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Migrant mothers and integration



Some starting points

• “Migrant women and mothers” is not a homogeneous 
group: people with various backgrounds, educational 
qualifications, language skills, family situations, 
aspirations and reasons to enter Finland/other 
countries

• E.g. marriage migrants (a spouse may/may not be a 
Finn), migration through family reunification, labour 
migrants, refugees, etc.

• Different ethnic and religious backgrounds

> Different situations and needs



Some starting points

• Women often face bigger challenges than men 
entering labour market: face discrimination both 
for their ethnicity and gender

• In general, there is concern for the integration of 
migrant women, in particular stay-at-home 
mothers (language, access to services, 
education and employment)

• First generation Somali women as a case



But what is integration after all –
and when is it expected to happen?

• In Finland, labour market integration is 
emphasized as an indicator of successful 
integration

• Responsibility of the migrants to integrate is 
seen central, rather than the capability of the 
system and the social structures to 
accommodate the needs of the migrants.



Everyday Islam: The Life of Somali Women in 
Finland (2003)

Ethnography, 22 women

(mainly mothers of small 
children)

Experience of illness, vague 
symptoms

New illness explanations and 
terms

”Finland makes us sick, 
Finnish doctors do not 
understand”

Importance of transnational 
family networks: support, 
healing



Women’s everyday life and Islam

• Daily routines: continuity in the middle of change (social and cultural
environment, climate)

 Became more conscious about religion (minority position, civil war)

 Negotiations over Islam: whose interpretations are correct? 

 Islam constructs the daily life, but at the same time Islam is ”done” in the daily
life



Changes in family

• Changing role of the family

 Dispersion of large families

 Services of a welfare state

• Changing roles inside family

Women and men

 Parents and children

Ageing people

Authority and discipline

 Life course, social age

 Transnational family
connections



Suffering, Healing and Health-care: The Transnational 
Life of Somalis in Exile (2008-2011)

• How transnationalism organizes 
the practices of healing among 
the Somali diaspora?

• Multi-sited ethnography

• Somaliland: summers 2005, 
2006, Dec 2007, Jan 2011, total 
6-7 months

• Healers and patients: 
observations and interviews

• Doctors, nurses, traditional 
pharmacies, mental wards

• Healing rituals

• Women’s religious rituals



Search for treatment in Somalia

- Vague symptoms: medical doctor is not able to give a diagnose, or prescribe 
proper treatment  and medication

- Psychosis, depression, schitzophrenia  - or jinn, witchcraft, evil eye?

Mistrust on psychiatric and neurological diagnosis and medication; search for 
another opinion and alternative treatment



Islam and security revisited: Transnational Somali 
families in Finland, Canada and Somalia (2012-2017)



• Importance of context: nation-state contexts (Canada and Finland 
different in several ways), global political and religious contexts, 
situation in the country of origin

• Importance of temporality: importance of time (generations, life 
course, certain historical periods)

• Local and global are interconnected: changing global 
developments impact the everyday experiences of people



Some developments since 1990

- Success and better life for children main goals of the Somali parents 
in the diaspora

- Family experienced as the most important supporting factor in the 
lives of young people 

- Too early to say how successful the second generation will be in terms 
of education

- Some mothers who have stayed at home taking care of their children 
for several years, have started to study and work once the children do 
not need them any more

- Integration to working life may not have been succesful, but e.g. 
political participation such as voting has been active


