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Abstract

Today, international migration is one of the main factors that determine functioning of
families. Transnational families and transnational parenting are becoming increasingly more
common and have been gaining considerable interest of researchers and social practitioners.
One perspective that may be useful for examining transnational families is the practice-based
approach. The concepts put forward by Morgan and Finch (‘doing’ and ‘displaying’ family)
help to analyse families not as structures, but as everyday practices which constitute them
(Morgan) and which must be associated with a system of meanings to be displayed (Finch). In
the article, the analysis of transnational family practices will focus on the ‘tools’ for displaying
(Finch) that are characteristic of transnational family life, and it will be based on the results of
Polish and international studies. The article will discuss the tools proposed by Finch, such as
physical objects or the use of narratives, as well as the use of technology in communication and
taking care of children, as these practices are specific to transnational families. Those ‘tools’
for displaying show that transnational families are flexible, they are constantly happening,
and by being embedded in broader systems of meanings, they become acceptable.

Keywords: economic migration, transnational families, family practices, practice-based
approach, ‘doing’ family, ‘displaying’ family
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Introduction

International migration has changed Polish families and the ways they function,
affecting the family structure, position and roles of family members, organisation of
family life and parenthood (Danilewicz, 2010; Fiatkowska, 2019; Krzyzowski, Slany,
& Slusarczyk, 2014; 2017; Nosek, 2018; Pustutka, Struzik, & Slusarczyk, 2015; Slany,
Slusarczyk, & Pustulka, 2016; Urbanska, 2009; 2015; Walczak, 2016; White, 2011;
White, Grabowska, Kaczmarczyk, & Slany, 2018). Transnational families (families
whose members are separated by migration) are increasingly more common mainly
married young people). In the case of families with children, it is mostly fathers that
migrate. The situations when both parents leave in order to work abroad are definitely
less frequent and usually parents alternate. More parents migrate for a short time.
We can also observe high dynamics of parental mobility (the total time of separation
becomes longer but a migrant parent frequently visits the family left behind) (GUS,
2013;2018; Walczak, 2016). The decision to migrate is mostly economically-driven.'
Parents decide to migrate for the welfare of the family, to secure better future for their
children, or to achieve financial stability (Danilewicz, 2010; Kaczmarczyk, 2006;
Slany et al., 2016; Urbanska, 2008; 2015; White et al., 2018). Therefore, international
migration is a factor that defines the life quality of transnational families, affecting
their everyday family practices.

The aim of the article is to examine the practices of transnational families in relation
to the concept of ‘doing’ and ‘displaying’ families that was developed by Morgan
(1996) and Finch (2007) (practice-based approach). The analysis will be narrowed
down to families with one migrant parent, i.e., to non-co-residential parenthood
(Urbanska, 2015) (keeping in mind the diversity of types of migratory families). The
article will examine the tools for ‘displaying’ transnational family and an attempt
will be made to point out which of them are of particular importance in the context
of socially acceptable patterns of family behaviour of transnational families. In the
first part of the article, the practice-based approach and its relevance for analysing
transnational families will be discussed, while the second part will focus on family
practices of transnational families and especially on the tools for ‘displaying’ family.

1 Other motivations for migration include: family matters, education, treatment/rehabilitation
(GUS, 2013), as well as work and travel (migration gives an opportunity to earn money and explore the
world - this motivation is common among those who are still learning) (Romaniszyn, 2003). There
may also be other reasons: escape from domestic violence, the husband's alcoholism or ostracism of
the local community that does not accept, for example, divorce (Urbanska, 2009).
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Practice-based approach

Significant changes that have taken place in family life require new approaches
of analysing them. Nowadays, the structural-functional paradigm and modernist
family theory have been replaced with the paradigm of new family studies. According
to Sikorska, this change can be described as a transition from the perspective of being
family to the perspective of doing’ family (Sikorska, 2019).

