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Abstract 

Objective: This study investigates the challenges and dynamics in the creation and maintenance of 
transnational families within the migration regime. 

Background: While previous research has primarily examined transnational families from the perspective 
of labor migrants, it has overlooked the experiences of refugees. This study shows that, under conditions of 
flight and asylum, transnational family relationships are often accompanied by significant challenges. 
Based on the theoretical framework of (un)doing family, which we link to the scholarship on refugee and 
forced migration as well as transnationalism, we highlight how families are separated, struggle with 
reunification, cope with transnational responsibility and conflicts in extended families. 

Method: Qualitative interviews were conducted with over 80 “refugees” from Somalia in Germany. 
Transcripts were analyzed category-based to reveal the interdependencies of (un)doing and displaying 
family. 

Results: In this specific context of restricted movement and the complex interplay of local and transnational 
family dynamics, it is shown how restrictions on the organizational level of doing family influence the 
possibilities for constructing a sense of we at the symbolic level, and vice versa. These dynamics lead to the 
pressure of doing a nuclear family unit. 

Conclusion: The article exemplifies how the migration regime can be integrated into the analysis of 
transnational doing family. 

Key words: refugee families, transnational families, forced separation, (un)doing family, extended families, 
migration regime 
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1. Introduction 

In the twenty-first century, transnational families face multiple challenges in providing care and 
maintaining emotional ties across distances, such as war and crises, restrictions during the pandemic, 
climate change, and issues related to mobility conditions (Cienfuegos-Illanes & Brandhorst, 2023: p. 10). 
These challenges cannot be considered separately, they overlap. However, the closure of more and more 
borders, restrictive migration and asylum regulations and the right-wing shift in Europe restrict 
transnational family life for so-called ‘refugee’ families (Aden & Westphal, 2021). Families who experience 
refugee and forced migration are by no means a homogeneous group or a special form of family. Yet, they 
share involuntary family separations and searching for options to establish and maintain family relations 
locally as well as transnationally. Regarding migrant families (“Gastarbeiterfamilien”, high qualified), 
transnationality is often linked to agency and viewed as potential for educational and professional pathways 
or for hybrid identity constructions. Global power structures, such as intersectional discriminations and the 
residence status, which „delimits, constrains and affords rights, privileges, duties and responsibilities” 
(Menjívar, 2012, p. 318) of families, have been overlooked or treated as secondary. 

Baas and Glick Schiller (2024) refer to the structural conditions mentioned above as the “end of 
migration” as we know it, since the conditions for migrants to be mobile and settle down permanently “on 
which our theories and assumptions have been based are rapidly ending” (p.3). Today‘s anti-migration 
politics shape this „end of migration“ and the concurrent process of dehumanization: The ability to move, 
secure lives and families, adequate employment, housing and legal protection, permanent residency and 
building transnational ties like previous generations did (Baas & Glick Schiller, p. 4). Since the large-scale 
displacement of refugees in 2015, referred to as the ”long summer of migration” (Der lange Sommer der 
Migration) in Germany (Hess et al., 2017), we are witnessing increasingly restrictive asylum and migration 
policies: The suspension of family reunification, the classification of protection seekers’ prospects for 
staying (Bleibeperspektive) into “good” and ”bad”, difficulties obtaining work permits, border controls and 
closures (including Frontex operations, the construction of fences, and hotspots), as well as the introduction 
of the payment card (Bezahlkarte) to prevent remittances, to name just a few examples. However, specific 
restrictions in migration policies were, are and will be constantly changing. There is a critical need for 
empirical research that systematically integrates migration and asylum policies, practices and discourses, 
conceptualized as the migration regime1, into the analysis of transnational families (Bonizzoni & Belloni, 
2023; Tiilikainen et al., 2023; Westphal & Aden, 2022).  

This article aims to explore how families maintain and establish practices and relationships under 
conditions of the migration regime in Germany and the EU. How must care practices be reorganized across 
borders to maintain familial relationships? Specifically, it seeks to understand the dynamics of restriction 
and how they influence family lives, locally and transnationally. We aim to incorporate refugee families and 
the concept of the migration regime into the academic discourses on doing family and transnational family 
research.  

We draw on qualitative empirical data of family members from Somalia who have arrived in Germany 
mainly as asylum seekers. This article first provides an overview of the state of research (2), followed by a 
presentation of the theoretical background of current family and migration research. The approach of 
(un)doing and displaying family is developed with a focus on transnational dynamics in the context of 
refugee and forced migration (3). The following part gives insights into the data and methods used (4). The 
empirical data analyzed show how migration regimes separate families and shape the ability of doing family 
across borders. The results further examine efforts for family reunification, responsibilities, conflicts and 
ruptures that occur in transnational families as well as the necessity to do a nuclear family (5). The article 
concludes that refugee families are pressured to undo transnational family ties and instead adopt the 
nuclear and Eurocentric family model. 

