UNIVERSITA
DEGLI STUDI
DI PADOVA

Universita degli Studi di Padova
Dipartimento di Scienze Storiche, Geografiche e dell’ Antichita

Corso di Laurea Magistrale in Scienze Storiche
Curriculum: Mobility Studies

Gendered Mobility and Transnational Marriage:
The Experiences of Brazilian Women Married with
Italian Men

Relatore: Dott.ssa Laura Lo Presti

Laureando/a:
Thays de Souza Ellero
Matricola: 2106587

Anno Accademico 2024/25



Acknowledgements

For too long, women merely existed. Living was something distant and almost
unreachable.

Today, however, we watch women, read women, hire women, are taught by women,
and learn from them.

This does not mean they are fully allowed to live, but it means they are trying.

In this endeavor, they cross oceans, borders, and imagination in search of life and a
sense of belonging.

To live love is both a right and a choice, and often, making this choice, we also embrace
contradictions, invisibility, and silence.

I dedicate this research to the women who carry the weight of immigration, silence,
vulnerability, and fear.

And even in the face of so much adversity and uncertainty, they still reinvent
themselves, resist, love, and choose to stay every day.

Each one who has gone through the process of immigration carries with her the living
proof that to exist is a political act, that to resist is also to love oneself, and that no border can
silence who we are.

This is dedicated to those women who came before, those who are on their way, and
those who will come after.

I leave these pages as a testimony and a source of hope.
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“Speaking is an act of resistance.’

bell hooks



Abstract

In an era where global mobility is increasingly gendered, the experiences of women in
transnational marriages provide a valuable perspective through which to examine the
intersection of migration, social roles and inequality. This research aims to investigate the
gender dimensions of mobility within the migratory trajectories of Brazilian women in
transnational marriages with Italian men, with a particular focus on the intersection of marriage
and motherhood in shaping women's experiences. It will also examine the motivations behind
migration, the power dynamics within households, cultural adaptation, integration, care
responsibilities, participation in the labour market, and the role of support networks in everyday
life. The research adopts a qualitative approach based on feminist epistemology and Grounded
Constructivist Theory. Data were generated through semi-structured, in-depth interviews with
twenty Brazilian women selected to reflect a range of ages, migration histories and family
backgrounds. The findings highlight how Brazilian women’s decisions to migrate are
influenced by multiple, intersecting motivations, how dependency shapes marriage dynamics
and the everyday negotiation of power, how motherhood can facilitate integration while also
intensifying the challenges of care and isolation. The women's narratives further reveal their
agency in sustaining transnational ties, transmitting cultural practices and creating hybrid
spaces of belonging, even in contexts of inequality. By centering women’s voices, this study

contributes to debates on gendered mobilities, transnational families and care work.

Keywords: gendered mobilities, transnational marriage, motherhood, Brazilian migration,

Italy.



Sommario

La migrazione internazionale ¢ diventata una caratteristica distintiva della globalizzazione
contemporanea, sempre piu plasmata da percorsi complessi e dalla crescente visibilita delle
donne come migranti indipendenti. All'interno di questi flussi, le intersezioni tra genere,
mobilita e ruoli sociali rivelano come le relazioni personali e la vita familiare siano
profondamente intrecciate con le disuguaglianze strutturali. In particolare, i matrimoni
transnazionali e la maternita rappresentano spazi intimi in cui convergono forme di dipendenza
legali, linguistiche, finanziarie ed emotive, che modellano le possibilita di integrazione, agency
(potere d'azione) e appartenenza delle donne.

Nonostante 1’espansione degli studi femministi sulla migrazione, le ricerche esistenti hanno
dedicato un’attenzione limitata all’intersezione specifica tra matrimonio transnazionale e
maternita, in particolare nel caso delle donne brasiliane sposate con uomini italiani. Questa
lacuna ¢ significativa, dati i legami storici tra Italia e Brasile e la riconfigurazione
contemporanea di queste mobilita.

Questa ricerca ha lo scopo di indagare le dimensioni di genere della mobilita nei percorsi
migratori delle donne brasiliane sposate con uomini italiani, con particolare attenzione alla
relazione tra matrimonio e maternita nella formazione delle esperienze delle donne. Esaminera
inoltre le motivazioni alla base della migrazione, le dinamiche di potere all’interno delle
famiglie, I’adattamento culturale, I’integrazione, le responsabilita di cura, la partecipazione al
mercato del lavoro e il ruolo delle reti di sostegno nella vita quotidiana.

La ricerca adotta un approccio qualitativo basato su un’epistemologia femminista e sulla
Grounded theory. I dati sono stati raccolti attraverso interviste semi-strutturate e approfondite
con venti donne brasiliane, selezionate in modo da riflettere diverse eta, storie migratorie e
contesti familiari.

I risultati evidenziano come le decisioni delle donne brasiliane di migrare siano influenzate da
motivazioni multiple e intersecanti; come le forme di dipendenza modellino le dinamiche
coniugali e le negoziazioni quotidiane di potere; e come la maternitd, pur facilitando
I’integrazione, intensifichi le sfide legate alla cura e all’isolamento. Le narrazioni delle donne
rivelano anche la loro capacitda di mantenere legami transnazionali, trasmettere pratiche
culturali e creare spazi ibridi di appartenenza, anche in contesti caratterizzati da disuguaglianza.
Ponendo al centro le voci delle donne, questo studio contribuisce al dibattito sulla mobilita di

genere, le famiglie transnazionali e il lavoro di cura. Inoltre, fa progredire le discussioni



teoriche sulla femminilizzazione della migrazione e la maternitd in contesti transnazionali,
offrendo al contempo nuovi punti di vista sui legami storici e contemporanei che collegano il

Brasile e 1’Italia.

Parole chiave: mobilita di genere, matrimoni transnazionali, maternita, migrazione brasiliana,

Italia.
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Introduction

The initial motivation for this research arose from my personal experience of attending a job
interview as a babysitter in the house of a Brazilian woman married to an Italian man. During this
brief encounter, I observed how language, family roles and support networks intersect in everyday
life. While the woman spoke fluent Italian, her husband did not understand or speak Portuguese, and
she was looking for someone to speak Portuguese with her child. The fact that she needed external
help indicated the absence of a support network, given that she was working and required assistance
with childcare. Inspired by this short but striking experience, the central research question was
formulated: how do Brazilian women married to Italian men negotiate marriage dynamics,
motherhood, and support networks across borders?

In recent decades, global migration has become more diverse, encompassing movement, not
only driven by economic and political factors, but also by education, lifestyle aspirations and intimate
relationships. These dynamics highlight how human mobility is not merely a response to structural
forces, such as economic inequalities, labour demand, or political instability, but is also deeply
connected to personal projects, affective ties, and changing global imaginaries. International
migration has become one of the defining features of contemporary globalisation, reshaping societies
and economies on an unprecedented scale (Castles et al., 2014).

Migration patterns have become increasingly complex, moving beyond the traditional one-
way trajectory from origin to destination. Instead, mobility today is often multidirectional, involving
temporary stays for work or study, circular movements in which migrants repeatedly return to their
countries of origin, and irregular forms of migration that fall outside the boundaries of legal
frameworks. The concept of ‘superdiversity’ (Vertovec, 2007) describes the increasing number of
distinct migration flows, where legal statuses, ethnicities, gender and social class intersect to create
diverse migrant populations. As part of this global transformation, Europe has shifted from being a
continent historically characterised by emigration to becoming one of the world’s most significant
immigration destinations. This change has been accompanied by intense political debates on
sovereignty, identity, and integration (Hass, 2018).

One of the most significant developments within this global mobility regime has been the
feminisation of migration. While women have always migrated, their increasing visibility as
independent migrants rather than dependents accompanying male breadwinners has transformed
understandings of labour markets and family structures. Women are now central to international
migration, engaging in various forms of mobility that demonstrate the embeddedness of gender in

contemporary global movements (Le Goff, 2016).



Within this context, feminist scholarship has demonstrated that mobility is profoundly
gendered. Women’s migratory experiences are often shaped by social expectations, care
responsibilities and unequal access to rights and resources (Mahler and Pessar, 2006; Hondagneu-
Sotelo, 2011). Migration studies, which were once dominated by gender-blind analyses focusing on
male labour migrants, have increasingly recognised that women’s mobility requires specific
analytical approaches. Not only does gender shape the conditions under which women migrate, it also
influences their opportunities for settlement, integration, and participation in public life (Mahler and
Pessar, 20006).

Research has highlighted that migrant women are often overrepresented in precarious, highly
feminised sectors such as domestic work, caregiving and hospitality (Lutz, 2018; Parrefias, 2001).
These roles are socially constructed through stereotypes of women’s ‘natural’ affinity with care,
which reinforces occupational segregation and unequal wages. Meanwhile, the intersection of gender
with class, race, and legal status produces forms of compounded disadvantage, which scholars have
termed ‘triple discrimination’ (Mendoza, 2018; Castles and Miller, 2009). However, feminist
perspectives also emphasise that women are not merely passive victims of structural inequalities.
Migration can provide opportunities for autonomy, income generation and broader social roles, even
if these gains coexist with vulnerabilities. Through the lens of intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989;
Yuval-Davis, 2006), scholars emphasise that women’s experiences of migration are situated at the
intersection of multiple systems of power, where constraints and opportunities are constantly
negotiated. These debates highlight the importance of analysing gendered mobilities to understand
not only labour market outcomes, but also how migration reshapes families, communities and broader
notions of belonging.

A key dimension of gendered mobility is the formation of transnational marriages, which
connect individuals across borders and reshape cultural, legal and social landscapes. These unions
have gained greater visibility in public discourse and academic research, reflecting wider concerns
about globalisation, cultural diversity and national identity (Charsley, 2012; Constable, 2005). For
migrant women, marriage can provide a route to legal residence and settlement, but it can also make
them vulnerable, as immigration regimes often tie women’s right to reside in a country to their marital
status (Wray, 2011). This dependency can reinforce unequal power relations within the household,
particularly when compounded by language barriers, limited employment opportunities, or a lack of
independent social networks.

Marriage migration therefore lies at the intersection of intimacy and regulation: although
framed as a personal choice based on emotional ties, it is simultaneously mediated by state policies,
bureaucratic controls and social stereotypes. Women in transnational marriages are often subject to

public surveillance, portrayed as opportunistic ‘marriage migrants’ seeking legal status or as
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vulnerable figures in need of protection from exploitation. Such discourses obscure the complexity
of their lived realities, which involve negotiating the emotional and practical dimensions of life across
borders.

These dynamics are further intensified by motherhood, which not only restructures care
practices across cultural and institutional contexts, but also becomes a symbolic marker of belonging
and integration within the host society. Migrant mothers are positioned at the heart of competing
expectations: on the one hand, they are expected to transmit cultural values and ensure their children’s
educational success. On the other hand, they often face pressure to adopt the dominant ideologies of
motherhood in their new society (Erel, 2016). By engaging with schools, healthcare providers and
local networks, migrant mothers can become key agents in integration processes. However, they may
also face harsher judgements about their parenting practices and experience isolation due to a lack of
support from their social circle.

Focusing on the intersection of transnational marriage and motherhood reveals that migration
is negotiated not only through laws and labor markets, but also within the intimate contexts of love,
care and family life. This perspective highlights how women navigate multiple layers of dependency,
reorganise caregiving across borders, and seek recognition as both partners and mothers within the
host society.

Building on this discussion, the case of Brazilian women married to Italian men provides a
particularly meaningful perspective. These unions take place within a transnational space that has
been shaped by long-standing migratory flows between Italy and Brazil, and where cultural, social
and familial ties have circulated across the Atlantic for generations. These enduring connections offer
a distinctive context for understanding how contemporary Brazilian women navigate intimacy, care,
and a sense of belonging in Italy. Their experiences are not isolated, but are part of the broader history
of exchange, migration and interdependence that continues to link the two countries.

From a historical perspective, the ties between Italy and Brazil are deeply rooted. Between
1870 and 1920, approximately 1.4 million Italians migrated to Brazil, representing about 42% of all
Italians who left their country during that period (IBGE, 2000). This migration was largely driven by
socio-economic transformations following Italian unification, which left much of the population
facing poverty, land scarcity and instability (Brunello, 1994; Castles et al., 2020; Ratti, 1931). In
Brazil, the arrival of Italian immigrants coincided with the abolition of slavery in 1888 and the urgent
need to reform the labour system, especially on Sao Paulo’s coffee plantations. Italians were actively
recruited through subsidised immigration policies and soon became the largest European immigrant
group in the country, contributing not only to agriculture but also to urban growth, construction, and
industry (Croci, 2008; Hutter, 1987; Ricci, 2020). Brazil is currently home to one of the world’s

largest Italian populations, with an estimated 26 million people of Italian origin (Licata, 2009).
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However, in the contemporary period, these mobilities have been reconfigured, with Brazil becoming
a country of origin rather than a destination. Brazilian women who migrate to Italy through marriage
and family formation represent a new chapter in the long history of intertwined mobilities between
the two countries.

Nevertheless, this study explores how migration, marriage and motherhood intersect in the
lives of Brazilian women who are married to Italian men. Becoming a mother in a foreign country
involves reorganising care practices, negotiating identities, and overcoming barriers relating to
language, culture, and access to services. In the Brazil — Italy context, these challenges are further
influenced by legal, financial, and emotional dependencies that impact conjugal relationships and
domestic power dynamics. Although scholarship on gendered mobilities, transnational marriage and
motherhood has expanded in recent years, little attention has been given to the intersection of these
issues, particularly with regard to Brazilian women married to Italian men. Despite the long-standing
historical ties between Brazil and Italy, the contemporary movement of Brazilian women to Italy
through jus sanguinis citizenship, marriage or education remains under-explored, particularly from
the women’s own perspectives.

In light of this, this research makes an important academic and social contribution. By
combining feminist perspectives on migration and motherhood with a grounded theory approach, it
advances debates on invisible care work, emotional labour, and transnational support networks. From
an academic standpoint, it engages with studies on gendered mobilities and transnational marriages,
while also broadening feminist insights into motherhood in migration. This is achieved by
demonstrating how maternal practices are negotiated amidst the interplay of ideologies of care, work—
family contradictions, and transnational support networks. At the same time, it contributes to broader
social debates on migrant women’s integration, gender inequalities, and the negotiation of belonging
in host societies. By centering women’s voices, the study sheds light on lived realities that are often
overlooked in institutional and policy discussions, particularly with regard to dependency, the role of
motherhood and language in integration, and the tensions between autonomy and vulnerability.

The focus on Brazilian women is both methodologically and epistemologically meaningful.
My position as a Brazilian living in Italy not only facilitates cultural and linguistic engagement with
participants, but also demands critical reflection on the insider—outsider dynamics shaping the
research process. From this perspective, the experiences of Brazilian women highlight an
underrepresented dimension of transnational marriage and motherhood. This approach brings into
focus the particularities of the Brazil-Italy relationship, as well as on broader issues of gender, care
and belonging within contemporary mobility regimes.