This new approach is based, among others,’” on the theory of family practices put
forward by Morgan (1996; 2011; 2019) and on Finch’s (2007) concept of displaying
families based on Morgan’s theory (2011). Morgan suggests that the family should
be analysed not as a structure, but rather as sets of activities which have a particular
meaning, associated with the family, at a given point in time. Practices “are often
little fragments of daily life which are part of the normal taken-for-granted existence
of practitioners. Their significance derives from their location in wider systems of
meaning” (Morgan, 1996, 190). Practices are, therefore, “open-ended, spatially dispersed
and temporally unfolding bundles/sets/arrays of doings and sayings” (Schatzki,
2012, 14), encompassing bodily practices and discursive practices that are related
to material objects (Sikorska, 2019). These could be practices-as-entities (i.e., social
patterns of how practices should be carried out) and practices-as-performances (specific
behaviours) (Reckwitz, 2017). They perform a socialising function as certain habits
are acquired and consolidated (Kaufmann, 2004), and they ‘constitute’ the social
order by regulating the actions of practising actors (Schatzki, 2012). Doing family
refers to the daily routine activities of individuals as family practices.

Finch develops Morgan’s theory emphasising that “families need to be displayed as
well as done” (Finch, 2007, p. 66). The concept of displaying is used by Finch to “emphasise
the fundamentally social nature of family practices, where the meaning of one’s actions
has to be both conveyed to and understood by relevant others if those actions are to be
effective as constituting family’ practices” (Finch, 2007, p. 66). At the same time, she
points out that displaying family requires linking family practices with ‘wider systems
of meaning’ to enable them to be fully understood as such (Finch, 2007). According
to Sikorska, the existence of dominant meanings is a prerequisite, because individuals
must know what family practices are socially acceptable and what behaviour patterns
of family life exist in the social space. It is not just family members that are involved
in family practices, but also people who observe these practices as well as institutions,

2 According to Sikorska (2019), the practice-based approach includes also feminist theories, sociology
of the couple, configurational perspective and the perspective of intimacy and intimacy practices.
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which may indirectly affect families (Sikorska, 2019). Hence, displaying family is the
process by which doing family things enables us to define our own family and to confirm
existing family relationships. Viewing our family in terms of belonging, practices, family
relationships and emotions, is based on our subjective delineation of the family. This
means that the family (and constructing the family) may be subject to change over
time and is deeply rooted in individual biographies. Family life is an ongoing dynamic
process and family relationships constantly evolve, which does not mean that they cease
to be important for family members (Finch, 2007; Sikorska, 2019).

The practice-based approach assumes that families are constantly constructed and
reconstructed in their family and parenting practices involving family members. It is the
individuals that shape their families, despite their often routine and thoughtless doing
of family things. Practices take place in the family and constitute the family, defining
meanings, determining the social order and nature of family relationships (Finch,
2007; Heaphy, 2011; Morgan, 2011; Reckwitz, 2002; Sikorska, 2019; Silva & Smart,
1999; Szlendak, 2010; Williams, 2004).

Why is the practice-based approach useful for examining the situation of
transnational families? It seems to be obvious to use the concept of displaying family
when studying family ties in relationships that are not formalised (cohabitation, Living
Apart Together couples, homo-parental families), or relationships related to changes
in the family structure and starting a new family (divorced families, patchwork families).
In transnational families, relationships also get re-organised, which follows from
temporal spatial separation of family members. At the same time, family members
“hold together and create something that can be seen as a feeling of collective welfare
and unity, namely ‘familyhood; even across national borders” (Bryceson & Vuorela,
2002, p. 18). Thus, it is not the structure that defines families, but family practices of
their members. This means that “families are defined by the qualitative character of
the relationships” (Finch, 2007, p. 71), because family members are “energetic moral
actors embedded in webs of valued personal relationships, working to sustain the
commitments that matter to them” (Williams, 2004, p. 41).

Moreover, according to Finch, “display is a potential feature of all families, but the
need for it becomes more or less intense at different points in time, as circumstances
change and relationships need to be renegotiated” (Finch, 2007, p. 72). This is the case
of transnational families where temporary absence of one or two parents is a condition
affecting family relationships. Hence, in the context of migration and the displaying
approach, it is more useful to understand families as fluid and constantly reconstituted
and negotiated, adapting across spaces and through time (Evergeti & Ryan, 2011).