 
1  In the following, we use the term “migration regime,” which captures the complexity of the relationship between migration and 

regulation (Hess et al., 2017). 
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2. State of research: Transnational families, refugee and forced migration 

In migration research, there is a broad debate on transnational families. It has been well examined how 
they maintain family ties, cohesion and care arrangements with practices such as regular visits, holidays, 
phone and video calls as well as money transfers across borders (Baldasser et al., 2014; Bryceson & Vuorela, 
2002; Mazzucatu & Dito, 2018). However, research on transnational families has been addressed primarily 
from the perspective of labor migrants while overlooking refugees. Although refugee families have gained 
more attention in recent years, there remains a significant gap in studies exploring the complexities and 
dynamics of transnational parenting, care arrangements, and family relations, for example in relation to 
generational and gender relations, within the context of asylum and migration regulations (Aden & 
Westphal, 2021; Cienfuegos et al., 2023; Westphal et al., 2019). Empirical studies that deal with 
transnational families have documented the effects of asylum policy restrictions - such as exclusion from 
the labor market, long periods of separation and waiting times for asylum decisions and family 
reunification - on the functioning of transnational families (Kraus et al., 2019; Leinonen & Pellander, 2020; 
Madziva, 2015; Madziva & Zontini, 2012). In the asylum process, family members have no way of knowing 
when and whether they will be able to catch up with their partner, parents and children and are separated 
from them for an indefinite period. Näre (2020) refers to these long waiting times and the obstacles for 
family reunification as bureaucratic bordering, additional to the practices at the physical border that are 
carried out by governmental organizations and institutions. These practices expose transnational families to 
violence and risk for their intimate relations (Näre, p. 448). The risks of political exclusionary practices for 
maintaining transnational family life show gender-specific dynamics (Akhigbe & Effevottu, 2023; Ismail, 
2019; Madziva, 2015). For example, the lack of visitation options and the denied right to work for asylum 
seekers makes it difficult for mothers to maintain intimacy. Madziva (2015) points out that mothers are 
missing options to maintain intimacy through gifts and other luxuries as an affirmation of their ongoing 
involvement in their left behind children’s lives. Fathers have few opportunities to fulfill the ”traditional 
breadwinner” role. Fathers who are not able to remit to their children and their caregivers express the 
feeling of failure, guilt and shame. After years of separation and missing options for reunification, children 
who had to be left behind can feel disappointed, making it emotionally difficult for fathers to speak to them 
(Madziva, p. 9). While husbands can feel the loss of their masculinity, new roles of women “ha[ve] 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” (Rask et al. 2014: p. 304). 

Other research emphasizes the enormous financial and emotional burdens associated with remittances 
(Al-Sharmani, 2007; Lindley, 2010). Al-Sharmani (2007) describes the economic responsibilities of migrants 
as a constant act of “juggling” between the needs of immediate and extended family members. Remitters 
often face significant pressure and may find themselves in conflict with relatives over issues such as the 
amount of money to be sent, the person responsible for sending it, who receives it, how the funds are used, 
and the frequency and duration of the remittance process (Al-Sharmani, p. 5). The economic burdens can 
perpetuate social inequalities and vulnerabilities, especially in precarious legal and social living conditions 
of refugees in asylum accommodation (Schmitt & Aden, 2020).  

Nevertheless, according to Madziva & Zontini (2012), families develop a resilient bond under precarious 
conditions which enables them to provide good care and protection, e.g. for the children left behind 
(Madziva & Zontini, p. 440). Tuzi (2023) also points out that relations can improve in the transnational 
space after forced separations (p. 174). Extended family and kinship relations often play an important role; 
they take care of left behind family members or support migration and resettlement with financial and 
emotional help. This is confirmed by studies that show that extended families contribute to the safety and 
well-being of refugee family members (Christ & Etzold, 2022; Martuscelli, 2023). In fact, to operate 
collectively with the extended family can help to compensate for the absence of welfare and to provide 
protection and material security for relatives worldwide (Al-Sharmani, 2007). Accordingly, parental absence 
can be compensated through care arrangements from extended family members (Akhibe & Effevottu, 2023: 
p. 106). This explains why family members, if they have the right to do so, usually also apply for family 
reunification for family members outside the nuclear family (Martuscelli, 2023, p. 64). But these dynamics 
are rarely in view (Shapiro & Montgomery, 2022: p. 87). Overall, migration policies produce everyday 
insecurities and challenge the maintenance and reorganization of families (Menjívar, 2012; Tiilikainen et 
al., 2023). The overview of the literature on transnational refugee families further shows that a broad 
definition of family is necessary to understand transnational families. 
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3. Theoretical background: (Un)doing and displaying family under conditions of 
refugee and forced migration 

With the approach of doing family, we assume that family is not naturally given, it is done through everyday 
practices, interactions and discourses (Finch, 2007; Morgan, 2011). Family is recognized as a social and 
cultural construct that conveys social and emotional belonging and relationship as well as responsibility and 
care for one another (Finch, 2007). Family is established on an organizational (e.g. temporal and spatial 
coordination of tasks) and identity-oriented level (cohesion and togetherness, symbolic) and the core of doing 
family is care, which encompasses a variety of educating, nurturing, turning to, and providing (Jurcyzk, 
2020: p. 31).  Doing family becomes particularly observable when these conditions do not correspond to 
one's own or external expectations of a “normal” family and thus create pressure to legitimize the 
“abnormal” version. Especially through a disruption such as forced migration, everyday practices and 
relations must be renegotiated and reorganized. The efforts are not only renegotiated internally but must 
also be displayed externally as well as be recognized and confirmed as such by others. Doing and displaying 
family takes place within and outside the family, locally as well as transnationally in front of multiple 
audiences (Walsh, 2015). According to Walsh (2015), the need to display family arises on the one hand from 
changes within the family and disruptions in the context of migration, and on the other hand from a 
minority status in society. It is about being perceived not only as a family, but also as a “good” or 
functioning family (Dermott & Seymour, 2011) – in other words: “This is my family and it works“ (Finch, 
2007: p. 70). 
 Important resources for maintaining and establishing family practices and relations as well as 
displaying a good family are access to mobility and communication. Transnational care (physical, 
emotional, material and financial) can be exchanged during physical co-presence with visits and 
reunification, but also virtually and imagined from a distance using new information and communications 
technology (ICT) and through the organization, e.g. of remittances, or delegation of task to third parties 
(Baldassar et al., 2014; Merla et al., 2020: p. 516). However, the structural conditions and resources for 
mobility and communication are not distributed equally. Due to the precarious social and legal living 
conditions on the one hand, and the nation-state and normativity of family models (heterosexual nuclear 
families in one locality) on the other hand, doing and displaying family is particularly challenging for 
families from the Global South (Reynolds & Zontini, 2014; Westphal et al., 2019). Family choices and the 
right to live a local family life are politically and legally constructed and standardized. For example, certain 
migrant categories and types of family mobility are privileged over others (asylum seeking vs. skilled labor 
migration, freedom of movement in EU, humanitarian admission/resettlement), depending on the national 
interests of the respective host country. The Global North reproduces normative constructions of family in 
the refugee and asylum context by limiting reunification and resettlement processes to the nuclear family, 
without considering the extended family forms or the specific cultural circumstances. Dahinden (2010) 
associates these social inequalities with the concept of resource-dependent transnationalism. A higher 
social position increases the potential for transnationalism, whether on the level of beings (e.g. 
transnational networks) or on the level of belongings (e.g. habitual as a cosmopolitan mindset) (Dahinden, 
p.19). 