Building on this, the research investigates the gendered dimensions of mobility within the

migration trajectories of Brazilian women in transnational marriages with Italian men. It examines,

12



in particular, how marriage and motherhood intersect to shape women’s lived experiences. The study
seeks to understand how migration, intimacy, and gender roles are negotiated within the context of
transnational marriage, and how motherhood is reconfigured across cultural, social, and institutional
borders. Drawing from these considerations, the research is structured around the following specific

objectives:

1. Examine the multiple motivations that lead Brazilian women to migrate to Italy, identifying
how these intersect and influence both the decision to migrate and subsequent settlement

processes.

2. Analyze legal, linguistic, financial, and emotional structures of dependency, assessing how
they shape conjugal relations, domestic decision-making, and power dynamics within

transnational marriages.

3. Investigate women’s agency in negotiating gender roles, intimacy, and cultural adaptation,

while also considering return practices and the maintenance of transnational ties with Brazil.

4. Explore the role of everyday cultural practices (such as food, festivities, music, and language)

in sustaining transnational identities and creating hybrid spaces of belonging.

5. Understand motherhood as a key marker of integration, connecting women to institutions,
local and transnational networks, and examining how it interacts with cultural ideologies of

care and institutional expectations in Italy.

6. Assess the intersection between care responsibilities and labour market participation,
investigating how these dynamics generate inequalities, dependency, and strategies of

resistance.

7. Examine the role of formal and informal support networks in mediating women’s experiences
of motherhood and work, and in shaping their vulnerabilities and well-being in transnational

contexts.

8. Analyze how experiences of transnational marriage and motherhood contribute to processes
of integration, identity reconfiguration, and the construction of narratives of belonging in

migratory contexts.

13



Accordingly, the study is guided by the following research questions:

1.

How do Brazilian women’s intersecting motivations shape their decisions to migrate to Italy

and influence their subsequent settlement experiences?

How do Brazilian women in transnational marriages with Italian men negotiate gendered
roles, cultural adaptation, and power relations, and in what ways do return practices and
everyday cultural reproductions shape their agency, household dynamics, belonging, and

identity across borders?

How do intersecting legal, linguistic, financial, and emotional dependencies shape Brazilian
women’s agency, power relations, belonging, and identity within transnational marriages in

Italy?

What are the key pathways of integration for Brazilian migrant women in Italy, and how do

language acquisition and motherhood shape their sense of belonging and social participation?

How do labour market participation and care responsibilities intersect in shaping the lived

experiences of Brazilian migrant mothers?

How do formal and informal support networks shape Brazilian migrant women’s strategies of
childcare, work, and emotional well-being in Italy, mitigating or intensifying the challenges

of motherhood in transnational contexts?
How do ideologies of motherhood, particularly intensive and extensive mothering. interact
with Italian institutional frameworks and cultural expectations, influencing the women’s

strategies of care, work, and belonging?

This study adopts a qualitative approach based on Constructivist Grounded Theory (Charmaz,

2000, 2007, 2014) and feminist epistemology. This allows for a reflexive and context-sensitive

engagement with women’s experiences. Grounded Theory was chosen because it enables theories to

emerge from the empirical data through iterative processes of collection and analysis, while

constructivist principles recognize that knowledge is co-produced between researcher and

participants. The feminist perspective provides the ethical and theoretical framework through which

to centre women’s voices in the research, challenging knowledge hierarchies and acknowledging the
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power relations embedded in migration and family life. To address these questions, an extensive
review of the literature on gendered migration, transnational marriage, and motherhood was
conducted in order to increase theoretical sensitivity and provide a foundation for the study. This
process also informed the development of open-ended interview questions, ensuring that the themes
explored were grounded in existing debates while also being open to participants’ own narratives.
Data were generated through semi-structured, in-depth interviews with twenty Brazilian women
married to Italian men. The women were selected to reflect a range of ages, migratory histories, and
family backgrounds. This methodological approach enables us to investigate the intersection of
gender, migration, and motherhood in the context of transnational families in Italy.

In order to provide a comprehensive and organised understanding of the research topic and its
results, the thesis is divided into five chapters, each with a specific focus and purpose that contributes
to the overall argument. Chapter one develops the theoretical foundations for understanding
transnational marriages. It begins by framing the key concepts and terminology surrounding
transnational unions, and situating them within the broader field of gendered mobilities. It then
examines transnational social spaces and the processes of integration and belonging that unfold within
conjugal relationships. A critical discussion is dedicated to unpacking the layers of dependency—
legal, financial, emotional, and linguistic—that often structure power relations within these
marriages. The section also contextualises the Brazilian women’s decisions to migrate to Italy,
highlighting the influence of gendered expectations and dynamics on such trajectories. Its purpose is
to establish the conceptual and analytical tools required for interpreting the empirical findings.

Chapter two turns to feminist perspectives on motherhood and migration. Drawing on feminist
theories, it distinguishes between motherhood as a social institution and as a lived experience,
emphasising how migration reshapes both dimensions. The chapter explores the challenges women
face when balancing paid employment with caregiving responsibilities, illustrating how these
tensions are exacerbated in transnational contexts. It explores the challenges women face when
balancing paid employment with caregiving responsibilities, illustrating how these tensions are
exacerbated in transnational contexts. It also investigates the role of support networks in shaping
experiences of care and belonging across borders, and engages with ideologies of intensive versus
extensive mothering to demonstrate how cultural expectations influence women’s strategies for
combining work and family life. Its aim is to situate motherhood within a feminist and transnational
framework, providing a critical foundation for analysing participants' narratives.

Chapter three outlines the methodological framework of the study. It explains the research
approach, grounded in feminist perspectives and informed by Grounded Theory. It details the
participant selection and recruitment criteria, presenting the profiles and life trajectories of the

Brazilian women who participated in the research. It also discusses the data collection methods, which
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included semi-structured interviews, and the data analysis process carried out using NVivo. Ethical
considerations are also addressed, such as confidentiality, sensitivity in addressing intimate topics
and reflexivity in the researcher’s positionality. The purpose is to make the methodological choices
explicit, thereby ensuring transparency and rigour in the production of knowledge.

Chapter four presents an analysis and discussion of the empirical findings. It begins by
exploring the multiple, intersecting motivations behind Brazilian women’s migration to Italy, moving
beyond explanations based on a single reason. It then examines how transnational practices, such as
language use, return visits and maintaining connections with Brazil, intersect with women’s marital
experiences and shape their sense of belonging. Special attention is given to power asymmetries,
especially in the context of various forms of dependency: legal, emotional, financial and linguistic. It
also analyses how language and motherhood can facilitate integration but can also be sources of
tension and inequality. Finally, it explores support networks, highlighting their presence and absence
and how women reinvent bonds in the context of migration. Its aim is to give voice to the experiences
of participants while situating them within broader theoretical debates on transnational marriage and
motherhood.

Chapter five presents the synthesis of results of the study by bringing together empirical
findings and theoretical debates. Through a critical interpretation of the data, it demonstrates the
intersection of gender, migration and motherhood in the lives of Brazilian women married to Italian
men. By combining participants’ narratives with significant theoretical contributions, the chapter
emphasises the structural conditions, power dynamics, and inequalities underlying these experiences.
It also highlights women’s strategies of agency and negotiation. In this way, it provides an analytical
overview of the research alongside broader insights into gender mobilities and transnational family

life, as well as their implications for integration and gender equality in migratory contexts.
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Chapter 1 — Gendered Mobilities, Transnational Marriages:

Concepts, Power, and Belonging

“Let nothing limit us, let nothing define us, let nothing subject us. Let freedom be our own

substance.’

Simone de Beauvoir

17



1. Transnational marriage, as a concept and social phenomenon, has received significant
academic attention over the past few decades. Rooted in processes of globalization, increased
international mobility, and evolving communication technologies, these marriages represent more
than intimate relationships—they also reflect broader patterns of migration, legal governance, social
integration, and cultural negotiation. As Charsley (2012) points out, cross-border marriages are not a
new phenomenon. However, contemporary developments, such as mass migration and the increased
accessibility of global mobility, have intensified and diversified the contexts in which such unions
are formed. A notable example involves women who migrate across continents, such as Brazilian
women who cross the Atlantic to settle in Italy through marriage, navigating not only geographic
distance but also cultural, linguistic, and legal transitions in the process. Importantly, transnational
marriages often emerge at the intersection of personal decisions and structural conditions, especially
due to restrictive immigration regimes in many parts of the world. Despite the prevalence of such
marriages, the field remains complex and contested, with overlapping terminologies and varying
analytical frameworks used to describe them.

This chapter provides a conceptual and theoretical review of transnational marriages, drawing
on key academic literature to examine the complex intersections of migration, intimacy, and gender.
It begins by defining key concepts and terminologies used in the study of transnational marriage, as
well as highlighting the lived experiences of individuals involved in these unions (1.1). It then
explores the broader framework of transnationalism and the creation of transnational social spaces,
emphasising how mobility shapes social ties and identities across borders (1.2) The chapter continues
with a critical analysis of integration and belonging in transnational marriages, emphasising the socio-
cultural challenges and ambiguities that migrant partners face in host societies (1.3). It then unpacks
the multiple layers of dependency—Iegal, financial, linguistic, and emotional—that structure power
relations within these unions (1.4). Building on this, the chapter analyzes gendered representations
and stereotypes in transnational migration discourses, interrogating how they inform the host society
perception and institutional responses (1.5). Finally, the chapter situates these discussions within the
specific context of Brazilian women in transnational marriages with Italian men, exploring their
motivations for migration and the gendered dynamics that shape their transnational lives (1.6).

The present study aligns with the most commonly used categories in the field of transnational
marriages and marriage-related migration, particularly those associated with family and intimate
relationships presented by Charsley (2012). These include cases of family formation/marriage
migration, where many of the interviewed women moved from Brazil to Italy to marry and live with
their husbands. There were also instances of family reunification/family reunion, in which, after
marriage, some women brought family members, such as parents or relatives, to live in the same city.

Additionally, cases of family migration were observed, where women migrated with children from
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previous relationships to join their husbands in Italy. However, it is important to critically reflect on
the assumptions embedded in such categorizations. As Charsley (2012) argues, the effects of gender
and gendered norms on migration patterns and trends remain under-theorized, and women should not
be essentialized or assumed to be ‘typical’ marriage migrants. While cross-border marriage migration
is often framed as female-dominated, and brides do frequently outnumber grooms, particularly in East
Asian contexts, such assumptions risk obscuring the diversity and complexity of migrant experiences.
Just as gendered expectations shape perceptions of women as the norm in marriage migration, certain
ethnicities are also presumed to dominate these flows, reinforcing reductive narratives. Furthermore,
as Beck-Gernsheim (2007) notes, geographical distance is not necessarily a barrier to such unions,
rather, it can be a precondition for their very formation, underscoring how transnational relationships
are shaped by globalized imaginaries and mobility dynamics.

Moreover, Waldis (2006) presents a valuable framework for understanding the
interconnections between migration and marriage, identifying four key trajectories in which three that
align closely with the themes of this research. The first trajectory is temporary migration transformed
into permanent settlement through marriage. This is particularly relevant in the case of Brazilian
women who initially moved to Italy for short-term goals, such as pursuing university studies or
language courses, but eventually remained after marrying local partners. The second trajectory
highlights how transnational marriage with members of the majority population can facilitate the
integration of permanent migrants. Although none of the women interviewed are in situations of
refuge or exile, marriage still plays a significant role in their integration into Italian society — even
if it is not the primary driver of integration, as will be discussed in the following sections. The third
trajectory captures how bi-national relationships can initiate migration itself, as romantic involvement
with a foreign partner becomes the catalyst for relocation. In this study, many of the interviewed
women reported meeting their Italian partners either online or in public spaces, and despite having
stable lives and careers in Brazil, they made the decision to migrate in order to follow their partners.
These trajectories illustrate the diverse ways in which marriage and migration are interconnected,
shaped by individual motivations, socio-cultural contexts, and personal life paths.

These conceptual frameworks and migratory trajectories highlight the need to approach
transnational marriages not as fixed or uniform experiences, but as dynamic and multifaceted
processes shaped by individual action, structural constraints, and patterns of global mobility. By
situating marriage within the broader context of migration, integration, and identity negotiation, it is
possible to gain a deeper understanding of how intimate relationships are embedded in and influenced
by transnational forces. Building on these insights, the next section delves into the key concepts,

terminologies, and lived realities that shape and distinguish transnational marriages, with a particular
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focus on how these unions are understood and navigated across different cultural and geographical

contexts.

1.1 Framing Transnational Marriage: Concepts, Terminologies, and Lived Realities

In the study of marriages across cultural, national, and ethnic boundaries, there is a large body
of literature that discusses the term “transnational marriage”. Different scholars adopt distinct
terminologies based on their research focus and contextual frameworks, which carry specific nuances
that make them more or less adequate depending on the analytical perspective. Chen (2006) uses the
term “intercultural marriage” to analyze unions between Taiwanese men and Southeast Asian women,
emphasizing the cultural and class inequalities inherent in such relationships. Ben and Ezra Roer-
Strier (2006) employ “intermarriage” to describe partnerships between Western women and
Palestinian men, highlighting the complex processes of mutual adaptation and the crossing of
religious, cultural, and political boundaries. Velayutham and Wise (2008) choose the term “cross-
cultural marriage” in their study of second-generation Tamils in Australia, focusing on the negotiation
of identity and tradition across cultural ruptures. Gorny and Kepinska (2004) utilize “mixed
marriages” within a demographic framework to refer to unions between Polish citizens and Ukrainian
migrants, reflecting national and statistical classifications. Similarly, Rodriguez-Garcia (2006) also
uses mixed marriages in the context of African-Spanish couples but expands the analysis through an
intercultural lens to account for transnational family dynamics. Melody and Yang (2010) note that
the term ‘“cross-border marriage” emphasizes geographical, national, racial, class, gender, and
cultural boundaries, whereas transnational marriage highlights the creation of transnational networks
and spaces by the actors themselves. These marriages are not only personal unions but also involve
the circulation of economic resources, cultural symbols, and political practices between sending and
receiving communities. These transformations influence local development, social practices, and
cultural norms in both contexts. Even though Toyota (2008) argues against the use of “transnational
marriage” and prefers “international marriage”, pointing out that no transnational institution holds the
authority to legitimize a marriage, this critique does not capture the socio-cultural and relational
dynamics that characterize the phenomena of this research.

The concept of transnational marriage is most aligned with this study, which focuses on the
lived experiences of Brazilian women married with Italian men. This term, as suggested by Charsley
(2012), is particularly useful because it situates these unions within broader transnational processes.
It allows for an analysis that goes beyond legal borders and considers the multiple dimensions—
emotional, economic, symbolic, and social—that connect individuals and communities across

countries. Thus, by using the term transnational marriage, the aim is to highlight the multidimensional
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character of these relationships—formed not only through legal or geographic movement but also
through emotional bonds, cultural negotiation, and economic interdependence that span national
borders and reshape the lives of individuals and communities on both sides.

