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Family and Kinship 

Silvia Schultermandl (University of Münster) 

 

Many aspects of migration can be brought into light through a focus on family and 

kinship: transnational families, migrant food cultures and family traditions, 

transnational adoption, global care economies, just to name a few. Whereas family 

describes the nuclear family in most cases, kinship recognizes forms of social 

belonging that go beyond the traditional notion of family. Kinship encompasses the 

social, legal, political, and cultural connections between persons who consider one 

another as kin, sometimes even against the dominant social script of the nuclear 

family (heteronormative, patriarchal, unilocal). To this end, kinship can be defined 

as “non-biological ties, feelings of intimacy, and shared political affinities” 

(Schultermandl and Rieser, 1). For instance, in the case of a transnational 

adoption, a birth family may reside in one country, an adoptive family in another 

one, and a form of kinship, based on the shared experience of transnational 

adoption, may form among adoptees living in different countries but who were 

originally born in the same country (Jerng). As this example shows, kinship is more 

than a mere extension of family connections that includes relatives and ancestors. 

Still, both concepts have been equally central to the study of migration, 

transnationalism, and diaspora in the past decades. In both cases, considerable 

critical attention has been placed on the practices of family and kinship. Concepts 

such as “doing family” or “doing kinship” emphasize the social construction of the 

two concepts as well as the social, legal, cultural, personal, and collective practices 

which define family and kinship (see Jurczyk et al; Schneider).  

 

In article 16 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, family is also 

acknowledged as a human right: “The family is the natural and fundamental group 

unit of society and is entitled to protection by society and the State.” This definition 

of the family is designed to protect family rights and serves as a basis for the 

extension of citizenship rights along family lines, such as in the context of family 
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unification. The focus on the nuclear family – legalized by genealogy or through 

marriage – has been an important legal basis for the negotiation of citizenship 

rights, and this understanding of family is connected to the emergence of the 

nuclear family as a social unit during the 19th century. While the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights recognizes the right to family as a human right, 

many modern nation-states have – in recent and not so recent history – impeded 

people’s right to family. In the context of migration, this includes cases of family 

separation (such as along the US-Mexico Border; in migrant camps in Southern 

Europe), visa restrictions, and transnational family constellations (see “Migration 

Data Portal”). In Taking Children: A History of US Terror, Laura Briggs reminds 

us that family separations at the hand of the state have been a strategy to 

terrorize, pressure, and regulate already marginalized communities, including 

those of immigrants, refugees, and asylum seekers: “Stripping people of their 

children attempts to deny them the opportunity to participate in the progression 

of generations into the future—to interrupt the passing down of languages, ways 

of being, forms of knowledge, foods, cultures” (8). Indeed, “in many migration 

contexts, the incursion of border regimes on family life is clear” (Wray et al, 372). 

 

At the same time, families have historically always existed across national borders: 

Transnational families who straddle more than one nation (Friedman and 

Schultermandl 2011), labor migration in global care economies (Ehrenreich and 

Hochschild), global communication media to maintain connections among family 

members (Friedman and Schultermandl, 2016) are all examples that illustrate the 

degree to which transnational mobility shapes everyday family lives and brings 

forth specific transnational family practices, including sustaining family ties 

across national borders and long distances, supporting families “back home” 

financially, having more than one “home” in different nations, and negotiating 

cultural heritage that brings together traditions located in two or more countries. 

In these cases, the notion of a stable category of family and identity cannot 

adequately express the multi-faceted experiences of relationality, intimacy, and 

commitment shared among transnational families. Kinship can be a productive 
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way of understanding the intense ties among immigrant communities, even though 

the individual member might not be related in the familial sense. The 

transnational or migrant contexts of many families also demand that we consider 

the term family to be “a flexible, fluid and ever-changing entity” (Montero-Sieburth 

et al. 2), thereby acknowledging that migrant families “accommodate explicitly 

simultaneous transnational and local (in the sending and receiving societies) 

family practices” (ibid.). 

 

The representation of migrant and transnational families has a strong tradition in 

literature, film, and other media. In her influential study Far-Flung Families in 

Film: The Diasporic Family in Contemporary European Cinema, Daniela 

Berghahn contends that in “transnational families, mobility can be individual or 

collective, whereas diasporic and immigrant families are inevitably linked to mass 

migration movements” (21). In graphic memoirs such as Mira Jacob’s Good Talk, 

family life is depicted both as a site of strict gender norms as well as a refuge from 

racism in schools, at the workplace, in public media. Yamile Saied Mendez’s 

children’s book Where Are You From? presents the family, not the country, city, or 

state, as the primary place of belonging.  
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