Following Glick Schiller & Salazar’s (2013) perspective, “the term ‘regimes’ calls for attention to the role 
both of individual states and of changing international regulatory and surveillance administrations that 
affect individual mobility” (Glick Schiller & Salazar, p. 189). They point out that such regulations are not 
static and can change, subject to global power relations and (geo)political developments, such as the 
increasing right-wing shift in Europe. Migration “as we know it” has changed: the transnational perspective 
that “was built on the assumption that migrants — whether they arrived as labor migrants or refugees — 
over time gained and exercised the right to settle, and this settlement was a central component of the 
pursual of transnational lives“ (Baas and Glick Schiller, 2024: p. 7). Currently, regular mutual visits and 
vacations (lack of residence permits), family reunification (high bureaucratic requirements, up to 
suspension for certain groups) and sending remittances (e.g., due to the lack of a work permit or a money 
card) are increasingly limited for refugees. Al-Ali et al. (2001) describe the limitations concerning 
transnational practices as “forced transnationalism”, explaining that “providing financial support or 
sending goods, such as medicine and clothes, to family and friends is often seen as both a responsibility 
and, at times, even a burden.” (p. 591). Considering the mobility restrictions linked to asylum, refugees are 
primarily limited to material, mediated, and/or symbolic forms of transnational practices (such as religious 
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rituals, objects, names, songs, or proverbs) (Huber, 2017). Accordingly, for the concept of family, not only 
successful efforts of doing and displaying, but also critical and hindering practices must be considered. 
Following the doing family approach of Jurczyk (2020) and colleagues, these can be seen as undoing and 
not doing family. “Undoing” is understood in two ways: 1. as a situational forgetting, ignoring or denial of 
family affiliation and ties; 2. as an active distancing, "for example through separation, damage, dissolution 
or the (temporary) breaking of relationships" (p. 34). ”Not doing” describes behaviors in which a reference 
to family could be made, but this deliberately "does not play or should not play a role" for various reasons 
(Jurczyk, p. 36). Undoing and not doing cannot be clearly distinguished because efforts of family members 
as well as the conditions for the loss of family are framed by the law (e.g. basic law, asylum and migration, 
as well as family law in Germany), which must be systematically included in the analysis. Viewing 
transnational families, Bryceson & Vuorela (2002) refer to the variety of ways and processes, from active 
recruitment to passive negligence, as relativizing. “Individuals ‘relativize’ family membership against a 
background of declining contact time or spatial proximity.“ (Bryceson & Vuorela, p.11)  

Overall, we argue that (un)doing family is constituted across time and national borders, and practices 
change and transform across the life cycle. This concept of (un)doing family dynamics has not been 
examined from the perspective of family members who arrived in Germany as refugees (Aden & Westphal, 
2021). The following section reconstructs this gap with a focus on transnational families and their ability to 
”function” in a forced separated family situation. 

4. Data and methods 

The empirical findings of this paper are based on the experiences and insights gathered from two 
qualitative studies involving participants who arrived in Germany as ”refugees.” People from Somalia are 
considered one of the largest and most dispersed diaspora groups in the world and, as such, are sometimes 
referred to as “global refugees” (Hammond, 2014: p. 13). Refugee movements in and out of Somalia have 
been occurring since the civil war at the end of the 1980s (Gundel, 2002). As a result, family members have 
been migrating to different countries in different ways for decades. They seek transit and arrival options via 
resettlement, family reunification, humanitarian protection and asylum. Families live fragmented lives in 
terms of time and space and are usually separated from each other involuntarily. They can maintain ties 
over very long periods of separation and are highly transnational (Ismail, 2019). 

The data used in this paper mainly focuses on the study "Somali migrants in Germany", which was 
conducted under the direction of Dr. Tabea Scharrer (MPI, Halle) and Dr. Markus Höhne (University of 
Leipzig) with the collaboration of six student assistants and two research assistants. It was funded as part of 
the Migration Science Initiative (WiMi) "The Challenges of Migration, Integration and Exclusion" of the 
Max Planck Institute for Social Anthropology in Halle (Höhne & Scharrer, 2023). Around 80 qualitative 
interviews were conducted in 2017-2018 in eight different cities in Germany. These were supplemented by 
participant observations, for example in Somali-owned shops or at association meetings. The sample 
contains slightly more men (60%) and about 50 per cent were between the ages of 19 and 28. Most arrived 
as asylum seekers after 2011 (44% after 2015). In addition, the article uses data from the ongoing research 
project “Change and dynamics of family generational relationships in the context of flight and asylum 
(DyFam)” under the direction of Prof. Manuela Westphal at the University of Kassel2. It is funded by the 
German Research Foundation (Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft). The sample of the project is based on 
ten Somali families with young children. The ethnographic data collection with each family took up to one 
year and included at least five family visits (e. g., at home, playground) and ended with qualitative 
interviews with the parent(s) (Li-Gottwald et al., 2024). In both studies, the interviews were conducted in the 
Somali, German and English language. Subject to the interviewee’s consent, the conversations were 
recorded and then transcribed in anonymized form. 