Moreover, many of the women interviewed for this research migrated primarily for marriage,
a phenomenon known as marriage-related migration (Charsley, 2012). Despite having stable lives in
Brazil, marriage played a decisive role in their decision to move abroad. According to Charsley
(2012), marriage-related migration is a broad term encompassing various scenarios in which marriage
is a central factor, whether migrating to marry, to reunite with a partner, or in situations where
marriage significantly influences mobility choices.

As Charsley (2012:40) explains, “the word ‘marriage’ in English is also polysemic. It may
refer to the contracting of a legal relationship as husband and wife; to that relationship as it endures
over time; or to the wedding ceremony itself”. In line with this understanding, Williams (2012:46)
describes transnational marriages as those “in which at least one of the partners is ‘migrant’—that is,
marriages where one partner lacks formal citizenship status in their country of residence”. This
multiplicity of meanings is particularly relevant in the context of Brazilian migrants, who are only
permitted to stay in Italy for 90 days on a tourist visa. In these cases, marriage often becomes a
practical and necessary pathway to legalize their residency status, beyond its emotional or symbolic
value.

Another dimension emerging from the research is the concept of transnational weddings,
where the celebration is split between countries—part held in the bride’s home country (Brazil), and
part in the groom’s (Italy). This practice reflects the significance of transnational social fields and the
desire to include family members from both sides, physically present across different geographical
locations (Charsley, 2016). These ceremonies exemplify how major life events are increasingly
dispersed across borders, reinforcing the importance of maintaining social ties in multiple places.

Additionally, many women migrate for reasons beyond marriage—such as pursuing
education, employment opportunities, citizenship through jus sanguinis, or simply in search of a
better life. Often, it is only after settling that they form romantic relationships or marry someone of
the local nationality. These dynamics will be further explored and discussed throughout the chapter.
If researchers define transnational marriage too narrowly, overlooking these diverse pathways of
mobility and connection, they risk missing crucial dimensions of transnational experiences. As
Charsley (2016: 42) notes, “each of the configurations outlined above may reflect, create or
potentialize participation in transnational networks and activities”.

Overall, while various terms have been employed to describe marriages across borders,
transnational marriage emerges as the most fitting concept for capturing the multidimensional

realities of the Brazilian-Italian unions examined in this study. These relationships cannot be fully
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understood without considering the broader contexts of mobility, legal status, emotional ties, and
cultural negotiation. To deepen this understanding, it is necessary to turn to the wider framework of
transnationalism, which allows for a more comprehensive analysis of how individuals and families
maintain and navigate cross-border connections not only through marriage but also through the

creation and preservation of transnational social spaces.

1.2 Transnationalism and Transnational Social Spaces

The concept of transnationalism provides a crucial framework for understanding the cross-
border dynamics of migration, identity, and marriage. Rather than viewing migration as a one-way
journey resulting in full assimilation into a host country, transnationalism highlights how individuals
and communities maintain simultaneous connections across multiple nations. These ties may be
familial, emotional, economic, cultural, or symbolic, and they often endure over time and distance
(Faist, 2000; Vertovec, 1999). Fouron and Schiller (1999: 344) define transnationalism as “a pattern
of migration in which persons, although they move across international borders, settle and establish
ongoing social relations in a new state, maintain ongoing social connections within the polity from
which they originated.” Snel et al. (2006) refine this understanding by distinguishing two key
dimensions of transnational involvement: transnational activities, such as sending remittances or
participating in cross-border networks; and transnational identification, refers to the extent to which
migrants feel connected to people from their country of origin, whether living abroad or still residing
there. These two key dimensions align closely with the present research, as evidence of both was
found among all the women interviewed. The participants not only engaged in concrete transnational
practices—such as maintaining contact with family, sending support, or following news from their
home country—but also expressed a strong emotional and symbolic attachment to their places of
origin and to other migrants with similar backgrounds.

According to Vertovec (1999), transnationalism manifests through diasporic communities,
that is groups of migrants who maintain strong connections with their homeland and with others
dispersed globally; syncretic cultural reproduction, which refers to the blending of cultural elements
from different origins to create new, hybrid forms; and the circulation of capital, including not only
financial remittances but also social, cultural, and symbolic resources exchanged across borders.
Together, these dynamics contribute to a distinctive transnational social morphology, a complex
social structure shaped by cross-border networks and interactions that transcend the boundaries of
any single nation-state. Building on this, Faist (2000) identifies three primary forms of transnational
social spaces that help specify how such transnational ties are organized and sustained: (1)

transnational kinship groups, grounded in reciprocity and family ties; (2) transnational circuits,
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involving practical and instrumental exchanges such as remittances or care-related migration; and (3)
transnational communities, which are held together by shared identity and a sense of cultural
belonging. These categories further illuminate the diverse ways transnational connections operate,
particularly in the context of transnational marriages, where familial obligations, economic
exchanges, and shared cultural practices intersect to shape everyday life across national borders.

Another dimension of these transnational relationships involves the degree of cultural
reciprocity between partners. Not all transnational marriages reflect mutual engagement with both
partners' cultures. For example, Suzuki (2005), in her research on East Asian cases, describes
situations where husbands show little interest in the cultural backgrounds of their migrant wives,
producing what she calls “asymmetrical transnationalism”. In contrast, Boonmathya (2006) describes
more reciprocal dynamics in marriages between Western men and Thai women, where the men
actively integrate into their wives’ families and communities. Although Boonmathya’s (2006)
concept of “reciprocal transnationalism” is often more applicable to marriages between Brazilian
women and Italian men, there is also evidence of asymmetrical transnationalism in some cases. For
instance, it is not uncommon to find Italian husbands who, even after more than twenty years of
marriage, have not learned their Brazilian wives’ language—revealing a lack of cultural reciprocity
and deeper engagement. Furthermore, one can observe how gender and power shape transnational
dynamics in these relationships, echoing Boonmathya’s (2006) findings but within the specific
Brazilian-Italian context. These examples suggest that the transnational dynamics of marriage are not
homogeneous; instead, they are deeply influenced by intersecting factors such as gender, power, race,
and class.

These theoretical distinctions—between transnational kinship groups, circuits, and
communities, as well as between asymmetrical and reciprocal transnationalism—provide a useful
framework for analyzing how cross-border marriages function in practice. They help in understanding
not only the structural forms these relationships can take, but also the power dynamics and cultural
negotiations embedded within them. When applied to the experiences of Brazilian women married to
Italian men, these concepts shed light on how transnational ties are sustained, challenged, or
transformed in everyday life. While some marriages reflect mutual cultural exchange and shared
participation in transnational social spaces, others reveal marked imbalances, where only one partner
actively engages with the other's cultural background. This underlines the importance of examining
the lived, gendered dimensions of transnationalism—not merely as abstract structures, but as
everyday practices shaped by dynamic processes.

As Charsley (2012: 247) notes, “transnational spaces are fluid, dynamic and overlapping,” a
perspective that is particularly useful when examining the experiences of Brazilian women in

transnational marriages with Italian men. These women do not simply “belong” to one nation or
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another; rather, they inhabit what Pries (2001) calls pluri-local social spaces—simultaneously
engaging in cultural, emotional, and economic practices that span across borders. Their lives are
shaped not just by individual decisions or cultural adaptation but also by institutional frameworks,
historical legacies, and gendered expectations that influence how they participate in both Brazilian
and Italian contexts.

Many of these women maintain long-distance ties with their families in Brazil—regular phone
calls, financial remittances, and emotional labor remain integral to their daily lives, forming what
Wiles (2008) might identify as evolving transnational kinship networks. At the same time, their
involvement in Italian society — whether through employment, community participation, or raising
children — anchors them in transnational social spheres. This dynamic positions them as what
Conradson and Latham (2005) refer to as a “middling” transnational group: neither elite expatriates
nor economically marginalized labor migrants, but individuals whose social and emotional
investments are distributed across space and shaped by everyday negotiations. For instance, the
choice to educate their children in Italy while passing on Brazilian values and language at home
reflects a deliberate act of cultural navigation rather than a linear process of assimilation. At this stage,
it is more pertinent to move beyond the question of whether migrants “lose” or “retain” their culture
and instead examine how they actively navigate and sustain multiple identities and social spaces. As
Bak Jorgensen (2012:92) notes, “the issue of whether migrants ‘lose’ or ‘retain’ their original culture
is not the focus for a transnational understanding, which instead highlights the ways in which people
bridge cultures and nations and are capable of maintaining ties in multiple sites”.

Additionally, Crang et al. (2004) emphasize that transnationalism is not limited to those who
move physically across borders, but includes those who participate in transnational spaces through
consumption, symbolic affiliation, or mediated experience. These women may not travel frequently,
but through social media, cultural expression, and emotional ties, they remain embedded in Brazilian
social imaginaries. Their homes often include Brazilian foods, religious symbols, or music,
symbolically re-creating transnational space within the Italian domestic sphere. Thus, using
transnationalism as an analytical lens enables a deeper understanding of how these marriages are
shaped by intersecting forces—Ilegal status, language proficiency, racialized belonging, and gendered
labor. It also raises questions about power and reciprocity: do these transnational connections
empower the women to maintain a sense of control over their own lives and decisions (agency) and
preserve their cultural identity, or do they instead reinforce unequal dependencies—for example,
economic reliance on Italian partners or legal vulnerability within immigration processes?

In doing so, this approach shifts the focus from asking whether these women are “integrated”
into Italian society to exploring how they construct belonging across national and cultural borders.

Their narratives illustrate that transnationalism is not simply about physical movement but about
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maintaining presence—material, emotional, and symbolic—across multiple spaces simultaneously.
This dynamic interplay of presence and connection lays the foundation for a deeper examination of
how integration and belonging are actually experienced, challenged, and negotiated by migrant
women in transnational marriages. Although these marriages may appear to represent successful
integration, the reality is much more complex. The following section critically examines the
assumption that marriage is synonymous with inclusion, showing how Brazilian women married to
Italian men often face persistent forms of exclusion, emotional isolation, and unequal power

dynamics, despite their legal or family ties to the host society.

1.3 Integration and Belonging in Transnational Marriages: A Critical Perspective

Transnational marriages are often seen as a sign that a migrant has successfully integrated into
the host society. However, this view is too simplistic. Scholars like Song (2009) have argued that
transnational marriages do not necessarily lead to full social inclusion. These individuals may find
themselves in intimate partnerships or being legally part of a family but does not automatically lead
to full cultural or emotional belonging because, a migrant might live in the country, speak the
language, and be part of a local family, but still feel excluded or treated as an outsider. Structural or
legal inclusion—such as having a visa or being part of an Italian family—does not guarantee
emotional connection, equal treatment, or social respect. This is especially true for Brazilian women
married to Italian men. They may appear integrated from the outside but still face racism, language
difficulties, and social barriers in everyday life.

Mai Sims (2012), in her study on the experiences of Thai women who migrated to the UK
through marriage, highlights the persistent barriers to integration that many of these women face,
despite entering households where their partners held local knowledge, linguistic fluency, and
established social networks. Although these native advantages provided initial support, they did not
result in full social inclusion. Many of the women struggled to develop new friendships, access
employment aligned with their qualifications, or acquire professional-level knowledge of the local
language. As Mai Sims (2012: 222) notes, “In the first years of settlement the women depended on
their husbands’ cultural, social and linguistic advantage”. However, this “native” advantage is
insufficient when it comes to specific challenges faced by migrants —such as navigating complex
visa regulations, gaining recognition for foreign credentials, accessing low-cost communication with
family abroad, and finding spaces to connect with their cultural community.

This sense of isolation and dependency reveals that integration is not merely about proximity
to a native partner but rather a broader, ongoing process. As Spencer (2011: 203) defines integration

as “processes of interaction between migrants and the individuals and institutions of the receiving
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society that facilitate economic, social, cultural and civic participation and an inclusive sense of
belonging at the national and local level”. From this perspective, integration is not a one-way journey
where the migrant simply assimilates into the host culture; instead, it is a dynamic, two-way process
that includes both the actions of migrants and the response capacity of the receiving society.

Legal frameworks, public policies, and institutional support play a crucial role in either
facilitating or hindering the integration of migrants. As Jayaweera (2012) emphasizes, structural
factors such as access to healthcare, employment rights, language training, and pathways to
citizenship significantly shape migrants’ ability to participate in society and develop a sense of
belonging. These institutional conditions are especially relevant in the context of transnational
marriages, where migrants often find themselves simultaneously constructing lives in their new
societies while maintaining strong emotional, cultural, and practical ties to their countries of origin.
These ties go beyond symbolic attachment. They are actively sustained through regular
communication, remittances, participation in cultural practices, and even the facilitation of further
migration by encouraging friends or relatives to pursue similar marriage routes. These practices
sustain transnational networks and help to build communities that span national borders. As Williams
(2012: 63) notes, transnational marriages are crucial for “maintaining cultural identities and in
supporting and renewing reciprocal relationships with the places they may call ‘home’, as well as
with transnational communities in other countries of settlement”. These partnerships allow
individuals to navigate multiple cultural frameworks, forging hybrid forms of belonging that
transcend geographic and national boundaries.

However, integration within these marriages is not just an emotional or personal journey.
Eekelaar and MacLean (2004), drawing on the work of Finch (1989), emphasize that obligations in
intimate relationships are shaped by external social structures. Finch (1989) argues that negotiations
within partnerships are embedded in culturally learned expectations rather than emerging from
individual judgment. For instance, social norms often expect daughters to care for elderly parents,
while men are not held to the same standard. These “shared understandings,” (Finch, 1989) shaped
by broader social frameworks, deeply influence how individuals perceive and fulfill their roles in
relationships. This lens is particularly useful when examining Brazilian women married to Italian
men. Their experience is not just defined by romantic ties but by immersion in Italian norms around
gender, family, and moral responsibility. These women’s integration is simply not bureaucratic or
linguistic—it is a moral and emotional process shaped by their ability to internalize, resist, or

99 <6

reinterpret Italian ideals of what constitutes a “good wife,” “good mother,” or “respectable woman.”
Finch’s theory reveals that belonging, in this context, is a continuous negotiation with societal
expectations rather than a natural outcome of marriage (Finch, 1989). This negotiation is closely tied

to how identity itself is constructed. Identity can be understood in a relational way, because it is
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formed through processes of differentiation (Hall, 2002). Individuals engage in identification by
adopting features they recognize as their own and rejecting those they do not, thus defining an “I/We”
in contrast to an “Other.” This mechanism enables the recognition of belonging, but also of exclusion
(Ballerine, 2022). As DaMatta (2001, in Ballerine, 2020: 149) suggests, “identity is the result of our
experiences as historical, social, and self-aware beings and that, therefore, we construct our identities
as something unique.” Similarly, Smith (1995) observes that individuals assume multiple identities
throughout their lives, such as gendered, professional, familial, and national identities, all of which
contribute to how belonging is experienced in different contexts.