Taking into account fluidity of familial and caring relationships, it may be useful
to adopt the doing and displaying perspective emphasizing how international migration
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influences doing family things in transnational families. This analytical concept may
show how family relationships are redefined, renegotiated and actively demonstrated
by members of the family.

Furthermore, the concepts of ‘doing’ family and ‘displaying’ family can
complement the theory of trans-nationality, which studies the relationships and
social activities that are embedded in everyday life of actors involved in the
migration process (Apitzsch & Siouti, 2007). Transnational families have two
characteristic features: spatial separation of family members and a sense of community
(Bryceson & Vuorela, 2002; Chee, 2005; Danilewicz, 2010; Goulbourne, 2002;
Kordasiewicz, Radziewinowiczéwna, & Kloc-Nowak, 2018; Krzyzowski et al., 2017;
Parrefas, 2005; Slany at al., 2016; Urbanska, 2009; 2015; Walczak, 2016; White et al.,
2018). Physical separation between family members does not determine loosening or
breaking of the emotional bond between them (Danilewicz, 2010), but it encompasses
varied processes, practices, as well as activities and strategies in everyday life. The
transnational paradigm allows for, on the one hand, showing migration-driven
tensions for family, and on the other hand, shows mobility as a force creating the
potential for new practices in families (Biernacka, 2018; Krzyzowski et al., 2017;
Parreias, 2005; Pustulka et al., 2015; Slany, Slusarczyk, & Guribye, 2018; Urbanska,
2009; 2015). Looking at the family though ‘transnational lens’ results in perceiving
it as different from the traditional family. It is emphasised that the family life can be
organised in multiple ways and it is like a process, the context of which is geographical
distance. “Transnational migrants tend to merge into a single social continuum
(that is, transnational social field), rather than separate their settlement ‘here’ and
their communities ‘there” (Guarnizo, Sanchez & Roach, 1999, p. 369). Therefore,
trans-nationality treats the family as spatially separated, but maintaining family-
like relationships. In this way, no assessment is made, and difficulties and dilemmas
connected with spatial separation of family members are acknowledged.

‘Doing’ and ‘displaying’ family things
in transnational families

Transnational families are primarily defined by a network of family ties that function
across the borders of the states (McCarthy & Edwards, 2011). That gives them some
specific characteristics that are conditioned by international migration. In transnational
families, childcare is exercised by a parent staying in the home country and so the
organisation of family life is flexible depending on the absence of a migrant parent.
Relationships with other family members and the closest community get strengthened.
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Transnational families develop individual strategies for maintaining family ties, especially
since they are often strongly migration-oriented, with migration being part of the family
biography and a permanent element of its functioning. This may lead to reunification
of families in the country of migration (Danilewicz, 2010; Muszel, 2013; Slany et al.,
2016; White, 2011). Transnational families are, therefore, in a constant state of flux or
process due to diverse practices, strategies and everyday life activities.

What family practices are typical of transnational families? How do transnational
families perform daily activities? How do they ‘display’ family practices? The analysis
will be based on the results of (Polish and international) research on transnational
families in relation to the concept of ‘doing’ and ‘displaying’ family. In order to show
what family practices are characteristic of transnational families, the tools for display
category (Finch, 2007) will be applied. The aim is to reflect on the nature of these
practices and on their importance for the actors of transnational family life and for
relevant others. The situation of transnational families is fairly specific, this being
connected with the way parental migration is viewed and the so-called moral panic
(Urbanska, 2010). Firstly, it is important to determine what tools for display are
characteristic of transnational families; and secondly, to what extent practices-as-
performances used in transnational families contribute to recognising them as socially
acceptable (constituting the social order) models of family practices in the situation
of parental migration.

According to Finch, tools which can be used for displaying families include
physical objects (like photographs, domestic artefacts, or gifts) and the use of
narratives (distinctive types of family talk); however, as she claims, “this certainly
does not exhaust the range of tools available for display” That is why it is necessary
to “examine the tools which people deploy in the process of conveying that ‘these
are my family relationships and they work™ (Finch, 2007, p. 78). An overview of the
research and stories told by transnational family members allows us to extend the
list of tools for displaying transnational family that was given by Finch and to add
to this list, for example, the use of communication technologies and childcare. These
practices are specific to transnational family life. The remaining part of the article
will be devoted to these different tools for ‘displaying’ family.