Regarding the political and legal vulnerability of the participants, research ethics standards such as 
voluntariness, negotiated informed consent, building trust, anonymity and a do-no-harm analysis played an 
important role in conducting the studies (Refugee Studies Centre, 2007; van Liempt and Bilger, 2018). It 
was necessary to conduct interviews in an informal setting that would not remind the participants of 
repressive migration regime (Asylanhörung) settings. Furthermore, Somalia is known as an oral society 

 
2  The study has passed the review of the Ethics Committee of the Faculty of Human Sciences from the University of Kassel. 
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where European narrative standards of linearity, temporality and individuality may not apply. Interview 
guidelines were sometimes ignored to promote conversation-like interviews and non-linear dialogues that 
in certain cases were more familiar to the interviewee and less formal. Given the potentially re-traumatizing 
nature of the topics, it was crucial to inform participants repeatedly that they could stop the interview and 
withdraw their participation at any time. Talking about one's own family sometimes provoked very 
emotional topics, such as the loss of family members, missing left behind children or separations from 
family members for a long time. Interviews were sometimes interrupted and continued after a break or on 
another day. If an interviewee preferred to omit or not discuss a topic any further, this was accepted and not 
taken up any further. Trust and mutual trust were built through reciprocal relationships, for example by 
following invitations, attending parties together, making home visits and sharing the researcher’s life story. 
In cases of intense contact and knowing about everyday struggles, this led to the researcher providing 
support where possible and necessary, e.g. by translating, accompanying people to appointments or 
assisting with bureaucratic tasks. As part of a solidary research practice, the participants should benefit 
from their participation if possible (Motzek-Öz et al., 2021). As one of the authors has discussed in another 
source (Aden & Schütte, 2021; Li-Gottwald et al., 2024), understanding their own positioning as a black 
woman with a Somali background shaped the process of knowledge production.  

Both studies addressed aspects of everyday family practices and relations in biographical-narrative and 
semi-structured interviews. The study “Somali migrants in Germany” is designed as a baseline study and 
included questions on the topics of social networks and family. The study “Change and dynamics of family 
generational relationships in the context of flight and asylum” focused on parenting and family education 
and included questions about family structures, everyday family life, child-rearing, generational family 
relations and educational practices.  

As a heuristic approach for both studies in this paper, we applied (un)doing family on two levels in the 
data. The organizational level: This refers to the everyday practices and coordination efforts involved in 
managing compatibility and balance, with the goal of harmonizing individual lifestyles. The identity-related 
level: This involves the meaningful and symbolic creation of togetherness and the construction of 
commonality. The latter also includes displaying family, i.e. situations in which family life is deliberately 
staged both inwardly and outwardly. Although the levels described are analytically distinct, they are 
interdependent for establishing family life (Jurczyk, 2020, p.30). The interviews were analyzed across all cases 
using qualitative content analysis with the help of MAXQDA software. For this purpose, a category-based 
analysis was carried out by deductive and inductive coding (Kuckartz, 2016). A code scheme was created 
deductively along the interview guidelines, e.g., family members, family practices, social 
networks, migration and flight biography, and developed further inductively along the heuristic framework. 
The following analysis explores the interplay of family (un)doing and displaying dynamics, on the one hand, 
and changes within the migration regime, both locally and transnationally, on the other. 

5. Empirical findings: (Un)doing and displaying family in the migration regime 

5.1 Separations within doing family 

First, we aim to shed light on the various forms of family separation that can occur throughout the entire 
migration process, including different routes, transit stages, and “arrival” points at various times. 
Participants of our studies left behind family members in Somalia, in refugee camps in neighboring 
countries and/or other transit countries. Furthermore, when families and relatives flee together, the 
migration regime in the EU and its external borders separates families from each other during and after 
their flight, as the following quote shows. 
 I went to one boat and my family went to another boat. After this, I lost my family. (...) I talk to the people who 
work for immigration here in Germany every day. I search for my mother and my sister and the two girls from my 
sister. (...) But nothing. I don't have any information. (Samatar, 33)  

Samatar lost members of his family when they were distributed to different boats by smugglers before 
crossing the Mediterranean. Separation is particularly difficult for those who do not know where their 
family members fled to and lost contact. Said talks about the uncertainty regarding the whereabouts of his 
relatives: ”But when you know they live, and you don't know where they live and how the situation is, it´s very 
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difficult in your mind, you cannot forget.“ (Said, 25) The worry and search for them, international calls, and 
visits to authorities are time- and money-consuming and emotionally stressful. The threat of being caught 
by the police within the border regime and being registered via the Eurodac identification system using 
fingerprints as well as being arrested and/ or returned, are a constant threat during the flight. This can lead 
to relatives separating from each other to avoid imminent detention at the EU's external border. Ahmed 
states: "Because if she [wife] gets captured, you can help her by sending money (...) But if you go together, 
sometimes you know, you are captured from the police, you have a problem.” (Ahmed, 28) According to the so-
called Dublin procedure, asylum application must be submitted in the EU member state where the refugees 
first entered, i.e., where their fingerprints were taken. Ahmed’s case shows that family members decide to 
separate from each other to maintain the chance of transnational support. Entering different EU states 
might increase the chance to apply for asylum in a country with faster access to work, housing, social 
services, residence, etc.  