In this sense, Brazilian women in transnational marriages are navigating and constructing
identities in response to both their personal histories and their current social environments. Their
integration is not only a matter of legal status or linguistic fluency but also involves managing the
tension between multiple, and sometimes conflicting, cultural identities. National identity, as Smith
(1995) suggests, is used by the state to cultivate a sense of collective belonging, but migrants often
need to reconcile this externally imposed identity with their lived realities and ties to their country of
origin.

Adding to this discussion, Gordon’s (1964) distinctions between structural assimilation—
participation in dominant institutions such as schools, workplaces, and social networks—and
acculturation—the adoption of majority cultural norms, including language, values, and behaviors—
have long shaped how integration is measured. However, these frameworks often overlook the
nuances of lived experience. Song (2009) challenges the assumption that transnational marriage
equates to genuine inclusion, emphasizing that marrying into a majority group may reduce formal
social distance but does not necessarily result in emotional, cultural, or social belonging. Structural
inclusion, she argues, hides the ongoing impact of race, class, and gender in shaping migrants’
everyday realities.

Similarly, Anthias (2001) critiques linear models of assimilation and the use of hybridity,
arguing that such concepts fail to fully capture the complexity of power relations and cultural
hierarchies. Her alternative framework, “translocational positionality,” centers on how individuals
are positioned—and position themselves—within intersecting structures of inequality. This approach
goes beyond static categories of ethnicity or identity, focusing instead on context-specific experiences
shaped by gender, racialization, national belonging, and class. It also underlines the complex
relationship between individual agency, and the structural constraints imposed by systems of
inequality such as racism, sexism, xenophobia, and class hierarchies. In this view, identity is not fixed
or exclusively self-defined, but —as previously mentioned—constantly negotiated within the shifting

dynamics of power and social structures.
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For Brazilian women in Italy, these theoretical critiques offer valuable insight. Legal
residency and familial ties through marriage may provide formal inclusion, but everyday experiences
often reveal exclusion. These women frequently face language barriers, subtle prejudices, and
restricted roles both within the family and in society. Song’s (2009) emphasis on gender dynamics in
transnational marriages further reveals how women often take on caregiving and emotional labor,
reinforcing traditional roles that limit their sense of autonomy and self-definition. Brazilian women
may feel “foreign” despite their proximity to Italian life, navigating spaces where they are tolerated
rather than fully accepted.

Moreover, their experiences of partial or non-belonging emerge not only in private
relationships but also in interactions with the state, healthcare systems, schools, and extended family.
These moments expose how deeply entrenched institutional norms and practices test their legitimacy
as members of society. Even in environments that seem inclusive at first sight, their presence may
be questioned or marginalised. Rather than being absorbed into Italian culture, many Brazilian women
develop hybrid or transnational identities, maintaining cultural practices from home while adapting
to their new environment. This process aligns with Song’s (2009) argument that assimilation is neither
inevitable nor complete. Instead, it is fragmented, negotiated, and often contested.

Overall, while transnational marriage may open doors to legal and structural inclusion, it does
not automatically secure belonging. Brazilian women’s experiences reveal the complexities of
integration, shaped by intersecting social norms, cultural expectations, and power dynamics. A
feminist and intersectional lens is crucial to understand how these women navigate, resist, and
sometimes redefine the meaning of belonging. To further unpack the lived realities of Brazilian
women in transnational marriages, it is essential to examine how integration is shaped not only by
external structures but also by deeply embedded power dynamics within intimate relationships,

particularly the layered dependencies that often define their everyday experiences.

1.4 Layers of Dependency: Unpacking Gendered Power in Transnational Marriages

Transnational marriages offer a unique lens through which to examine the complexities of
gendered migration, particularly the often-overlooked dependencies that shape the experiences of
migrant women. While mainstream migration studies have historically centered on male migrants,
framing female migration as secondary or dependent, such perspectives obscure the intricate power
dynamics at play (Amelina and Lutz, 2018). Women in transnational marriages frequently encounter
layered forms of dependency—emotional, legal, linguistic, and economic—that deeply affect their
autonomy and integration. These dependencies, as this research reveals, are not merely personal or

circumstantial but structurally embedded in both immigration policies and social expectations. The
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legal dependency on a partner for residency, for instance, can reinforce emotional and economic
vulnerabilities, especially when combined with language barriers that hinder access to services or
employment. One of the main findings of this research is precisely how these forms of dependency
intersect, reinforcing unequal power relations within the marriage and between migrant women and
host societies.

Legal dependencies in transnational marriages expose how intimate relationships become
sites of state intervention and control. Governments have increasingly tightened regulations around
marriage migration, demanding that couples provide evidence not only of the authenticity of their
relationship but also of their socio-economic desirability as future members of society. As Williams
(2012: 61) explains, “legislators across the world are applying their different notions of a ‘genuine’
marriage to applicants for marriage visas”, compelling migrants to prove both the legitimacy of their
partnerships and their potential contributions to the host country. This places a huge burden on
individuals to align their private decisions with public expectations, turning love and marriage into
matters of national interest.

In this context, Wray (2012: 69) points out that “marriage migrants carry their border around
with them and are reminded of it regularly”, suggesting that the power of the state permeates even
the most personal aspects of their lives. These legal restrictions go beyond the entry process and
become incorporated into everyday life. As Wray (2012: 87) notes, “the border has moved well
beyond the external entry clearance process and has embedded itself in the daily lives of marriage
migrants long after they enter”. The omnipresence of legal control not only complicates integration,
but reinforces the transnational condition of migrants, in which their rights and legitimacy remain
continuously conditioned. This dynamic illustrates how legal dependency functions not only as a
barrier to total belonging, but also as a mechanism through which racial and gender hierarchies are
maintained in global migration regimes. Furthermore, legal dependency often results in immobility,
as migrants—especially women—may be unable or afraid to leave unsatisfactory or abusive
relationships for fear of losing their legal status. The constant threat of deportation or visa revocation
attaches individuals to specific places, people and roles, limiting their autonomy and reinforcing their
vulnerability in the host society.

Linguistic dependency compounds these vulnerabilities. Limited proficiency in the host
language restricts access to employment, public services, and social networks, reinforcing economic
and emotional reliance on the partner. Tedesco (2014: 120, author’s translation) observes that
“speaking Italian inside the family is a necessary skill for dialogue; language narrows distances,
softens the sense of sacrifice, and opens horizons, including the possibility of social mobility and
closer contact with Italians”. Until this proficiency is achieved, however, language acts as a

gatekeeper in favor of the partner, increasing women’s vulnerability to isolation and intimate control.
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Transnational marriages involve multiple axes of difference, including nationality, gender,
race, and class, which can both attract partners and create tensions (Tedesco, 2014). To fully
understand the complexity of these overlapping forms of dependency, it is essential to apply Kimberlé
Crenshaw's (1991) concept of intersectionality, which highlights how systems of oppression are
interlinked and cannot be examined separately. As Crenshaw (1991) argues that intersectionality
reveals how different structures of power, such as racism, sexism, and classism, interact to shape the
lived experiences of women of color, exposing the limitations of treating categories like gender or
race in isolation.

In the context of transnational marriages, intersectionality reveals that migrant women do not
experience legal, emotional, linguistic, or economic dependency in isolation. Instead, these
dependencies are mutually constitutive and are shaped by the intersection of their gendered position
within a patriarchal marriage structure, their racialised or ethnic status as foreigners, and their
precarious legal standing as non-citizens. For example, a woman who is economically dependent on
her husband, lacks fluency in the local language, and is legally tied to her partner’s immigration status
faces not only gendered subordination but also racialised marginalisation and institutional invisibility.
Therefore, intersectionality challenges one-dimensional approaches that treat migrant women's
vulnerabilities as the exclusive result of culture, choice, or personal circumstances. Instead, it leads
us to recognise how systems of power and exclusion interact in the everyday lives of married migrant
women, reinforcing unequal power relations both in the private sphere of the home and in the public
domain of the state.

In this line, intersectionality makes it possible to move beyond simplistic narratives of
victimisation by highlighting the structural conditions that produce and sustain these dependencies.
Brazilian women may demonstrate resilience, adaptability, and strategic negotiation in their daily
lives, but these individual responses do refute the systemic forces that restrict their choices. For
instance, choosing to remain in a hostile or controlling relationship may not be a matter of personal
preference, but a calculated response to the risks of deportation, economic instability, or social stigma.
It is also often tied to the emotional and psychological burden of having left everything behind,
alongside a sense of obligation to endure in order to justify the sacrifices already made.

Applying Crenshaw’s (1991) intersectionality to these women’s lived realities reveals how
gender, race, nationality, and legal precarity intersect to produce a unique form of marginalisation.
Brazilian women in Italy are often perceived through cultural stereotypes—as hypersexualised,
submissive, or opportunistic—which shape their treatment in both intimate relationships and broader
societal interactions. The next section explores how such gendered and racialised assumptions
surrounding transnational marriages affect the perception and treatment of migrant women by both

society and the state.
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1.5 Gendered Representations and the Dynamics of Stereotyping in Transnational Migration

The concept of stereotyping has been widely debated by academics. Tajfel (1984) argues that
stereotypes project a mental image embedded with meanings that assign values to things, places and
people, effectively defining a group or individual before any direct interaction. This represents a form
of prejudice, as it involves preconceived notions about what a person or group is assumed to be,
ultimately contributing to the homogenisation of identities and the erasure of individual complexity.
Within gendered frameworks, stereotypes operate powerfully through the regulation of bodies and
behaviours.

As Ballerine (2022) explains, the historical exposure of the female body in dominant
discourses has shaped social expectations about how women should behave. According to the
principles of heteronormativity, being a woman implies conforming to socially prescribed gender
roles — that is, embodying femininity and heterosexuality. To reinforce this norm, mechanisms have
been created to legitimise power over women's bodies, prescribing how they should present
themselves and act. As Ballerine (2022: 156) observes, “from there, a stereotype is created that seeks
an ideal for women. Acting outside the norm can cause discomfort in power structures rooted in
patriarchy”. These gender stereotypes are not neutral, but deeply rooted in systems of power,
reinforcing rigid expectations and limiting women’s self-expression.

This framework becomes even more complex when applied to the experiences of migrant
women, particularly in the context of transnational marriages. Williams (2012) engages in a critical
discussion about the stereotypes surrounding transnational marriages. She highlights how some
scholars emphasise the divide between the global North and South, pointing to the difference in
prosperity between developed and less developed countries as a key factor motivating these unions.
This perspective suggests that the appeal of economic stability and improved living conditions often
fuels migration aspirations. Gérny and Ke¢pinska (2004) also argue that transnational marriages are
often motivated by the lack of legal pathways for migration, positioning marriage as one of the few
options available to individuals looking to move abroad. In this vein, Williams (2012: 51) states that
“such arguments tend to be based on the assumption that migrant marriages are predominantly
strategic in nature and entered into more for the purpose of obtaining long-term settlement and
permission to work than to establish a lasting, intimate partnership”.

The consequence of this assumption, as Williams (2012) argues, is that migrant marriages are
judged as the result of rational, instrumental choices aimed at gaining social and economic advantage,
rather than as the formation of meaningful intimate relationships. From a gender-critical perspective,
this framing disproportionately affects women migrants, who are often portrayed as calculating or

opportunistic — a stereotype deeply rooted in colonial, patriarchal, and racialized discourses. These
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assumptions not only obscure the emotional and relational dimensions of transnational marriages but
also align with broader narratives that construct migrants, especially women from the Global South,
as burdens or threats to the social and national order (Williams, 2012). In doing so, they deny migrant
women agency beyond economic survival, erasing the complex, affective, and often vulnerable
realities of their cross-border experiences.

In addition to these broader assumptions, specific groups of female migrants may be subjected
to what Robinson (1996), So (2006), and Wang (2007) describe as a “double stereotype.” On one
hand, they are expected to embody the ideal of the submissive, family-oriented woman who upholds
so-called traditional or patriarchal values. On the other hand, if their marriages appear transactional,
abusive, or arranged for migration purposes, they are seen as morally questionable or socially deviant.
This contradiction reveals how migrant women’s behaviour is constantly examined and judged
through narrow and often conflicting expectations.

Moreover, the racial and cultural dimensions of these stereotypes cannot be ignored.
Marriages between individuals from culturally similar or Western backgrounds—such as between
Europeans—are generally accepted without question. In contrast, marriages that cross racial or
cultural lines, especially when one partner is from a poorer country, are often viewed as suspicious
or “inauthentic” (Williams, 2012). These judgments reflect racialised and class-based ideas about
which relationships are acceptable, and who is seen as a legitimate partner. This dynamic is
particularly evident in the case of Brazilian women, whose identities are shaped by intersecting
national, racial, and gendered discourses. As Ballerini (2022) observes, national identity plays a
crucial role in gender relations, and the image of the Brazilian woman is constructed both within and
beyond Brazil’s borders through specific cultural imaginaries. Garretas (1996: 24) argues that
“belonging to a race or a minority ethnic group other than the one holding power is usually, for
women, an additional factor of subordination.” For Brazilian women, especially those migrating to
or forming relationships abroad, this subordination is intensified by the historical marginalisation they
face within both global and local power structures (Ballerini, 2022). These women often carry the
burden of national and sexual stereotypes that have been perpetuated by media and historical
discourses. The Italian media, for example, have been instrumental in projecting hypersexualised and
exoticised images of Brazilian women (Ballerini, 2022). Such portrayals are not merely the product
of journalistic narratives but are rooted in deeper cultural assumptions that circulate and reinforce
racialized femininities across borders. Within this context, Brazilian female migrants, particularly
those who enter the marriage market in Europe, must navigate a complex interplay of expectations.

Piscitelli (2008) reveals how Brazilian women are often expected to embody a very gendered
and stereotypical performance. They “combine sensuality with other attributes, performing the image

of sweet, submissive, caring, domestic, and sensuous wives eager to be mothers” (Piscitelli, 2008:
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29). Such performances are not accidental, they reflect the intersectional pressures these women face
and the limited space afforded to them within dominant narratives. As Piscitelli (2008: 785) claims
these women are frequently viewed through a lens that links Brazilianness with sexual availability,
submissiveness, joyful domesticity, and an “intense natural disposition for sex”. These assumptions
not only influence how Brazilian women are perceived, but also shape the strategies they must adopt
to survive and thrive in foreign contexts.

In short, the experiences of Brazilian women in transnational relationships illustrate how
gender, race, nationality, and class converge in global discourses of legitimacy and desirability. Their
bodies become sites where global power relations are inscribed and contested, caught between the
pressures of conforming to idealised femininity and the desire for recognition beyond reductive
stereotypes. To move beyond these limiting representations, it is crucial to examine how Brazilian
women themselves navigate the realities of transnational migration and marriage—often making

complex, deeply personal decisions that challenge and exceed stereotypical narratives.