Physical objects

In order to examine and understand social practices, it is necessary to examine
and understand how they relate to material infrastructure (Schatzki, 2012), all the
more so because material objects are treated as a constituting part of social practices,
as ‘non-human’ actors operating together with human actors (Reckwitz, 2002).
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According to Finch, physical objects that are important for ‘displaying’ family
include photographs and domestic artefacts. However, she treats these as keepsakes
that are passed on in the family and symbolise the relationship with an individual
who has died (Finch, 2007). In transnational families, the role of keepsakes can be
played by items that migrant parents take with them (e.g., photos, gifts from children
/spouse) because these items are emotionally important for them and remind them
of home. By carrying them or having them in a new place, migrants ‘display’ family
and close family ties. Such a display of family life can be important both for migrants
themselves and for relevant others.

Another tool that Finch mentions in the category of physical objects is giving of
gifts, especially carefully selected for a particular individual to convey the meaning
of the relationship. She treats this as an important part of the process of display
(Finch, 2007). Indeed, giving presents is a common practice in transnational families.
However, “introducing this ‘consumption frame’ into interactions with children cannot
be interpreted only as spoiling children. (...) The necessity of separation should be
somehow compensated in relations with the child, as this can prevent breaking the
bond” (Urbanska, 2015, p. 234). Consequently, although this practice may have some
other, deeper basis, this is a way of ‘displaying’ family and maintaining family ties.

Remittances (money as a physical object) can be perceived in a similar way.
Obviously, they are connected with the economic character of migration as a way of
providing for family and investment in a better future. This in turn can translate into
family ties, as sending money home has also a social context - it expresses love and
faithfulness (White & Grabowska, 2018). Just like giving gifts, remittances make it
easier for family members to understand separation (rationalisation strategy). Research
shows that children are less emotionally affected by separation if it is motivated by
the necessity (or desire) to improve the family’s economic status (Bogucka, 2017).
In this context remittances can be treated as ‘displaying’ family.

It seems that there is another physical object that may be even more important
for transnational families, namely home - owning, building or buying it. The
place of living is inseparably connected with the family. Doing family things is
symbolically and practically interwoven into home (Rabikowska, 2010; Slusarczyk
& Pustutka, 2017; Wiles, 2008). Very often, home (which is treated as an investment
in the home country, but also a place connected with some dreams) is the reason
behind international migration. Building a house or investing in a house/flat already
owned, symbolises a higher status and improved standard of living. Migrants make
improvements to their homes and gardens (Grabowska, 2018). Home is of particular
importance to migrants living outside their homeland. This is a place where family
and cultural rituals are maintained, a place that provides the basis for continuing or
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redefining the family’s identity by incorporating new elements of the host country.
As Slusarczyk and Pustutka emphasise in their study of Polish emigrants in Norway,
“home is never abandoned (in Poland) and recreated (in Norway) in one moment,
but rather it is constantly being re-created by everyday activities in which certain
places are negotiated and recognized as close, which ultimately transforms them into
the domain of home” (Slusarczyk & Pustulka, 2017, p. 33).

How do children of non-co-residential parents perceive their home? Walczak’s
research shows that although they are less likely to choose positive and neutral
terms when describing their home, these differences are not statistically significant.
Nevertheless, they tend to spend their free time outside home more often, especially
when both parents migrate (Walczak, 2016).

Thus, home is a special tool for display for transnational families. It requires
specific practices, depending on the type of migration. Home is displayed differently
by short-term migrants (who treat home in their own country as something very
important), differently by long-term migrants and reunification families (we are
building a new home, we miss the old one), and still differently by families left behind
in the home country (home as a territorially dispersed household). Nevertheless,
daily activities as routine family practices constitute home as a family space that is
important for its members.