But separations also occur at arrival in Germany. Married couples and family members are usually 
distributed among the federal states and municipalities. Some participants experienced that their marriage 
certificates were not recognized by the authorities. Many couples in Somalia marry religiously as Muslims 
and have no state marriage certificate. Others have left their state documents in their home country or lost 
them during the flight. A central problem is that documents issued in Somalia after the civil war are rarely 
accepted by the German (foreign) authorities due to the “collapse of the state”. As a result, these families 
are not recognized by the authorities and cannot be assigned together to asylum accommodation (in the 
same city).  

In cases where family members have not been assigned together, mutual visits are initially restricted by 
“spatial restrictions” by the so-called “residence obligation” of the German asylum and migration law (§56 
AsylG, §61 AufenthG). For the first three months after applying for asylum, people with a refugee status 
must ask the immigration authority for permission to visit other federal states. Besides that, the travel costs 
are almost unaffordable for those receiving asylum seeker benefits (AsylbLG). Forced separation also occurs 
when one family’s asylum applications are decided differently, and family members are deported to the 
country of first entry (Dublin) or the country “of origin”.  

During flight and asylum, the uncertainty and the indefinite time until a possible reunion is an 
enormous emotional challenge. Fatima suffers from having to leave her children behind in an African 
country: 

I feel guilty to leave them, because I run away (….).  So, I tried to save my children, that's why I ran away. (…) 
I feel alone (…). This year is 4 years I left my children (…). So, life is difficult without your family life (…) I don't 
know how I live alone, I talk to myself and say, why do you live this life you never choose, it's not fair. (Fatima, 42) 

Fatima and others describe feeling lonely without their family. Moreover, they feel guilty for being safe 
and for having survived war and flight while their family members continue to live in zones of war and 
conflict. The feeling to have to cope with the uncertainty between their own ambivalent situation in asylum 
(safety from war vs. insecurity in asylum) and the life-threatening situations of their family members, 
particularly children in Somalia and/or transit countries, is described as a burden. Some of the participants 
are looking for or reactivating connections after years or even decades of separation. Some maintain 
transnational ties to just a few relevant members, and disconnect from other obligations, i.e. extended 
family members. However, most participants of the study are constantly in contact with relatives left behind 
via digital media and reciprocal support. The separations in the migration regime can last for a long time. 
They can lead to fragmentation across places, time and generations and create a forced transnational family 
life (Al-Ali et al., 2001). The separations lead to family practices and interactions that are limited to regular 
phone and video calls, sending remittances, or symbolic forms (Huber, 2017). 

At the organizational level, family must be renegotiated and reorganized under the conditions of 
separation to maintain it as a shared life context. Undoing local family during flight, as a temporary break 
of relationships due to conditions in the country of origin (leaving behind family members) and separations 
within the migration regime, can be crucial for survival and for resources needed to maintain transnational 
care. At the identity-oriented level, separations are accompanied by fear and concern. This becomes 
particularly evident when considering the uncertainty surrounding the possibility of a local family reunion. 
Nevertheless, the participants have a strong desire for local family unity and show a strong commitment, 
sometimes over decades, in exploring the possibilities of family reunification. 
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5.2 Family reunification through displaying 

In Germany, the possibility of family reunification is subject to complex legal and formal regulations. 
Although people with a refugee status have a right to family reunification (§ 27-36 AufenthG), this only 
includes the subgroup of asylum seekers whose asylum application has been recognized (under § 3 para. 1 
Asylum Act) within the meaning of the Geneva Refugee Convention, as well as the group of persons 
admitted as part of resettlement procedures (§ 23 Residence Act). This right does not apply to others who 
are affected by a serious threat in their country of origin and have been granted temporary “subsidiary 
protection” or a ban on deportation (Duldung) based on human rights, or only to a limited extent and in 
exceptional cases (§ 25 AufenthG). In addition, certain requirements, such as a secure livelihood, proof of 
language skills and sufficient living space, must be met (Grote, 2017). 

Asha describes what she must do to apply for her daughter’s reunification successfully:  
They said, first learn the language, then work, then apply for the child, then the child comes, then real life 

begins. (...) Without a passport, no proper school, no B1 or secondary school and living alone is also a problem. 
(Asha,31)  

At the time of the interview, she lives in asylum accommodation and is trying to meet the expectations 
of the migration authorities. She takes on a paid cleaning job in the accommodation, completes internships 
to learn German, and emphasizes her efforts to secure an apprenticeship. However, it remains uncertain 
whether her “integration” efforts will enable her to establish and maintain part of her family reunification 
locally.  

Ali, a married father who has left behind his wife and children, has been living in Germany for eleven 
years and provisionally secured his residence status five years ago through “successful integration” 3  

 benefits. Ali became a single father when his son (twelve years old) suddenly appeared in Germany two 
years ago. Ali’s son grew up with his mother and two teenage sisters in Somalia, only knowing his father 
virtually. Mother and son fled to the European border but only the son was able to enter the EU and the 
mother returned to her daughters. Meanwhile, Ali’s wife and children have been waiting for their family 
reunification for ten years. Ali secures the family’s livelihood locally and transnationally through labor work 
in two jobs. He must send regular remittances to his family abroad. The son spends the afternoons alone at 
home, being cared for transnationally by the digital co-presence of his mother. The costs of legal advice and 
applications for residence and family reunification (translations, obtaining original documents) as well as 
the costs associated with the children’s (transnational and local) education and health (medical bills, 
language courses, school fees, after school care costs) can only be met through exhausting extra work doing 
overtime and on weekends. In addition, dealing with the authorities and the bureaucracy are time-
consuming and emotionally stressful. Despite all these efforts, the asylum authorities prove to be 
unreliable, non-transparent and protracted in their dealings. Age regulations are barriers in the asylum and 
reunification procedure and reinforce the sense of urgency for the family reunification. Ali also adopts the 
normative construction of the “refugee capable of integration” (“integrationsfähiger Flüchtling”) (Aden & 
Schütte, 2021) and presents himself as such in the research process, but not without critically reflecting on 
the associated ambivalence. It also becomes apparent that he involves his children in our research 
interactions and asks them to display their achievements and abilities to us. The father uses the logic of our 
interview with his son to practice the son’s upcoming “asylum interview” with the Federal Office for 
Migration and Refugees. The daughters, who introduce themselves to us in a video call, are asked to 
demonstrate their German language skills (Westphal et al., 2025). 