1.6 From Brazil to Italy: Gendered Decisions and the Dynamics of Transnational

Migration

Migration and marriage decisions are shaped by a broad range of intersecting motivations,
making reductive explanations insufficient. Eekelaar and Maclean (2004) propose that individuals
marry for pragmatic, conventional, and internal reasons. This framework applies just as well to
transnational marriages. For some migrants, practical considerations—such as seeking safety,
financial security, or a more stable future—may play a central role in the decision to marry. Others
might be influenced by social or cultural expectations, feeling pressure from family or community to
marry in ways that align with traditional norms. At the same time, personal desires—such as the hope
for romantic love, a different lifestyle, or a deeper sense of fulfillment—can also shape their
motivations. These life choices are rarely simple or purely instrumental, because the reasons are not
separate but interconnected. A person may want to improve their life chances, please their family,
and follow their dreams—all at the same time. These decisions are complex and depend on personal
situations, including duty to family, individual goals, and knowledge of future possibilities.

Unlike the dominant neoclassical theories of migration — which frame decisions primarily in
terms of “push” and “pull” factors — this perspective highlights the emotional and social depth of
decisions to migrate for marriage. As the literature suggests, when non-migrants marry with similar
complexities in mind, their choices are not framed as exploitative or strategic — however, marriage
migrants generally do not receive the same empathy. (Williams, 2012). It is important to emphasize,

however, that marriage is not always the primary reason behind migration. Particularly for women
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who must cross continents or oceans to join a partner abroad, the decision to migrate is rarely based
on a single motive. Rather, it often reflects a convergence of multiple factors—economic, emotional,
professional, and familial. These decisions are shaped by complex life histories and long-term
aspirations.

For many women, especially those who have fought hard to achieve personal and professional
stability in their home countries, the decision to migrate cannot be reduced to a desire to marry or
follow a romantic partner. Some are professionals who have built independent lives and achieved
economic autonomy. Others carry additional responsibilities, such as raising children from previous
relationships. In such contexts, migration—especially when it results in profound geographic and
social dislocation—demands significant personal sacrifice. Marriage, in these cases, is not necessarily
the driving force of migration but rather one component of a broader life project.

In this research with Brazilian women in Italy, two distinct patterns of migration emerged.
The first includes women who were directly invited by their Italian partners. Many of them had
already attained a stable and fulfilling life in Brazil, and their decision to migrate involved leaving
behind careers, homes, social networks, and sometimes children, in order to pursue a relationship
abroad. This decision, though anchored in emotional ties, was never taken lightly, because it involved
careful consideration and negotiation of personal costs and long-term possibilities.

The second group consists of women who migrated for other reasons—such as seeking better
living conditions, enrolling in academic programs, working, or starting the process of acquiring
Italian citizenship through jus sanguinis laws. For these women, romantic relationships developed
after migration and were not the original motive for crossing borders. Italian nationality, in these
cases, often facilitated bureaucratic processes and opened doors to opportunities in Europe, even
while their affective and cultural identification remained rooted in Brazil.

In this sense, it is important to consider the historical ties between Brazil and Italy, dating
back to the nineteenth century, when intense migratory flows began between the two countries. These
ties continue to influence contemporary mobility, as Italy remains present in the imagination and
documentation of many Brazilian families of Italian descent (Ballerine, 2022).

These narratives complicate the assumption that love or marriage is the main reason for
women’s migration in transnational contexts. They show that decisions to migrate are often rooted in
multiple life goals and situated within broader structures of opportunity and constraint. They also
reflect the gendered dimensions of migration, where women must constantly balance personal
aspirations, emotional relationships, and the social expectations placed upon them. Taken together,
the migration trajectories of Brazilian women in Italy reveal the multifaceted nature of transnational
mobility, shaped by overlapping personal, emotional, and structural factors. Rather than following a

singular path driven by romance or economic necessity, these women's decisions reflect complex
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negotiations of identity, autonomy, and future possibilities within gendered and transnational

contexts.
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Chapter 2 — Feminist Perspectives on Transnational

Motherhood and Migration

“My mother gave me courage even before I knew I needed it.”

Malala Yousafzai
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2. The phenomenon of globalisation has profoundly reshaped contemporary understandings
of gender, identity and mobility. Many feminist scholars have long demonstrated that globalisation is
a gendered process which affects women and men differently. For women, one of the most significant
transformations brought about by globalization has been the reshaping of their roles and identities.
While these changes have offered new opportunities for mobility, autonomy and employment, they
are often accompanied by the enduring weight of traditional gender roles, especially those associated
with the reproductive sphere Huang and Yeoh (2010).

In this context, women’s identities as mothers are particularly challenged by the dynamics of
global mobility and migration. Motherhood and the act of caring for children “are physically,
psychologically, and socially challenging processes for women regardless of one’s political and
religious identity, or legal and immigration status” (Millman, 2013: 72). The everyday lives of
transnational mothers are characterised by ongoing negotiations around geographical separation,
economic constraints, and evolving social and familial roles. According to Millman (2013),
motherhood is not fixed or universal, but is instead shaped by cultural norms, gendered expectations,
biological responsibilities, and socio-economic conditions — all of which are influenced by global
and local forces. In her research, Millman (2013: 73) refers to transnational mothers as “women who
migrate and leave one or more children at home”. This concept partially fits with the focus of this
research, as some women have left their children from previous marriages in Brazil to migrate to
Italy, either to marry an Italian or to pursue a better life. In such cases, family reunification typically
occurs after some time has passed. However, most of the women discussed in this study had children
after migrating to Italy and marrying Italian partners.

Building on this, Maher (2010) argues that globalisation and migration intensify existing
tensions surrounding motherhood, making it simultaneously a global and deeply local process.
According to this perspective, motherhood is shaped by gender roles, cultural norms, biological
responsibilities, social and economic conditions, and heteronormative expectations, all of which are
in a constant state of change. Consequently, global and migratory movements not only disrupt
motherhood, but also expose and amplify the contradictions already present within maternal
expectations and practices.

To deepen the understanding of these dynamics, it is important to distinguish between the
terms “mother” and “motherhood”. “The term “mother” is used to refer to a woman who is a parent
— one that has given birth to a child and is bringing the child up” (Gajek, 2020: 30). On the other
hand, motherhood is a broader and more complex concept encompassing the state of being a mother
and the process of becoming one. This includes the phases of pregnancy, childbirth, childcare, and
the child’s education (Lesinska-Sawicka, 2008, in Gajeck, 2020). This distinction highlights that

motherhood is not merely a biological role but a socially and culturally situated experience shaped
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by expectations and structural conditions. Therefore, women’s maternal identities have many
meanings, including physical, emotional, social, and care-related, and these are socially and culturally
constructed (Maher, 2010). However, these experiences are embedded in hierarchies of nationality,
race, class, ethnicity, and gender, which vary depending on one’s geographical and social position
(Millman, 2013).

This research explores the complexities of motherhood experienced by Brazilian women who
have migrated to Italy. The notion of ‘motherhood’ encompasses various contexts: women who
married Italian men and had children in Italy; women who migrated with children from previous
marriages; and women who initially left their children in Brazil and underwent family reunification
processes. These configurations reflect not only different migratory trajectories, but also varied
emotional, social and legal negotiations of motherhood across borders.

In order to explore the multiple dimensions of motherhood in migratory contexts, the second
part of this chapter is divided into four main sections. The first section provides a theoretical overview
of motherhood outside the migratory framework, engaging with key concepts such as the
institutionalisation of motherhood and the cultural ideal of the ‘good mother'i’. This section aims to
provide a holistic perspective on society expectations surrounding motherhood (2.1). The second
section explores the intersection between motherhood and labour, focusing on the maternal journey
during the early stages of motherhood and the challenges of re-entering the labour market in a
different country (2.2). The third section highlights the importance of support networks, including
family, community and institutional forms, and their impact on the lived experiences of migrant
motherhood (2.3). The last section contrasts intensive and extensive mothering ideologies,
highlighting how Italian institutions and family norms can constrain or enable mothers’ efforts to
integrate paid work and care (2.4) Together, these sections offer an analytical framework through
which to examine how Brazilian migrant women in Italy navigate, negotiate and reconstruct

motherhood within transnational and intersectional contexts.

2.1 Motherhood as Institution and Experience: Feminist Theories and the Migration Lens

While motherhood is often understood as the intimate and biological bond between a woman
and her child, it encompasses a much broader and more complex set of cultural, social and political
relationships and responsibilities. As Maher (2010: 16) argues, “the term simultaneously evokes
interactions between women, children, and society more broadly, and encompasses a range of
physical, emotional, social, and care activities”. These activities include not only the biological labour
of reproduction, but also the cultural and social work of caring for, providing for and regulating

emotions — duties that contribute value to the family unit as well as to broader social and national
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goals (Maher, 2010). Despite its essential and intimate nature, motherhood has historically been a
source of tension, regulation and subordination. As Chavkin (2010) highlights, women’s biological
capacity for reproduction, along with the social roles assigned to them in terms of child-rearing and
domestic work, have long been fundamental to their subordinate status in all cultures and historical
periods. These roles remain central to the reproduction of gender inequalities, shaping divisions in
the labour market, sustaining the gender pay gap and exacerbating women's vulnerability, particularly
in contexts of poverty or limited access to rights and services (Chavkin, 2010).

Many feminist studies have played a critical role in deconstructing the ideological foundations
of motherhood. In Of Woman Born, Rich (1976) makes a pivotal contribution by distinguishing
between the personal experience of mothering and the institution of motherhood. This distinction
highlights the fact that, although individual experiences of motherhood can be empowering and
emotionally fulfilling, they are always embedded within wider systems of control. Building on this,
O’Reilly (2010) elaborates on Rich’s (1976) ideas, emphasizing that the institution of motherhood
functions as a mechanism for patriarchal regulation, shaping not only women’s reproductive roles,
but also the conditions under which they are expected to mother. The norms surrounding maternal
behaviour - such as the expectation to be self-sacrificing, emotionally available and devoted to the
home - are not simply cultural values; they are socially and structurally imposed (O’Reilly, 2010). As
Mack (2018) points out, motherhood is deeply embedded within legal, economic, and culturais
systems that reproduce social hierarchies of gender, race, and class. These systems determine whose
mothering is valued and supported, and whose is marginalized or punished. Such structures often
restrict women’s autonomy, especially when caregiving is devalued or considered a woman’s natural
duty (Mack, 2018). Therefore, while motherhood can be meaningful and rewarding, it is also a place
where ideological and institutional forces operate to control women’s identities and restrict their
choices.

In this light, motherhood emerges as a political and symbolic institution, in other words, a
system of meanings, norms and expectations that are designed to organise and regulate women’s roles
in society. Politically, it encompasses the power relations that shape reproductive lives, for example
who decides if and when a woman becomes a mother, what rights and resources she can access, and
how motherhood is framed by laws, policies, and institutions. Motherhood is political because it
reflects and reinforces the unequal distribution of power between men and women. The term
‘symbolic’, on the other hand, refers to the cultural ideals associated with motherhood, such as the
image of the self-sacrificing ‘good mother’, which shape women's identities and stigmatise those who
deviate from normative expectations (Rich, 1986).

As De la Paz (2022) observes, women who do not become mothers are often portrayed as

incomplete or deviant, given that patriarchy considers motherhood to be a defining feature of
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womanhood. This not only marginalizes those who remain childless, but also reinforces a broader
system in which women’s social value is tied to their reproductive role. Within this framework, the
institutionalization of motherhood - rooted in patriarchal values - has historically served to confine
women to the private sphere, associating them with care and domestic responsibilities, while
simultaneously excluding them from public, cultural, and political life. This system of power
regulates women’s behaviour, legitimises gender inequality and perpetuates patriarchal norms, often
under the guise of love, duty or 'natural' instincts (Rich, 1986).

Feminist scholars, such as Avila and Hondagneu-Sotelo (1997), challenge the idea of a
universal experience of motherhood and family life by rejecting simplistic dichotomies between the
public and private spheres. Instead, they emphasise that motherhood is continually negotiated across
complex social landscapes, revealing the inadequacy of essentialist conceptions that reduce maternal
identity to a fixed role. This critique is particularly important when considering the experiences of
mothers whose lives transcend traditional spatial or cultural boundaries. Gajek (2020) further
underscores this point, asserting that the institution of motherhood often reduces women’s
subjectivity to a singular, idealized role. According to Gajek (2020: 29), “the institution of
motherhood, which is necessary for the functioning of societies, shapes women’s living conditions,
influences their choices, frames desirable behaviours, gives the highest priority to the social role of
the mother, and limits women’s identity to a single dimension.”

This theoretical framework enables us to examine how the cultural norms and institutional
structures of Italy impose tensions between traditional expectations and the lived realities of
migration, shaping the maternal experiences of Brazilian migrant women. This conceptual approach
is crucial for understanding how transnational mobility complicates and redefines maternal roles,
especially for migrant women who must navigate the cultural expectations of both their country of
origin and their host society. Transnational mothers face the complex task of reconciling traditional
ideals of ‘good motherhood’ with the often contradictory demands of transnational life. They must
navigate cultural pressures from both their country of origin and their host country - a dual challenge
which often leads to feelings of stigmatisation (Huang and Yeoh, 2010). The expectation of ‘good
motherhood’ is multifaceted and is often shaped by family values, particularly those of the husband's
family, as well as dominant societal norms in the host country. In the case of Brazilian migrant women
in Italy, these expectations are strongly influenced by traditional Italian values surrounding
motherhood. These values emphasise self-sacrifice, devotion to the family and an idealised image of
the mother as a carer within the private sphere (Kulic and Stoicescu, 2025).

Viewing motherhood as an institution embedded in cultural, legal and economic systems,
rather than merely as a personal or biological experience, allows us to understand how the maternal

identities of women in transnational marriages are shaped and constrained by gendered expectations.
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Tensions are heightened further when women have limited access to support networks, face language
barriers, have precarious employment or are dependent on their partners. This reveals how the
institution of motherhood intersects with migration, race and class to reproduce systems of inequality
and control. This complex landscape becomes even more challenging at the intersection of
motherhood and labour, where migrant women must reconcile their caregiving responsibilities with
the demands of paid work, often in precarious or informal sectors characterised by gendered and
racialised expectations. Therefore, the experiences of Brazilian migrant mothers in Italy not only
illustrate the personal negotiations of identity and care, but also the broader structural forces that

sustain and reproduce gendered inequalities across borders.

2.2 Work and Motherhood: Contradictions, Burdens, and the Struggle for Autonomy

Historically, the relationship between work and motherhood has been characterised by
structural contradictions and gender inequalities. During the nineteenth century, with the rise of
industrialization, working-class women began to participate more visibly in the labor market.
However, this integration did not lead to emancipation; rather, it entrenched a system in which women
were expected to combine paid work and domestic duties simultaneously. Feminist analyses have
named this ongoing tension the ‘double shift’. This concept highlights how, even when women
became breadwinners, motherhood remained a central aspect of their identity and responsibilities
(Scavone, 2001). This dual burden has evolved, but it persists under new configurations. Nowadays,
especially among middle-class women, motherhood is frequently delayed until after educational
attainment, career establishment and financial security have been achieved (Troiano et al., 2007 in
Salvagni et al., 2023). While this change reflects a transformation in ideals surrounding family and
gender roles, it does not eliminate the structural challenges of reconciling motherhood with
professional life. As Scavone (2001) suggests, although the traditional family structure has been
reorganized, the reconfiguration of maternal roles often comes with new pressures rather than relief.