The use of narratives

According to Finch, a narrative is yet another type of a tool for ‘displaying’ family.
“Stories or narratives about family relationships provide a vehicle through which ‘my
family’ and its character can be communicated. (...) Narratives are seen as stories
which people tell to themselves and to others about their own family relationships,
which enable them to be understood and situated as part of an accepted repertoire of
what ‘family’ means” (Finch, 2007, pp. 77-78). Generally speaking, narratives enable
us to formulate and communicate our own perception of the social world (Roberts,
2002), including family life. Thus, stories or narratives about family relationships are
a tool through which ‘my family’ and its character can be conveyed. Undoubtedly,
narratives are linked with emotions (if we want to understand practices, we need
to understand specific emotions that are built into those practices; Reckwitz, 2017) and
the language symbols (in discursive practices the participants ascribe, in a routinised
way, certain meanings to certain objects (which thus become ‘signs’) to understand
other objects, and above all, in order to do something (Reckwitz, 2017).

A number of qualitative research studies show how members of transnational
families present their families. Their narratives display great commitment, love,
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dedication, help and support (Abrego, 2009; Abrego & Schmalzbauer, 2018; Biernacka,
2018; Danilewicz, 2010; Fiatkowska, 2019; Muszel, 2013; Parrenas, 2005; Phoenix,
2019; Pustulka et al., 2015; Slany et al., 2016; Slusarczyk & Pustulka, 2017; Urbanska,
2015; White et al., 2018). However, there are also narratives that reveal unhappiness
or life difficulties of women (Urbanska, 2015). Overall, these narratives are full of
emotions, feelings, affections, excitements or tensions, which shows the importance
of the family for its members. Narratives are undoubtedly a means though which
transnational families ‘display’ their family life.

What should also be noted is the importance of mother tongue for migrants.
It is the basis of their identity and it fulfils communicative functions which are vital
for building family ties. In can be observed that emigrants (especially mothers) are
increasingly more aware of the importance and benefits of using the native language at
home (Pustulka, 2016). Knowledge of the language, meanings, patterns and symbols
makes it easier to learn family stories and to have a family talk.

The use of technology in communication

Nowadays, technology plays a crucial role in communication between spatially
separated family members. By making direct communication possible, it strengthens
emotional ties, a sense of loyalty and belonging (Vertovec, 2012). Levitt strongly
emphasises that thanks to direct and frequent virtual contacts, migrants are actively
involved in the daily life of the family left behind, in a way that is fundamentally
different than in the past (Levitt, 2001). Virtual participation in everyday practices
(cooking, doing homework with children, giving advice or disciplining children)
allows migrants to keep up to date, to maintain family ties and reduce emotional and
educational costs (Danilewicz, 2010; Madianou & Miller, 2012; Ryan, Sales, Tilko
& Siara, 2009; Urbanska, 2015; Vertovec, 2012; Walczak, 2016).

This is possible thanks to new features and functions of modern technologies,
in particular mobile phones (Cabanes & Acedera, 2012; Pertierra, 2006) and
computers with the Internet access (Hiller & Franz, 2004). The power of mobile
phone lies in that it combines the characteristics of both speech (calling) and writing
(text messaging). It provides people with the opportunity of saying things that
usually cannot be verbalised face to face (Pertierra, 2006). Telephoning practices
are developed. For example, calling is preferred over to writing text messages,
because text messages can be left unnoticed, calls demand immediate attention
(Cabanes & Acedera, 2012).

Research shows that the importance of communication technologies varies
depending on who is a migrant. Mother-away-families tend to maximise the mobile
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phone and the computer as a tool of surveillance (Cabanes & Acedera, 2012; Chee,
2005; Madianou & Miller, 2012; Vertovec, 2012; Walczak, 2016). This supervision may
take the form of rigorous control, for example ‘ambush calls) i.e., surprising mother’s
calls to check if children are actually helping out at home (Cabanes & Acedera, 2012);
or it can be more of a partner conversation and negotiation with children (Urbanska,
2015). Generally, the mothers are certainly able to use their transnational mothering
rituals via the mobile phone to parlay accusations that they might have abandoned
their children. The technology helps to alleviate their ambivalent feelings that often
accompany the decision to migrate abroad.

But then again, transnational family relationships via the mobile phone can
sometimes end up being a mere tool to maintain the illusion of co-presence, rather
than a way to deepen familial bonds (Cabanes & Acedera, p. 2012; Madianou & Miller,
2012). The mobile phone tends to “discourage deep and extended conversations
in favour of immediate and often ritualised exchanges™ (Pertierra, 2006, p. 11). So,
communication technologies do not always contribute to building deep relationships,
but this is most often because of the weak relationships between parents and children
in the pre-migration period.