However, who can do, i.e., who qualifies as, family and is therefore eligible for family reunification is 
based on the European, particularly German, welfare state tradition of nuclear families. Family 
communities in African societies hardly correspond to this Eurocentric family image. In the Somalian 
context, family structures are not only based on biological descent, but on a wide kinship and clan-based 
social structure (Gundel, 2002). The UNHCR (2017) generally calls for an orientation towards the social and 
cultural circumstances of private and family life as well as the de facto ties for family unity to be considered 
over and above biological kinship. Whether extended family and household members are considered in the 
context of reunification within the EU depends on legal and political discretionary decisions or cases of 
hardship. In addition, new European and national legal and discretionary bases are constantly emerging.  

 
3 In Germany, the residence law in certain cases allows residence status through ‘successful integration’ despite a negative asylum 

decision. Among other things, one must independently secure one’s livelihood, language skills and proven identity. 
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After their forced migration, the participants have to undergo lengthy application and authorization 
procedures via foreign representations and immigration authorities to assert the right to a local family. As 
Hannah Arendt (1958) argued, the missing “right to have rights” is part of the ongoing struggle in a status 
where refugee family members are positioned in permanent temporariness (see Bass & Glick Schiller, 
2024). Transnational “doing family” is always a preparatory step and a prerequisite for any local family 
reunification, both on the organizational level in managing compatibility and on the identity-orientated 
level, in displaying with multiple audiences in mind (Walsh 2015). In Ali's case, the research team serves as 
the audience that affirms them as a family and a “good family” in terms of their ability to integrate. In 
Asha's case, the staff at her asylum accommodation and the migration authorities are the audiences who 
certify her as capable of integration, enabling her to eventually establish her family locally. It becomes clear 
that there is pressure to legitimize oneself as a “refugee capable of integration” in front of institutional 
audiences (such as migration authorities) to gain access to local family reunification. This displaying is 
accompanied by specific transnational and local organizational requirements concerning family practices 
and strategies (e.g., extra work, teaching left-behind children German via video). 

5.3 Responsibilities and conflicts: Displaying and undoing family 

The participants describe the daily struggle to take responsibility for both their transnational family, living 
in dispersed locations, and their local (nuclear) family. People who do not receive a work permit are 
disadvantaged in the labor market and are employed in the low-wage sector. It is extremely difficult for 
them to fulfill the financial needs and wishes of the local family life (household costs, clothing, school, 
children's leisure wishes, etc.) and at the same time those of their extended family abroad (school fees, 
livelihood, health care etc.). Local and transnational expectations differ and present conflicting demands. 
Abdinassir illustrates his financial situation as follows: 

Translator: He only has 368 euros to live together with his wife (money from social welfare office), and he is 
not allowed to work yet, as he only has Aufenthaltsgestattung {temporary resident permit}. He says his economic 
situation is very bad, he is lowest class now, he has to send 100 Euros to Somalia for school fees. (Abdinassir, 17) 

Abdinassir's transnational family obligation, which exists regardless of his young age, goes along with a 
life below the subsistence level in Germany, as the school fees for the son left behind in Somalia already 
consume a large part of the small family budget (via social benefits). Social and financial responsibility is an 
emotionally stressful balancing act that can also fail. Unfulfilled or unfulfillable expectations of family 
members who are left behind can lead to family tensions and conflicts. This is described by Massoud as 
follows: 

(...) Some of them are also getting help from the government, for this relocation, and they will get their family 
here safe. I don't have this privilege, and I have problems with my family and my wife till today and I don't know 
when it will happen, but it will happen and we will be separated, I am sure about that. I don't know what will 
happen after that. (...) The children will be staying with their mother or staying with my relatives? (...) In Somalia 
the father is also responsible for the children. If the father leaves there will be the cousins and so, the mother can't 
take the children by her own. Sometimes the father says yes, they can go, but then the family will say we want our 
children. My cousins or my uncle will say, we want our children. (...) So the fact that you don't have the papers is 
influencing your marriage with your wife. (Massoud, 31) 

Due to his asylum status, he is unable to apply for family reunification for his wife and children living 
in Somalia. This results in regular conflicts with his wife and ultimately leads to him fearing divorce. In the 
event of a divorce, however, he fears that a custody dispute over the children would be contested and 
negotiated collectively in front of, and by, the extended particularly patrilineal clan family. He is under 
pressure that his (transnational) family has to “function” in front of the multiple audiences, the extended 
families. His failure as a husband and father due to the lack of reunification options for the family becomes 
abundantly clear, as does the influence of asylum regulations on transnational family dynamics. Habiba, 
who had to leave her husband behind in a refugee camp in Asia, says: 

He also felt alone there, perhaps he felt the need for a family and something like that and he met a woman (...) 
He later remarried (...) I realized that we can't be a family like we used to be. (Habiba, 58) 

A lack of financial opportunities for family reunification, uncertain prospects of staying and reuniting, 
along with distance and loneliness, also contribute to the breakdown of family relationships and the need to 
develop new family perspectives. Samatar (33) also reported that after breaking the relationship with his 
left-behind wife, his mother wanted to take in his child to receive the remittances he was still sending. At 
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the same time, his mother tried to secure livelihood through the remittances for her own children, 
Samatars siblings. He explained that she was also trying to keep him away from the struggle by sending 
money to different households. However, the mother's wish led to further conflicts between the ex-wife's 
and Samatar's families even after divorce.  