Indeed, contemporary mothers frequently experience a “double bind”: they must demonstrate
competence and ambition in their careers, while at the same time meeting the moral and emotional
expectations associated with motherhood. Short maternity leave policies and the demands of their
children’s early developmental years can have a significant impact on career progression. This tension
is not just personal, but also institutional and rooted in labour market structures that fail to
accommodate childcare responsibilities. Consequently, the so-called advancement of women in
professional spaces tends to be unstable and fragmented, shaped by conflicts between career and
family that are socially imposed, internalised gender norms and insufficient institutional support

(Salvagni et al., 2023). Moreover, the burden of domestic labor still falls on women, a reality that
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reinforces the stereotype of the mother being naturally connected to the home. This “naturalization”
of caregiving roles perpetuates the deeply entrenched belief that women have an innate aptitude for
nurturing, organizing, and sustaining domestic life, with these expectations rarely extended to men
(Gajek, 2020). These cumulative responsibilities include not only paid labor and domestic chores, but
also the affective work of managing relationships, maintaining family cohesion, and anticipating the
needs of others.

This complex network of responsibilities is analysed in depth by Hochschild’s (1983) concept
of emotional labour which is defined as the continuous and often invisible effort to manage one’s
own emotions and support the feelings of others in order to sustain interpersonal and family harmony.
Emotional labour places a particularly heavy burden on mothers, who are expected to be endlessly
patient, attentive and emotionally available, regardless of the external pressures they may face.
Daminger (2019) builds on this by introducing the concept of ‘invisible work’, referring to the
cognitive and logistical coordination needed to run a household, such as scheduling medical
appointments, managing school obligations, monitoring grocery supplies, and more. Despite being
essential, these tasks are systematically undervalued by capitalist and patriarchal systems that
prioritise measurable productivity and economic output over care and relational work.

Daniels (1987) demonstrates that this devaluation is deeply embedded in what she calls the
“folk concept” of work: the commonsense idea that only activities performed in the public sphere,
and especially those that are remunerated, truly count as work. By contrast, activities within the
private sphere, such as homemaking, childcare, and volunteer service, remain unrecognized, despite
requiring significant skill, planning, and effort. The invisible work that Daniels refers to includes the
tailoring, planning and improvisation that women do to make sure that families and communities
function smoothly. These tasks are often thought of as the natural expression of love rather than
skilled labour. Daniels (1987) emphasises that even when women enter paid employment, they
continue to bear the invisible responsibility of coordinating domestic arrangements, revealing the
persistence of gendered expectations. Together, emotional and invisible work represent fundamental
but unrecognised pillars of social reproduction. They are vital for the functioning of families,
communities and economies, however they remain excluded from dominant narratives about work
and productivity. By assigning these roles to women and presenting them as expressions of love or
moral obligation rather than as work, society effectively disguises the exploitative nature of these
roles. This not only restricts women’s autonomy, but also creates a structural framework in which
care is privatised and exploited without compensation. This is what Daniels (1987) refers to as the
very fabric of social life, which is constructed daily by the invisible labour of women.

The devaluation of maternal labor extends beyond the domestic sphere and permeates

professional environments, motherhood is viewed as more of a personal liability than a shared social

42



responsibility. As Salvagni et al. (2023) point out, gender hierarchies in the workplace continue to
judge women by standards based on masculine ideals of constant availability and full-time
productivity. The mere prospect of motherhood can result in women being subtly excluded, as they
are viewed with suspicion regarding their long-term commitment and reliability (Scavone, 2001;
Abramo, 2007). These discriminatory structures often pressure women to perform idealised versions
of both the ‘good worker’ and the ‘good mother’, resulting in mental and emotional exhaustion. This
dynamic creates a professional atmosphere in which mothers must overperform to be considered
competent, while also meeting the emotional, moral and physical demands of caregiving (Lutz, 2018).

An intersectional lens reveals that motherhood is never experienced in isolation. Instead, it is
shaped by overlapping axes of identity and power, such as race, class, citizenship, language and
migration status (Collins, 1994; Maciejewski and Harder, 2025). For migrant women in particular,
motherhood becomes a complex site of negotiation, as their sense of belonging often hinges on their
ability to adapt to the norms of the host society while preserving emotional and cultural ties to their
country of origin. This negotiation is both personal and institutional, as access to social services and
networks of support, and even one's legitimacy as a ‘good mother’, can be influenced by these
intersecting identities. The case of Brazilian migrant women who become mothers in Italy with Italian
partners offers a concrete example of how these dynamics play out in practice. They must navigate
the dual expectation to preserve elements of their Brazilian cultural identity while assimilating into
Italian society, often facing implicit or explicit judgement from both communities. While striving to
provide care and stability for their children, they also face expectations to embody forms of maternal
behaviour deemed ‘appropriate’ in Italian institutional contexts, such as active participation in school
life, fluency in Italian and integration into the formal job market.

The tensions between work and motherhood are further complicated for migrant women,
especially when motherhood extends across national borders. In such cases, professional and maternal
responsibilities are reshaped by geographical distance, emotional labour mediated by technology, and
cultural negotiation. The research identified cases of women who migrated to Italy, leaving children
from previous marriages in the care of relatives in Brazil. As the literature notes, this form of
transnational motherhood, where migration precedes family reunification, requires long-distance
caregiving sustained through digital communication and regular financial and emotional support
(Avila and Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1997). Physical absence often intensifies emotional demands and
subjects mothers to moral judgement. While migration may be intended to secure better living
conditions for their children, it is sometimes perceived as abandonment, reflecting culturally
embedded gendered expectations. As Huang and Yeoh (2010) observe, transnational mobility

reshapes family intimacy, damaging but not breaking the bond between mother and child. Navigating
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these circumstances requires redefining ‘good motherhood’, whereby emotional closeness is
maintained remotely and maternal presence is measured by care rather than physical proximity.
Ultimately, the experience of motherhood abroad is shaped by an ongoing process of
adaptation. Migrant women develop strategies to navigate between care responsibilities, precarious
employment, academic goals, and personal aspirations. As Salvagni et al. (2020) emphasize, this
constant negotiation reflects both the pursuit of autonomy as well as the constraints imposed by
broader structures. Support networks, whether formal or informal, play a crucial role in this process.
Understanding how migrant mothers access these networks, or why they may lack them, is key to

analysing the intersections of care, solidarity, and isolation in a transnational context.

2.3 Navigating Care Across Borders: Support Networks, Motherhood, and Belonging in

Migration

Motherhood in a foreign country can be a deeply transformative experience, often involving
rupture, isolation and a reorganisation of care. For migrant women, becoming a mother far from their
homeland means facing a range of emotional, logistical, and cultural challenges, without immediate
access to the familiar support systems that typically surround new mothers. The absence of extended
family, close friends and culturally shared knowledge on childcare can lead to increased vulnerability.
Several studies have demonstrated that the presence or absence of social support plays a pivotal role
in shaping maternal experiences and child development (Ryan, 2011; Bojarczuk and Miihlau, 2017;
Aching and Granato, 2018).

3

The term “‘social support’ refers to a broad array of resources provided by community
networks of friends, neighbours, relatives and workmates.” (Bojarczuk and Miihlau, 2017: 102).
Taylor (2011), outlines four key dimensions of social support: informational, instrumental, emotional,
and companionship. In the context of this research, three of these dimensions were particularly salient:
Informational support involves providing advice, guidance or feedback to help individuals understand
and navigate challenges, such as learning parenting techniques or accessing healthcare services.
Emotional support, often considered the most intimate form, encompasses expressions of empathy,
affection, care and trust. These are all vital for psychological security during vulnerable periods such
as the postpartum phase. Companionship support refers to the importance of shared social presence
and activities, fostering a sense of belonging and alleviating loneliness and isolation. Taylor (2011)
emphasises that these forms of support are not isolated; they often overlap and interact to create a

protective barrier against stress and anxiety. In the context of motherhood, and particularly for

migrant women in unfamiliar environments, these dimensions are of even greater importance.
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In migration contexts, the absence of close relatives, especially mothers or grandmothers, can
exacerbate the emotional and practical challenges of motherhood. Granovetter’s (1973) theory,
presented in his seminal work The Strength of Weak Ties, distinguishes between strong ties (family
and close friends) and weak ties (acquaintances and neighbours). Strong ties are characterised by
frequent interaction, emotional intensity, mutual trust and a high degree of reciprocity. In contrast,
weak ties often have less emotional depth and instead provide instrumental or informational support,
which is particularly important in contexts where strong ties are absent or geographically distant.
Based on this framework, Wellman and Wortley (1990) emphasise that the type and intensity of
support varies according to the nature of the relationship. In transnational motherhood, physical
distance often makes strong ties less effective in providing practical assistance. In such cases, weak
local ties, such as other mothers or neighbours, may provide childcare, companionship or guidance
when dealing with unfamiliar situations (Mok et al., 2010).

Migrant women often combine formal and informal care networks to navigate motherhood.
Formal care includes services provided by institutions, such as healthcare, daycare and social
services, while informal care relies on personal and community ties. The effectiveness of these
networks is shaped by factors like trust, availability and cultural compatibility (Bojarczuk and
Miihlau, 2017). For instance, when family support is unavailable, social spaces such as maternity
groups or mothers’ circles can provide valuable alternatives, enabling women to share experiences,
exchange advice and establish a sense of belonging (Brunton et al., 2011; Aching and Granato, 2018).
This process of combining care networks is especially important in the context of migration, where
the loss of familiar social and cultural references can intensify the experience of becoming a mother
for migrants (Ramos, 2012). In these situations, forming connections, such as a husband introducing
his wife to other couples, can be crucial in helping migrant mothers to establish new social networks
(Bojarczuk & Miihlau, 2017).

Beyond caregiving, support networks play a crucial role, enabling women to balance
motherhood with other aspects of life, such as work and identity. Access to reliable childcare, whether
through family, daycare centres or hired caregivers, allows women to return to work, maintain
professional aspirations and experience a sense of autonomy. However, even when support is
available, women often remain primarily responsible for domestic and emotional labour, highlighting
ongoing gender inequalities (Salvagni et al., 2021). These inequalities are shaped not only by
household dynamics, but also by societal norms and institutional structures. Nevertheless, the
presence of support networks can significantly reduce daily stress, helping women to manage the
competing demands of motherhood and a career.

Support networks are a fundamental part of the experience of motherhood in migration

contexts. Beyond offering practical assistance, they serve as crucial spaces where emotional burdens
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are shared, cultural values are negotiated and personal narratives are reshaped. Gajek (2023) argues
that mothers often feel the need to share their experiences, not only to process emotional challenges,
but also to find solidarity in shared stories. Through these exchanges, migrant women may come to
understand their personal struggles as part of broader social and cultural patterns. Thus, these
networks play a vital role in fostering identity, belonging, empowerment and integration, enabling
mothers to navigate the complexities of early motherhood while engaging with the sociocultural
dynamics of the host society. At the same time, the ways in which women rely on or compensate for
such networks show that definitions of ‘good mothering’ are never fixed. Instead, they are negotiated
within competing cultural ideals and institutional frameworks. This negotiation is particularly evident
when contrasting intensive and extensive mothering, two dominant ideologies that influence how

women balance work and care in transnational contexts.

2.4 Intensive vs. Extensive Mothering: Ideologies Shaping Choices of Work and Care

Building on the discussion of the institutionalization of motherhood and the cultural ideal of
the “good mother,” the contrast between intensive and extensive mothering helps clarify how
Brazilian migrant women married with an Italian man in Italy negotiate care and paid work under
shifting constraints and supports. Intensive mothering, as conceptualized by Hays (1996), portrays
the mother as the primary and irreplaceable caregiver, fully responsible for her children’s needs, often
at the cost of her professional aspirations and personal wellbeing. In contrast, extensive mothering,
as outlined by Christopher (2012), highlights women’s agency in reinterpreting maternal
responsibilities by integrating paid work, self-realization, and other life projects into their definition
of “good mothering.” “While the first emphasizes maternal sacrifice, the other is based on embracing
both motherhood and other roles or aspirations” (Kulic and Stoicescu, 2025, online).

The ideology of intensive mothering interprets paid employment as a direct threat to the notion
of ‘good motherhood’ (Hays, 1996; Ennis, 2014), whereas, extensive mothering sees employment as
a positive and integral part of motherhood. From this perspective, professional activity can bring
personal fulfillment to mothers and provide children with additional resources and opportunities, part
of the definition of ‘good mothering’ (Christopher, 2012). Hattery (2001) expands this view by
identifying “non-conformist” mothers who reject feelings of guilt, arguing that preserving their
professional identities actually makes them better mothers. When viewed through the lens of
migration, these different positions can be understood as strategies of boundary work because they
help women to navigate and reconcile multiple and conflicting expectations, such as Brazilian and
Italian cultural norms, family demands, institutional rules and private and public responsibilities.

Thus, while intensive and extensive mothering represent opposing logics, both highlight how
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maternal ideologies shape women’s identities and influence the strategies they adopt to balance care,
paid work and broader social expectations.

In Italy, where strong cultural expectations emphasise maternal availability and domestic
devotion, intensive motherhood holds great symbolic power. However, extensive motherhood
becomes possible when women can rely on structural and relational support, such as access to public
daycare services (asili nido and scuola dell’infanzia), the help from grandparents, the availability of
babysitters, or work—family reconciliation policies, including parental leave, flexible working
arrangements and childcare subsidies. These resources enable mothers to view employment not as a
threat, but as compatible with, and in some cases even integral to, responsible motherhood (Kulic and
Stoicescu, 2025). For Brazilian women in transnational marriages, these frameworks are shaped by
particular migration-related circumstances, such as language acquisition, legal status, labour market
segmentation, and the uneven availability of support networks. In contexts where support is scarce,
intensive ideals can increase pressure and stigma, whereas where support is more abundant, extensive
mothering practices allow women greater autonomy while still maintaining a strong prioritisation of

carc.
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Chapter 3 — Methodology and Methods: A Feminist Grounded
Theory Approach

“For the woman of the borderlands, the struggle is not only to survive, but to transform the border

into a space of creation.’

Gloria Anzaldua
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3. This chapter outlines the methodological pathways that guided the research into how gender
shapes the migration trajectories of Brazilian women married to Italian men. It focuses on the
intersection of marriage and motherhood, examining how intimacy and gender roles are negotiated
and how motherhood is redefined within different cultural, social, and institutional contexts. The
study is grounded in a qualitative approach informed by feminist epistemology and constructivist
grounded theory (CGT), emphasising the importance of the participants’ experiences and
perspectives. This approach ensures the analysis captures the complexities of women’s identities,
responsibilities and support networks as they are reshaped by transnational migration and attends to
power relations, everyday practices and how women negotiate agency within structural constraints.
Furthermore, it sheds light on the emotional and affective dimensions of migration, the intersection
of gender, class, language and citizenship, and the processes through which women’s identities are
continuously redefined across borders.