Nevertheless, it is true that the technology can mitigate some effects of migration
by providing more frequent and instantaneous communication. It is also an effective
tool for ‘doing’ and ‘displaying’ transnational family through “dispersed practices and
family ties” (Morgan, 2011). It is much easier to maintain family ties through the
telephone or Internet. Therefore, despite spatial separation between its members, the
transnational family performs its caring and upbringing and emotional-expressive
functions, in some way, limited as it may be (the direct physical presence of the
parent is the norm of care). Emotional intimacy turns out to be more important than
physical presence, and the former can be built in many ways, also at a distance (Pawlak,
2012; Urbanska, 2015), especially since the physical absence of a parent is not equal
to their emotional absence (Avila, 2008). Therefore, maintaining active and frequent
communication between the migrating parent and children and the spouse /partner
is a displaying practice. Maintaining transnational family ties involves other family
members as well (especially grandparents). These practices create a transnational
intergenerational arch, i.e., a social space where a sense of security, support and
love is felt (Slany & Strzemecka, 2018). Finch states that “the activity of display is
an important part of the nurturing and development of relationships so that their

3 Anexample from the research conducted by Cabanes and Acedera: “Eddie’s son Joshua says that
there are times when he texts his mother ‘T miss you’ only because he feels obliged to make her happy.
He says that in truth, he never really misses his mother anymore because he has become used to her
absence” (Cabanes & Acedera, 2012, p. 927).
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‘family-like’ qualities are positively established” (Finch, 2007, p. 80). Referring to her
statement, it can be concluded that the use of technology in communication as a tool
for ‘displaying’ transnational families is successful.

Taking care of children

Organising childcare and taking care of children is extremely challenging for
transnational parents. It is especially in this aspect that ‘displaying’ families can be
visible, as if to confirm that my family is still there. Parenthood, and in particular
motherhood, has the form of transnational relationships (Urbanska, 2015). Parents
(especially mothers) work hard to maintain a sense of ‘familyhood; collectivity and
kinship when they migrate and continue to be central to the process of intergenerational
‘care circulation’ (Merla & Baldassar, 2016). They also rely on the help of the closest or
extended family (mainly grandparents) (Urbanska, 2015; Pawlak, 2012; Walczak, 2016).

Taking care of children is organised differently depending on who migrates. In
Mother- Away-Families, women are more involved in helping their husbands take
care of children. In fact, transnational motherhood is characterised by constant
preoccupation of women with home life and their sense of responsibility for the
practical organisation of family life, despite spatial separation from their children
and family (Evergeti & Ryan, 2011; Muszel, 2013; Pustulka, 2016; Slany et al., 2016;
Urbanska, 2015). “The traditional family model, where the woman’s domain is home
and taking care of the family, and the man is intentionally moved away from activities
perceived as typically female, is reproduced also in a migration situation” (Muszel,
2013, p. 99). Studies do not show any changes towards egalitarian relations, but
rather the consolidation of traditional gender roles. Research into caring practices
in transnational families points to their matrifocal character and transfer in matri-
linear structures (Walczak, 2016).

Moreover, migrant mothers encounter social ostracism which is connected with
criticism for abandoning their children (Urbanska, 2009). Two conditions must be met
to legitimise transnational motherhood: migration must be justified economically and
adequate care must be provided for children left behind in the home country (Urbanska,
2015; Muszel, 2013). Therefore, migrant mothers, being aware of the consequences of
their absence, strongly emphasise their care practices. What is more, mothers themselves
are not willing to change their traditional beliefs and practices connected with being
a wife, and especially being a mother (Muszel, 2013; Abrego, 2009).

