práticas de Cuidados às Crianças. Lisbon: Imprensa de Ciências 
Sociais.

hellerman, C. 2005. “Migração de leste: mulheres ‘sozinhas’ ”. In Imigração e Etnicidade: 
Vivências e Trajectórias de Mulheres em Portugal. Lisbon: sos Racismo, 223-234.

hondagneu-sotelo, P., A. Ernestine. 1997. “ ‘I’m here, but i’m there’: the meanings of latina 
transnational motherhood.” Gender and Society, 11 (5): 548-571.

kimmel, S. M. 2005. The History of Men: Reconstructing Life, Place and Identity in Rome and 
Amsterdam. usa: Berghahn Books.

kofman, E., et al. 2000. Gender and International Migration in Europe: Employment, Welfare 
and Politics. London and New York: Routledge.

leifsen. E., A. Tymczuk. 2012. “Care at distance: Ukranian and Ecuadorian transnational 
parenthood from Spain”. Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 38 (2), 219-236.

levin, I., J. Trost. 1999. “Living apart together.” Community, Work and Family, 2 (3): 279-293.
levy, P. 2002. Cyberdémocratie (Essai de philosophie politique). Paris: Odile Jacob.
lubkemann, S. 2008. “Involuntary immobility: on a theoretical invisibility in forced migration 

studies.” Journal of Refugees Studies, 21 (4): 454-475.
morokvasic, M. 1983. “Birds of passage are also women…”. International Migration Review, 

18 (4): 886-907.
nobles, J. 2011. “Parenting from abroad: migration, nonresident father involvement, and 

children’s education in Mexico.” Journal of Marriage and Family, 73: 729-746.
ostaijen, M. van. 2017. “Between migration and mobility discourses: the performative 

potential within “intra-European movement”. Critical Policy Studies, 11 (2): 166-190.
oyeronke, O. 2001. Invention of Women: Making an African Sense of Western Gender 

Discourses. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.
palkovitz, R., et al. 2002. “Parenting and adult development”. Faculty Publications and 

Presentations, 9. http://digitalcommons.liberty.edu/ccfs_fac_pubs/9.
parreñas, R. S. 2005. Children of Global Migration: Transnational Families and Gendered 

Woes. Stanford: Stanford University Press.
peixoto, J. 2001. “Migration and policies in the European Union: highly skilled mobility, 

free movement of labour and recognition of diplomas.” International Migration, 39 (1): 
33-61.

peixoto, J., coord. 2006. Mulheres Migrantes: Percursos Laborais e Modos de Inserção 
Socioeconómica das Imigrantes em Portugal. Lisbon: socius, iseg/utl.

pessar, P., S. Mahler. 2003. “Transnational migration: bringing gender in”. International 
Migration Review, 37: 812-846.

pina-cabral, J. 2010. “Xará: namesakes in Southern Mozambique and Bahia (Brazil).” 
Ethnos, 75 (3): 323-345.

pribilsky, J. 2004. “ ‘Aprendemos a convivir’: conjugal relations, co-parenting, and family life 
among Ecuadorian transnational migrants in New York City and the Ecuadorian Andes”. 
Global Networks, 4 (3): 313-334.

rae-espinoza, H. 2010 “Consent and discipline in Ecuador: how to avoid raising an antisocial 
child”. Ethos, 38 (4): 369-387.

sassen, S. 2001. The Global City. New York, London, Tokyo: Princeton University Press.



family and kinship in contemporary mobile world 379

schmalzbauer, L. 2004. “Searching for wages and mothering from afar: the case of Honduran 
transnational families”. Journal of Marriage and Family, 66: 1317-1331.

snarey, J., et al. 1987. “The role of parenting in men’s psychosocial development: a longitudinal 
study of early adulthood infertility and midlife generativity”. Developmental Psychology, 23 
(4): 593-603. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.23.4.593.

suárez-orozco, C., M. Suárez-Orozco. 2001. Children of Immigration. Cambridge, ma: 
Harvard University Press.

tolstokorova, A. 2010. “Where have all the mothers gone? The gendered effect of labour 
migration and transnationalism on the institution of parenthood in Ukraine”. Anthropology 
of East Europe Review, special issue on gendered migrations, 28 (1): 184-214.

vertovec, S. 2007. “Circular migration: the way forward in global policy?”. University of 
Oxford International Migration Institute.

vianello, F., coord. 2006. Ai Margini della Cittá. Forme del Controllo e Risorse Sociali nel 
Nuovo Ghetto. Roma: Carocci.

vivet, J. 2010. Déplacements forcées et citadinités: les deslocados de Guerra à Maputo 
(Mozambique). PhD thesis. University of Paris Ouest Naterre La Défense.

wilding, R. 2006. “‘Virtual’ intimacies? Families communication across transnational 
contexts.” Global Networks, 6 (2): 125-142.

williams, F. 2010. “Migration and care: themes, concepts and challenges.” Social Policy and 
Society, 9: 385-396.

yepez, I. 2011. “ ‘Si tu veux que je reste ici, il faut que tu t’occupes de nos enfants!’ Migration 
et maternité transnationale entre Cochabamba (Bolivie) et Bergame (Italie)”. Autrepart, 1: 
57-58, 199-213.

zontini, E., 2004. “Immigrant women in Barcelona: coping with the consequences of 
transnational lives”. Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 30 (6): 1113-1144.

cite this chapter as:
grassi, M. 2018. “Family and kinship in the contemporary mobile world”. In Changing Societies: Legacies 
and Challenges. Vol. i. Ambiguous Inclusions: Inside Out, Inside In, eds. S. Aboim, P. Granjo, A. Ramos. 
Lisbon: Imprensa de Ciências Sociais, 357-379.
https://doi.org/10.31447/ics9789726715030.15