This chapter is organised into five main sections. The first section (3.1) outlines the theoretical
and epistemological foundations of the study and justifies the choice of qualitative, feminist,
constructivist approaches as the most suitable way to investigate the lived experiences of migrant
women. The second section details the strategies adopted to identify and recruit participants, discusses
the limitations of the sample and presents the sociodemographic profile of the women involved in the
research. This is followed by an overview of the participants’ profiles and life trajectories, which
provides a contextualised understanding of their backgrounds and emphasises both their diversity and
shared experiences, thereby enriching the analysis (3.2). The third describes the data collection
methods, focusing on the design and implementation of semi-structured, in-depth online interviews
and explaining their suitability for capturing personal narratives of motherhood, migration, and
transnational family life (3.3). presents the data analysis process, guided by Constructivist Grounded
Theory, including coding strategies, categorisation, constant comparison, reflexive practices, and
reflections on the positionality of the researcher within the iterative process of interpretation (3.4).
Finally, the fifth section addresses ethical considerations, emphasising confidentiality, informed
consent, sensitivity to emotional moments, privacy in online interviews, and reciprocity with
participants (3.5).

By integrating these components, the chapter demonstrates how methodological decisions
were carefully aligned with the research objectives, ensuring both academic rigor and ethical
responsibility in exploring the complex dynamics of gendered mobilities and transnational

motherhood.
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3.1 Research Approach

This study adopts a Grounded Theory (GT) methodology, a qualitative research approach
originally developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967), which emphasizes the generation of theory
grounded in empirical data rather than the verification of pre-existing theories. As Birks et al. (2019)
assert, GT challenges traditional positivist models by prioritizing lived experience and participant
voices. In this approach, data collection and analysis proceed simultaneously and iteratively, allowing
the theory to emerge from the ground up. Sheridan and Storch (2009: 4) emphasize that GT
“approaches the data without preconceived ideas, placing the actual data, i.e., the interview or the
stories told by the interviewees, at the forefront of the research.” This makes GT particularly well-
suited to this research, which explores the intercultural and interpersonal dynamics of transnational
marriages involving Brazilian women and Italian men, as well as the topic of motherhood in the
context of migration. The methodology allows an exploration of the complex intersections of gender,
migration, and family, requiring a reflexive and responsive research design.

More specifically, this study is informed by the Constructivist Grounded Theory (CGT)
approach developed by Charmaz (2000, 2007, 2014), which recognizes that the researcher plays an
active role in constructing meaning from the data, and social reality is co-constructed through
interaction with participants. Charmaz (2008) underscores the importance of paying attention to how
participants narrate their experiences, not just what they say, and situating these narratives within
broader sociocultural frameworks.

The choice of CGT also reflected a critical assessment of alternative methodologies. Although
narrative inquiry would have allowed for an in-depth exploration of individual life stories it would
not have offered the same possibility of constructing transversal categories capable of revealing
broader social processes. Narrative inquiry is particularly effective at capturing personal meaning-
making and temporal coherence in individual biographies (Clandinin and Connelly, 2004). However,
its scope is often limited to a single participant’s trajectory rather than generating theories that can
link multiple cases. In contrast, the present study seeks to identify recurrent processes at the
intersection of migration, motherhood and marriage across participants' narratives. This required a
methodology capable of moving beyond isolated stories towards conceptual abstraction.

On the other hand, ethnography would have required long-term immersion in family and
community contexts, as described by Atkinson and Hammersley (2019). Despite its value in
providing detailed descriptions of everyday practices, ethnography was not applicable to this research
due to the geographical dispersion of participants across Italy and the private, intimate nature of the

conjugal and maternal spaces under investigation. Prolonged observation at home would not only
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have been logistically challenging, but would also have raised significant ethical issues related to
privacy, consent, and possible intrusion into highly sensitive aspects of family life (O'Reilly, 2009).

Against this background, Constructivist Grounded Theory (CGT) emerged as the most
suitable methodological choice. Unlike narrative inquiry or ethnography, CGT combines theoretical
depth with methodological flexibility, making it well-suited to analysing processes that are both
personal and structural. As Charmaz (2014) emphasises, CGT enables researchers to co-construct
meaning with participants, moving from rich empirical accounts to conceptual categories that capture
underlying social processes. In this study, this approach enabled the development of analytical
categories that shed light on how Brazilian women negotiate motherhood, identity and marriage
within transnational relationships, while also situating these negotiations within the broader context
of gendered mobility and care. This interpretive and relational approach is further grounded in
feminist epistemology, which offers a theoretical and ethical basis for examining the lived
experiences of women. Feminist epistemologies challenge traditional hierarchies of knowledge
production by emphasising situated knowledge (Haraway, 1988) and highlighting the power relations
embedded in research. The central point of this framework is the recognition that knowledge is always
produced in context and that gender, race, class, nationality, and migratory status are not neutral
categories, but axes of power that shape both the participants and the researcher. By combining CGT
with feminist epistemology, the research design aims to interpret data and create a space for attentive
listening to the often invisibilised voices of women.

Adopting a feminist perspective is important because migration has traditionally been studied
through economic or political lenses. Most of the time these approaches focus on labour markets,
remittances and state policies, while the everyday realities of family life, intimate relationships and
caregiving practices are often overlooked. Such perspectives tend to marginalise women's
experiences, perpetuating a gender bias in migration research. A feminist approach addresses this
imbalance by centring women’s narratives in the analysis and recognising them as producers of
knowledge and key actors in transnational social processes.

In particular, this study focuses on gender mobility, that is, the ways in which women’s
transnational movements are regulated, restricted, or enabled by socio-political forces, cultural norms,
and family expectations. Feminist scholars have long emphasised that women’s migration
experiences differ significantly from those of men, often involving not only economic goals but also
intimate relationships, care responsibilities, and emotional labour (Erel, 2010; Lutz, 2010). These
aspects are often overlooked in conventional migration studies, highlighting the need for feminist
methodologies. An illustrative example of this complexity is captured in the words of one participant,

who reflected on the transformations of migration and motherhood:
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“You lose your identity twice. First, as an immigrant, you lose your identity. I am Brazilian,
but there are so many things that no longer make me feel Brazilian. And when you become a mother,
you lose your second identity, as a woman. In recent years, I have been trying to recognise and

recover that identity.” (P1)

This statement demonstrates the interconnection between migration, identity and motherhood,
emphasising the need to adopt an approach that values the experiences of migrant women. Feminist
theory advocates research designs that engage critically with women’s lived experiences, particularly
in contexts shaped by migration, labour and family life. The strength of Grounded Theory in revealing
underlying social processes (Birks and Mills, 2015) aligns with feminist goals of not only describing
women’s experiences, but also critically analysing how they navigate motherhood, marriage, and
mobility within structural constraints. To support this analytical process, NVivo software was used
to systematically organise and explore the data. The software enhanced theoretical sensitivity by
enabling detailed coding, comparison and theme development. It also supported rigorous, grounded

engagement with participants’ narratives, enabling more contextualised and detailed interpretations.

3.2 Participant Selection, Recruitment, and Profiles

The research involved 20 Brazilian women married to Italian men, recruited through a
combination of intentional and snowball sampling strategies. The recruitment process aimed to ensure
diversity in terms of age, migration history, family configuration and educational background in order
to capture the variety of ways in which marriage, migration and motherhood intersect in transnational
lives. Participants were primarily approached through Brazilian women’s groups on social media,
community networks and personal contacts. Online platforms, particularly Facebook and WhatsApp
groups for Brazilian women living in Italy, were crucial for reaching potential participants. Many
women volunteered enthusiastically, often saying that they found the research topic interesting and
relevant to their own experiences. Some even encouraged friends or acquaintances to participate,
thereby broadening the network of contacts. This dynamic not only facilitated the recruitment process,
but also created a sense of collaboration, as participants understood that their voices and stories would
be central to the study. Trust was established through informal conversations and continuous
dialogue, which reinforced a relationship of openness and mutual respect between the researcher and
participants.

Participants were recruited through intentional sampling, ensuring diversity in terms of age,
migration history, and family background. Recruitment was conducted via social media platforms,

community networks, and personal contacts, including groups of Brazilian women in Italy.
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Selection criteria included:

e Duration and context of the relationship (e.g., how long the couple had been together or
married, and under what circumstances they met, whether in Brazil, Italy, or elsewhere)

e Motivation for migration (e.g., the main reasons that led the participant to migrate to Italy,
such as family reunification, marriage, work, education, or other personal or economic
factors)

e Parental status (e.g., whether participants had children, were planning to have them, or did not

have children)

Despite efforts to diversify the sample, some notable absences remained. For instance, women
who had been divorced from Italian partners were not represented. Their participation could have
provided valuable insights into how transnational marriages may end and how separation can reshape
migration trajectories, especially in terms of legal status, economic independence, and the
renegotiation of belonging between Italy and Brazil. Similarly, LGBTQ+ couples in relationships
with Italian partners were also absent. Including these voices would have highlighted additional layers
of complexity, particularly with regard to the intersection of sexuality and migration, navigating
heteronormative institutions, and the specific stigma or support they may face.

Although the sample included both mothers and women without children, it was still
dominated by participants in ongoing heterosexual marriages with Italian men. This shaped the ways
in which intimacy, care, and family life were described. While these exclusions do not reduce the
richness of the data, they highlight the limitations of the study and point toward areas that future
research could address.

Table 1 provides an overview of the participants’ sociodemographic characteristics, including
age, educational background, year of arrival in Italy, year of marriage, state of origin in Brazil, current

region of residence in Italy and number of children.

Table 1: Sociodemographic Profile of Participants

Arrival Years of State Number of
Participant | Age Degree (Italy) marriage (Brazil) [ Region (Italy) | Children

Emilia-

1 47 Biologist 2014 19 Para Romagna 2

Distrito 0
2 28 Researcher 2015 2 Federal Veneto
Emilia-

3 43 Journalist 2019 6 Sao Paulo Romagna 0
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Emilia-

4 40 Osteopath 2015 5 Sao Paulo Romagna 2
Rio de Emilia-
5 49 Physiotherapist 2007 17 Janeiro Romagna 0
Fisheries Emilia-
6 46 Engineer 2010 14 Ceara Romagna 0
Molecular Rio Grande Emilia-
7 54 biologist 2001 20 do Sul Romagna 2
Emilia-
8 31 Teacher / Tutor 2017 8 Sao Paulo Romagna 0
9 33 Saleswoman 2019 5 Sao Paulo Veneto 1
Advertising Rio de Emilia-
10 50 professional 2001 24 Janeiro Romagna 2
Emilia-
11 41 | Fashion Designer 2009 15 Ceara Romagna 0
Immigration
12 51 consultant 2005 15 Ceara Veneto 2
13 61 Italian teacher * 18 Parana Sardinia 1
Accounting Minas
14 55 Technician 2004 16 Gerais Veneto 4
PhD International
15 30 Business 2025 1 Sao Paulo Veneto 0
Emilia-
16 46 Psychologist 2019 6 Ceara Romagna 3
Hospitality
17 50 Manager 1997 28 Sao Paulo Veneto 3
Rio de
18 43 Housewife 2010 13 Janeiro Lombardy 3
Rio de
19 51 Dentist 22 28 Janeiro Lombardy 2
Restaurant
20 44 manager 2004 18 Pernambuco | Lombardy 3

Author’s elaboration based on fieldwork data (2025).

* The participant lives six months in Brazil and six months in Italy due to family circumstances in

both countries.

These factors were crucial in capturing a broad spectrum of transnational family experiences,
reflecting the Grounded Theory principle that participants should be selected based on their relevance
to the research question (Birks and Mills, 2015). These factors were crucial in capturing a broad
spectrum of transnational family experiences, reflecting the Grounded Theory principle that
participants should be selected based on their relevance to the research question (Birks & Mills,
2015). However, beyond these sociodemographic characteristics, it is also important to explore the
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participants’ profiles and life trajectories, as these provide the contextual depth necessary to
understand how their decisions to migrate and their strategies of adaptation in Italy were shaped by

their individual backgrounds, previous experiences, and family configurations.

3.2.1 Profiles and Life Trajectories of the Participants

Understanding the participants’ profiles is essential for contextualising their migration choices
and trajectories. Many of them had previous experience of living abroad before moving to Italy, which
influenced their willingness to migrate and their capacity to adapt to new environments. For instance,
Participants 1 and 12 had worked in another country before migrating to Italy; Participant 12 had also
been married to a foreigner and had children from her first marriage. Participant 7 completed a PhD
in the United States, while Participant 15 was finishing a PhD in the United Kingdom when she
migrated. Participant 8 undertook their undergraduate studies in Portugal and Participant 4 lived in
different countries with her parents during her childhood. Similarly, Participant 9 spent a gap year in
England and Participant 19 had also gained experience living abroad before deciding to move to Italy
permanently.

However, other participants migrated with no international experience. For example,
Participant 10 had recently completed her undergraduate degree and was working as an intern,
whereas P17 had just finished high school when she met her partner and decided to migrate. This
diversity of profiles highlights how social class, education, and life stage intersect with gender,
shaping different migration paths and vulnerabilities. In addition, family configurations prior to
migration also influence participants’ decisions and experiences. Some women, such as Participants
12, 13, and 14, had children from previous marriages, adding further complexity to their migration
process in terms of care arrangements, transnational family ties and negotiating maternal
responsibilities across borders. These cases exemplify how migration decisions are embedded within
family systems, creating opportunities for new beginnings as well as the challenge of balancing long-
distance caregiving.

Taken together, these findings highlight that participants’ migration is characterised by
ambivalence: while it offers opportunities for personal growth and relationship fulfilment, it also
involves losses, sacrifices and structural inequalities. Looking beyond simplistic categorisations
reveals that women’s migration to Italy is not just about ‘seeking a better life’, but about negotiating
the multiple and sometimes contradictory dimensions of love, work, education, care and identity.
Although affective motivations were predominant, these often intersected with educational projects,
socioeconomic aspirations, and the personal need for a fresh start. The variety of reasons, alongside

cases where migration originated from stable circumstances, indicates that migration decisions should
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be understood as multifaceted processes, shaped by interpersonal ties, aspirations, opportunities and

structural conditions.

3.3 Data Collection Methods

The data were collected through semi-structured, in-depth online interviews with 20 Brazilian
women married to Italian men. Each interview was guided by a predefined set of open-ended
questions (see Appendix 1), developed after a preliminary review of the literature on gender
migration, transnational marriages, and motherhood, with the aim of increasing theoretical sensitivity,
a central component of Grounded Theory methodology (Charmaz, 2014). This review helped me to
approach the field with an informed but open perspective, aware of the potential relevance of concepts
such as care, identity negotiation, emotional labour, and cultural adaptation. Rather than shaping fixed
hypotheses, the literature served to sensitize myself to underlying dynamics that might emerge,
allowing for a more reflective engagement with participants’ narratives and flexibility to investigate
significant themes during the interviews.