The participants show that family is displayed before extended, local and transnational inner-familial 
multiple audiences. This goes along with juggling between the family obligations (Al-Sharmani, 2007) and 
can lead to conflicts. When establishing and maintaining a local family at the organizational level, there is a 
risk of transnational relationships breaking down (undoing family). It becomes evident that undoing takes 
place in an interplay with displaying, as fulfilling family obligations and expectations must also succeed in 
front of familial audiences. 

5.4 Changing family: the necessity of doing nuclear family 

Family relations change in the context of separations, the pressure to legitimize oneself as a good and 
functioning family, responsibilities, and conflicts. If the balance between the local and transnational family 
fails and hope for reunification diminishes, transnational family ties may break down and the local nuclear 
family becomes increasingly important. Mahad, whose wife and son have been relocated to another federal 
state due to a missing marriage certificate, says: 

The family is like big family and relatives. Yeah, and I always contact them. Like FaceTime with WhatsApp. 
(....) The most important people is my wife now. (...) We came together to Germany. But they separated [us]. 
(Mahad, 28) 

Although he maintains contact with his family transnationally, his efforts are primarily focused on 
rebuilding the family unit with his wife in Germany. Others have come to terms with the hopelessness of 
family reunification or the impossibility of family reunification. They look for prospects for starting their 
own families. Mustafa emphasizes:  

(...) My son was born here and then I start to live here and to make my life and here, and now I'm struggling to 
live here and to build my future for my family. I want to see my family but that's impossible, I don't have contact 
with them. (Mustafa, 25) 

Now a father himself, he defines his familial obligation solely in relation to his own (nuclear) family, 
explaining that for him, this includes the ability to cope with the demands of the migration society (e.g. 
racism, discrimination, integration expectations) as well as with the experiences of flight and asylum and 
thus the chance of a new beginning: "It’s important to have a family, I lost my family in Somalia, so I cannot 
lose my family here. And we try to forget. We try to relieve each other from the trip and the problems (...)." Against 
the backdrop of previous experiences of loss, he and others are unwilling to risk further failure, disruption, 
or loss. In the case of another participant, Aamina (38), a divorced single mother who started her family 
during her flight, her active distancing from transnational family relations is interwoven with her 
emancipatory gender concept as a woman. As a divorced woman and single parent, she focuses on 
establishing herself as free from any further family ties, especially marital ties and obligations. Her 
transnational relations are ambivalent. First, she must provide remittances not only to her mother but also 
to other relatives. “That’s a must”. Second, she depends on support care for her children to follow her own 
professional goals. The support comes from her oldest son and she relies on her transnational family: She 
has taken in a sister who has just arrived in Germany as a newcomer into her household. Regarding the 
intergenerational relation, transnational interactions do not play a significant role in the children’s 
upbringing. Aamina does not mention any transnational practices of her sons with fathers or members of 
the extended family. Yet, some members are still vaguely important to Aamina. She distances herself from 
her parents’ generation in her concepts of child upbringing: “Yes, because that’s my mentality. I don’t like 
what my people do. I want my children to be different.” (Aamina, 38) On the one hand, there is an 
interdependent relationship between her and the transnational family. On the other hand, she does not 
want to pass this on to her children. Starting and maintaining her own (nuclear) and local family therefore 
also represents an important space for self-empowerment and creates or upholds the ability to act. 
However, this is preceded by conflicts because familial transnational relationships may be dormant, 
forgotten or ignored from time to time, actively or passively kept at a distance, cancelled or terminated.  

Members of the local (nuclear) family as well as the formation of a new family gain importance. Against 
the backdrop of coping with the past, present and future of the refugee migration situation, this is now 
given primary practical relevance in everyday life. But the pressure placed on families within the migration 
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regime also transforms the construction of togetherness, which becomes partly ambivalent in relation to 
transnational family ties. However, it means that a European nuclear family model is asserting itself both 
structurally and discursively. In the sense of the local establishment of refugee families (Westphal et al., 
2025), referring to the local, nuclear family can have an empowering effect, to cope with intersecting 
multiple burdens and to address emancipatory gender aspects. It can be questioned whether these 
processes will also continue intergenerationally, since transnational relations and practices, the intensity of 
ties as well as resources, such as access to mobility, can change over time. 

6. Conclussion 

The findings of the study show how families are (un)doing family under the conditions of migration 
regimes and provide important insights into (transnational) family, refugee, and forced migration research. 
The experiences of all the participants are family separation and fragmentation, which pose a particular 
challenge, if not a threat, to do family at the levels of everyday practice and relations as well as belonging 
and togetherness. The study reveals the conditions of flight and asylum that challenge establishing and 
maintaining transnational family life and ties. Structurally induced family separations are dealt with - even 
involuntarily - through a transnational (re)organization of family. Taking on transnational family 
responsibility proves to be an enormous financial and emotional balancing act that can push those involved 
to the limits of their resilience. The precarious and socially unequal living conditions of refugee families 
and their members are exacerbated even further by the forced transnational family practices and relations. 
Individual integration efforts are often made to achieve a social status that opens opportunities to create 
local family unity. In concrete terms, this means first acquiring a legal residence permit that formally 
enables family reunification and then fulfilling other (social) requirements, which can also be suspended or 
tightened depending on political and legal conditions. The asylum-specific doing & displaying family is not 
about showing that "this is my family and it works" (Finch, 2007: p. 72), but about: "I work (in the sense of 
being well-integrated) and therefore I have a right to my family". 