In Father-Away-Families, the situation is quite different. Responsibility for
organising childcare rests on the mother, while fathers are not really involved
in home life, which. in turn, has other consequences — migrant fathers “becoming
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nominal fathers” (Fialkowska, 2019, p. 9). Fathers focus on working, and when they
return home, they take on the role of a disciplining figure or try to gain the favour
with children by bringing them gifts. This can be explained by emotional separation
between fathers and children. Migrating fathers experiencing emotional estrangement
from their children hold on to financial means as a way to substitute for their lack of
other involvement into family matters (Fialkowska, 2019; Parrefas, 2008; Pustutka
et al., 2015). Some fathers do not want to be only economic providers and the
growing societal pressure on active and engaged fatherhood only aggravates their
stress (Pustulka et al., 2015; Slusarczyk & Pustutka, 2018). However, the father’s visits
home often disrupt the daily routine, as his absence (especially long-one) changes
relationships in the family. Fathers themselves admit that they feel alienated, and
so they treat migration as a rest from family problems (Abrego, 2009; Fiatkowska,
2019; Schmalzbauer, 2015).

The new norm for the life of transnational family is to be apart. This is reflected
in doing family practices, especially those connected with taking care of and bringing
up children. Research shows that the functioning of migrant parents between the
homeland and the country of migration, attempts to meet the expectations placed
upon them from traditional perception of gender roles (Fiatkowska, 2019; Parrefas,
2008; Pustulka et al., 2015). Migrant mothers successfully reconstitute mothering by
always ‘being there’ despite the physical distance, while migrant fathers tend not to do
caring work that would increase their intimacy and familiarity with children (Parrenas,
2008). Transnational motherhood, therefore, is displayed by caring and communication
practices, while transnational fatherhood - by practices of providing for the family and
maintaining the authority of the head of the family. This way of ‘displaying’ parenthood
indicates greater activity and involvement of women, which is probably connected
with higher societal gender expectations that are placed on women.

Conclusion

The practice-based approach enables us to examine inter-family interactions and
everyday family life. It views the family dynamically, as a process. It is individuals,
their practices and family relationships, their sense of belonging to the family and
their emotions that construct the family (Sikorska, 2019). The family is constantly
happening, it is a process, with family ties being rooted in family practices. The aim of
this analysis was to identify family practices typical of transnational families (‘doing’
family things). Finch’s framework of tools for display was applied in order to indicate
whether these practices constitute the social order of transnational families.
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In the case of transnational families, ‘doing’ family things means maintaining
family ties, redefining parenting roles and linking to an extended family. This can
be seen in practices such as communication between family members, taking care
of children (or of other family members), and through physical objects, especially
remittances. As Bryceson and Vuorela claim, migration does not diminish the
importance of previous rituals and family practices (Bryceson & Vuorela, 2002),
but rather makes them more dynamic and flexible. The main task of transnational
parents is to build strong family ties; however, this task is done differently by migrant
mothers and migrant fathers.

In general, practices in transnational families are somewhat routinised and regular
(cyclical), embedded in daily rituals, and they serve to prove ‘long-distance family
life’ They are multi-dimensional and multi-faceted, in this way fulfilling a number of
family functions (caring, educational, economic, or emotional and expressive). They
do not exist only in the minds of members of transnational families (Finch, 2007), but
are displayed. ‘Displaying’ practices in transnational families shows others relevant
that they are rooted in the family situation, which is determined by international
migration. They sanction the reality of transnational families by reflecting wider
systems of meaning (the role of home, communication, or support). The fact that
they are embedded in the contexts of meanings (culturally defined) makes them
socially acceptable.

Is, therefore, displaying transnational family’s things enough to recognise them as
socially accepted models of family practices? Some tools for display are easier to be
accepted (communication technologies), others meet with social resistance (distance
parenting). Their use varies depending on the stage of the family life cycle (pre-
transnational, transnational, post-transnational; Muszel, 2013), they are negotiable
and adapted to the current needs of families.

Drawing on Finch’s concept and Sikorska’s analysis of family practices (Sikorska,
2019), questions remain about the inconsistency between how transnational families
are displayed and how they are done when the relevant others are not present. How
is the transnational family presented, and how would family members like it to be
presented? Who ascribes meanings to family practices, especially in the context of
transnational family life? Are these meanings negotiated between the participants
of practices themselves, or perhaps, more broadly, when confronted with relevant
others? Notwithstanding these questions, the practice-based approach is very useful
for analysing family relationships in the transnational dimension.
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