The day-to-day efforts to assert the right to family have to be upheld throughout long application and 
authorization procedures via foreign representations and immigration authorities. Moreover, constant 
efforts must also be recognized by the separated family members. Undoing family processes are evident 
when family (e.g. partner or parental) expectations cannot be met, family reunification becomes less 
promising, or new family constellations arise. Long periods of separation, no mutual visitation options, 
limited financial resources for remittances and uncertain prospects of staying as well as the demands of the 
migration society and the search for and securing of one's own options for action can lead to transnational 
family relationships and responsibilities being abandoned. As a result, a shift in meaning towards the 
Eurocentric concept and image of the nuclear family as a “normal family” seems to be gaining ground both 
structurally and discursively. These findings contribute to our understanding of transnational family 
dynamics and changes, highlighting the interdependencies of (un)doing and displaying family in refugee 
families. In this specific context of restricted movement and the complex interplay of local and 
transnational family dynamics, it is shown how the organizational level influences the possibilities for 
constructing a sense of "we" at the symbolic level, and vice versa. 

These results offer valuable insights into the concept of (un)doing family, particularly in the context of 
transnational extended families, challenging current perspectives and advancing the literature by expanding 
the analysis to include the migration regime. There is a significant pressure on refugee families, both 
internally and especially externally. The intensified pressure to establish a family regarding the demands for 
education and upbringing, the blurring of work boundaries and changing gender roles as highlighted by 
Jurczyk (2020: pp.7-8) is particularly relevant in terms of social inequality. As Menjívar (2012) emphasizes: 

During the uncertain time of separation, immigrants maintain vibrant ties and regular communication 
(no doubt indicators of the immigrants’ agency and individual motivation), one must note that these often-
celebrated activities and expressions of agency are enacted within crucial structural constraints (…) over 
which individuals have little, if any, control and, thus, are not of their own choosing. (p. 318)  

However, it is questionable whether and how the internal family milieu is determined by this powerful 
standardization of the migration regime regarding concepts of parenthood and upbringing or gender-
specific distribution of tasks. In addition, due to the highly dynamic and complex nature of transnational 
families, it can be assumed that transnational (clan) kinship and extended family relationships can be 
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reactivated both in the internal and external relationships of (local) families (Aden, in press), depending on 
the life situation and its changes in the course of life. Empirically, it is necessary to clarify the question of 
the effects the forced transnational (un)doing family dynamics has, both on the intergenerational 
relationship and across generations. It is important to notice that the family members have agency and are 
resilient subjects (Westphal et al., 2025). They can cope with involuntary separations with resources such as 
religious beliefs, community support or family and friendship ties. The temporary concentration on the 
normative and legal restrictions on the nuclear family can also be understood as active and resilient 
adaptations in the context of flight and asylum. 

Overall, this study contributes to a deeper understanding of the pluralization of family forms in 
industrialized Western welfare states within the context of globalization and transnationality. The findings 
highlight the enduring influence and power of expectations and pressures related to the normative model of 
the nuclear family. Our results clearly indicate that future migration research and practical work with 
refugee families must pay greater attention to the so-called “end of migration” (Baas & Glick Schiller 2024) 
and its effects on family life. 
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Deutscher Titel 

Transnationale Familien. (Un)doing family im Migrationsregime 

Zusammenfassung 

Fragestellung: Diese Studie untersucht die Herausforderungen und Dynamiken bei der Entstehung und 
Aufrechterhaltung transnationaler Familien im Kontext des Migrationsregimes. 

Hintergrund: Während sich die Forschung zu transnationalen Familien bislang vorrangig mit den 
Erfahrungen von Arbeitsmigrant:innen beschäftigt hat, finden geflüchtete Familien in diesem 
Zusammenhang bislang nur wenig Beachtung. Die vorliegende Studie zeigt, dass transnationale 
Familienbeziehungen unter Bedingungen von Flucht und Asyl mit erheblichen Herausforderungen 
einhergehen können. Aufbauend auf dem theoretischen Rahmen des (un)doing family, den wir mit der 
Forschung zu Flucht, erzwungener Migration und Transnationalismus verknüpfen, wird herausgearbeitet, 
wie Familien getrennt werden, um Familienzusammenführung kämpfen, transnationale Verantwortung 
und Konflikte in erweiterten Familien bewältigen. 

Methode: Es wurden qualitative Interviews mit über 80 Geflüchteten aus Somalia in Deutschland geführt. 
Die Transkripte wurden kategoriebasiert ausgewertet, um die Interdependenzen zwischen (un)doing und 
displaying family herauszuarbeiten. 

Ergebnisse: Im Kontext eingeschränkter Mobilität und des komplexen Zusammenspiels lokaler und 
transnationaler Familiendynamiken zeigt sich, wie Restriktionen auf der organisatorischen Ebene des 
doings die Möglichkeiten zur Konstruktion eines Wir-Gefühls auf symbolischer Ebene beeinflussen – und 
umgekehrt. Diese Dynamiken führen zu einem erhöhten Druck, Kernfamilie herzustellen. 

Schlussfolgerung: Der Artikel veranschaulicht, wie das Migrationsregime in die Analyse des 
transnationalen doing family Ansatzes integriert werden kann. 

Schlagwörter: Geflüchtete Familien, Transnationale Familien, erzwungene Trennungen, (un)doing family, 
Migrationsregime 
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