From a practical perspective, all interviews were conducted online through Google Meet, a
choice that allowed flexibility in scheduling. The online format also enabled participants to join from
familiar and comfortable environments, facilitating more open and relaxed conversations.
Additionally, it provided greater flexibility in accommodating participants’ daily routines, especially
regarding childcare, household responsibilities, and professional commitments. Unlike what is often
reported in online fieldwork, no significant technical difficulties were encountered, and the format
proved efficient and smooth for both researcher and participants.

All interviews were conducted in Portuguese, which played a crucial role in shaping the tone
and flow of the conversations. Using the participants’ native language created a sense of proximity
and trust, allowing them to express sensitive experiences with greater depth and emotional intensity.
This linguistic choice also avoided potential misunderstandings that might have arisen from
translating the interviews. For reporting purposes, key excerpts were later translated into English by
myself, who sought to preserve not only the literal meaning but also the tone and emotional weight
of participants’ narratives. This process required careful attention to cultural differences and idiomatic
expressions.

The interview questions were designed to explore participants’ lived experiences across four
interconnected thematic areas: migration journey, relationship dynamics, motherhood, and future
perspectives. The questions were sent in advance, along with the informed consent form (Appendices
2 and 3), in both Portuguese and English. Rather than serving as a strict script, the guide provided a

flexible structure that allowed participants to express their stories freely and in depth. In line with
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Corbin and Strauss (2008), the semi-structured format enabled participants to narrate their
experiences openly, producing rich, nuanced data.

The first and last thematic areas were intentionally designed to provide a holistic view of the
participants’ life stories, offering a contextual understanding of their migratory trajectories, emotional
landscapes, and long-term aspirations. These broader sections, placed at the beginning and end of the
interviews, aimed to situate individual narratives within the broader life course of participants,
enabling specific episodes to be connected with comprehensive narratives about migration,
belonging, and identity transformation. In this way, the interviews went beyond isolated events to
capture the depth and complexity of lived experiences. The interviews lasted approximately 60 to 90
minutes, and were audio-recorded with participants’ consent. The interviews focused on the following

key themes:

1. Migration and Personal Experience
This section aimed to uncover participants’ motivations, expectations, and challenges related
to migration, offering a foundational understanding of their trajectories.

e Reasons for Migration: Understanding the primary motivations behind moving to Italy, such
as education, work, family reunification, or marriage.

e Expectations vs. Reality: Exploring how participants’ initial expectations compared to their
actual experiences.

e [anguage and Integration: Examining difficulties in learning Italian, cultural adaptation, and
navigating social norms.

e Work and Bureaucracy: Investigating employment opportunities, bureaucratic challenges
(e.g., visas, residence permits, citizenship), and feelings of belonging.

e Support Networks and Prejudices: Assessing the presence of social support and experiences
with stereotypes or discrimination.

e (Connection to Brazil: Understanding how participants maintain ties with their home country,

including cultural retention and transnational connections.

2. Marriage and Relationship Dynamics
This part explored the relational and cultural dynamics within transnational marriages.

e Formation of the Relationship: How couples met, and the duration and evolution of the
relationship.

e (ultural Challenges: Navigating differences in traditions, values, and everyday life.

e [anguage and Communication: The role of language at home, and whether Portuguese is

spoken.
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Family and Traditions: Balancing Brazilian and Italian customs, and how each family
responded to the relationship.
Roles and Responsibilities: Division of labor and caregiving responsibilities within the

household.

3. Motherhood in a Transnational Context

This section focused on maternal experiences shaped by migration and intercultural contexts.
Maternity Decisions: Whether the participant has children, plans to have them, and whether
pregnancies were planned.

Motherhood Abroad: Experiences during pregnancy, childbirth, postpartum care, and
returning to work.

Childcare and Education: Use of childcare, experiences with bilingualism, and school
preferences (Italian, Brazilian, or international).

Extended Family and Support: Managing long-distance family ties, especially between

children and grandparents.

4. Future Perspectives and Identity

The final section aimed to explore participants’ aspirations, long-term plans, and evolving

sense of identity. It helped frame their life experiences within a broader temporal and emotional

horizon.
e [ong-Term Plans: Whether participants plan to remain in Italy or consider returning to Brazil.
e Retirement and Children’s Future: Hopes for retirement, children’s future connections to
Brazil, and possibilities of relocation.
e Dual Identity: How participants balance their Brazilian heritage with their integration into

Italian society and family life.

3.5 Data Analysis

The methodological process followed the key stages of Constructivist Grounded Theory

(CGT), which is characterised by the simultaneous collection and analysis of data (Charmaz, 2014).

The first stage involved line-by-line coding to identify meaningful expressions and fragments of

narratives. This was followed by focused coding, which grouped the initial codes into broader

conceptual categories, highlighting recurring patterns in the process. These categories were then

integrated through theoretical development to connect concepts and generate interpretive frameworks

on motherhood, migration and transnational marriage.
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To illustrate how the coding worked in practice, consider the following excerpt from an

interview:

“After having my first child here, I had no help, because my mother-in-law didn’t help me. Neither
did my father-in-law. I didn’t have my mom here. So, I didn’t want another child” (P10).

e Initial codes: lack of support from in-laws, absence of maternal support, feeling alone in
childcare, decision to avoid having more children.
e Focused codes: absence of support networks, impact of isolation on reproductive choices.

e Emerging category: “Support networks shaping reproductive decisions.”

This example illustrates how an individual’s lack of family support was not only categorised
as emotional strain, but also associated with concrete consequences in terms of reproductive decision-
making. When compared with other participants’ narratives, it revealed a recurring dynamic: the
absence of familial support in the host country influenced women’s choices about expanding their

families, demonstrating how migration reshapes both motherhood and reproductive trajectories.

Table 2: Step-by-Step Illustration of Grounded Theory Coding (P10)

Interview Excerpt Initial Codes Focused Codes Emerging Section
Category
“I had no help, Lack of support Absence of Support networks | Support Networks
because my mother- | from in-laws; support shaping in Migrant
in-law didn’t help Absence of networks; Impact reproductive Motherhood:
me. Neither did my maternal of isolation on decisions — Between
father-in-law. I support; Feeling reproductive Motherhood and | Presence,
didn’t have my alone in choices migration Absence, and the
mom here. So, | childcare; Reinvention of
didn’t want another Decision to Bonds
child.” (P10) avoid more
children

Author’s elaboration based on fieldwork data (2025), coded and organized using NVivo.

The analysis criteria were met through the implementation of multiple strategies. Firstly,
analytical memos were consistently written to record methodological decisions, evolving insights and
conceptual connections. These memos were later reviewed to refine the categories. Secondly, the

constant comparative method was applied to all interviews, with the codes being repeatedly checked
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against new data and the accounts of different participants being compared. This iterative process, as
emphasised by Birks and Mills (2015), is essential for maintaining sensitivity to emerging themes
and ensuring consistency in theory development. Using NVivo software supported this process by
enabling the systematic organisation, visualisation and comparison of codes, thereby increasing
transparency and analytical rigour.

In line with the constructivist Grounded Theory (GT) approach, the researcher’s identity,
background and experiences shaped the research process. As a Brazilian woman living in Italy, I
shared a sense of common ground with the participants. This shared background fostered familiarity
and trust, often facilitating rapport and encouraging participants to speak more openly about their
experiences. However, this positionality also required critical reflection to prevent assumptions from
overshadowing the women’s own voices. Reflexive practices, such as taking notes not only about the
data, but also about personal reactions, helped acknowledge these dynamics. Rather than ignoring
prior knowledge, I used it to enhance theoretical sensitivity, maintaining a reflexive attitude to
mitigate potential bias. This approach aligns with Charmaz’s (2014) assertion that theory is not
passively discovered in the data, but actively constructed through a dialogical and reflexive process.

Finally, as Glaser (2019) points out, grounded theory must go beyond descriptive accounts by
identifying core categories and explaining how they are connected. This analytical process aimed to
reveal the intersection of migration, marriage and motherhood in shaping women’s lived realities,

and to construct an interpretive framework based on the participants’ narratives.

3.5 Ethical Considerations

This study was conducted in accordance with strict ethical principles to safeguard the well-
being, confidentiality, and autonomy of the participants. Before participating, each woman received
a detailed explanation of the study’s objectives and procedures, as well as her right to withdraw at
any stage without consequences. Written informed consent was obtained, and interviews were only
conducted after participants confirmed their understanding and agreement.

To protect anonymity, pseudonyms were replaced with numerical identifiers (e.g., Participant
1, Participant 2). This approach ensured confidentiality while maintaining clarity and consistency in
the presentation of quotations throughout the thesis. All identifying details were carefully removed
from the final dataset, and data were securely stored in files, accessible only to me and the supervisor.

However, ethical responsibility went beyond anonymity and consent. As the interviews
addressed deeply personal and potentially painful subjects such as immigration status, family
relationships and motherhood, special care was taken to conduct the conversations with empathy and
sensitivity. Several participants became emotional when recalling moments of loss, loneliness or
conflict. In these situations, I gently interrupted and gave participants space to decide whether they
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wished to continue, change the subject or stop completely. This approach ensured that the process
remained participant-led, prioritising their emotional comfort over data collection.

As the interviews were conducted online, additional measures were taken to ensure privacy
and safety. Participants were encouraged to choose quiet, secure environments and to use their own
devices. At the start of each interview, I checked that participants were comfortable with the setting
and reminded them that they could stop the interview at any time.

Another important ethical consideration was reciprocity. While participants shared their
personal stories, they also received something in return. The interviews provided a rare opportunity
for reflection, giving women the chance to narrate and make sense of their own life stories. Many
participants said that they found the conversation very meaningful, as it allowed them to express
experiences that are often overlooked in daily life. Participants were also informed that the final
results would be shared with them, ensuring that their voices would be returned to them in the form
of collective knowledge, beyond the research process.

By combining anonymity, sensitivity, security, and reciprocity, the study sought to establish
an ethical framework that went beyond procedural requirements, placing care, transparency, and

respect at the forefront of all stages of the research process.
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Chapter 4 — Analysis and Discussion: Brazilian Women’s
Experiences of Marriage, Motherhood, and Migration in Italy

“Each time a woman stands up for herself, she stands up for all women.”

Maya Angelou
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4.1 Beyond a Single Reason: Intersecting Motivations for Migration to Italy

The analysis of the interviews reveals that the reasons for participants’ migration to Italy can
be grouped into five main categories: affective motivations; searching for opportunities and improved
living conditions; academic projects; health and well-being; and initially temporary experiences that
became permanent. While these categories provide a useful framework for understanding these
motivations, the narratives demonstrate significant overlap, suggesting that migration decisions are
rarely based on a single factor. This highlights that women's migratory journeys are not simply the
result of “push-and-pull” dynamics, but rather the outcome of various interconnected influences.

The most frequent category was affective motivations, particularly migration motivated by
marital relationships. Six participants (P1, P3, P5, P12, P19 and P20) reported that they had migrated
to Italy because of their husbands, whom they had met in various contexts, including online platforms,
public spaces, universities, workplaces and through mutual friends. In some cases, the invitation to
migrate was presented as an opportunity for a change in life: “And he invited me to come here. At the
time, I was almost 23 years old. I said, I have nothing to lose. I have no children, I'm not married”
(P20). Migration motivated by romantic relationships that did not result in marriage was also
observed, with two participants (P2 and P6) reporting that they came to Italy to live with a boyfriend.
These examples reveal how intimate relationships are a key driver of women’s mobility, shaping not
only the decision to migrate but also settlement conditions. This highlights the gendered nature of
migration, where emotional and relational factors carry as much weight as economic or professional
considerations.

Another important motivation was the pursuit of better opportunities and quality of life. This
was mentioned by five participants (P5, P6, P11, P12, and P14). In some cases, this goal was linked
to an emotional relationship, suggesting that migration projects often combined personal and
professional aspirations. Three participants identified academic projects as a central motivation.
Participants 7 and 2 emphasised their desire to pursue higher education abroad: “I had always
dreamed of studying abroad, always. I want to try to go to college in Italy” (P2), while P6 intended
to pursue a PhD abroad due to stress in her professional life. These narratives demonstrate that
mobility frequently represents a professional aspiration as well as a life strategy that intersects with
personal trajectories. Issues related to health and well-being also played a significant role in the
decision to migrate. For example, P9 discusses the decision to move after experiencing burnout: “/
had burnout in 2018 [...]. I need to leave. I need to have this experience abroad. And I didn’t want
to stay there” (P9). This case illustrates how migration can be viewed as a coping mechanism or a
search for renewal, reflecting the broader role of mobility in addressing personal crises (Castles and

Miller, 2009).
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Finally, there were cases where migration started out as a temporary experience but turned
into a permanent one. For instance, P4 came to the country to work as a babysitter for three months,
but ended up staying for a year and eventually settling there. Such examples highlight how migration
trajectories can evolve unpredictably, emphasising the circumstantial and adaptive nature of decision-
making in practice.

However, it is important to note that some participants (P6, P12, P16 and P19) already had
stable and comfortable lives in Brazil prior to migration. Their narratives demonstrate that their
decision to move was not driven by the need to overcome economic hardship, but rather by other
factors such as emotional connections or personal projects. Participant 12 clearly articulated this

point:

“I didn’t come here to improve my life situation, because I already had a stable life situation.

[...] I had a house, a car, and a job. My children were studying in private school. I had an excellent

life.” (P12)

Likewise, Participant 19 described a context of material comfort and professional

achievement in Brazil.

“I had a very comfortable life in Brazil [...], a support network, a nanny, domestic help,
everything. [...] I had my own clinic, coordinated my team, and worked about 12 hours a day.” (P19)

These accounts critically challenge the dominant migration narratives that equate mobility
with the pursuit of economic improvement (Ravenstein, 1885). For these women, migration involves
not only gains but also concrete losses, such as the reduction of their support network, changes in

their professional trajectory, and the need to adapt to a new social and cultural environment.

4.2 Transnational Practices, Language, and Belonging in Conjugal Experiences

The experiences of Brazilian women married to Italian men show that transnationalism is not
just an abstract concept, but something that is lived and embedded in everyday conjugal and family
life. Language choices, visits to Brazil, kinship obligations and cultural attachments are central to
how women construct and negotiate a sense of belonging. Analysing the narratives highlights the
intersection of agency, reciprocity, power and inequality in the formation of transnational social

spaces.
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4.2.1. Asymmetry and Reciprocity in Linguistic Dynamics

Language provides a valuable perspective through which to examine power relations and
cultural engagement within marriages. In many cases, Italian husbands either did not learn
Portuguese, or only learned it partially, leaving their wives responsible for adaptation. This dynamic

reflects what Suzuki (2005) terms ‘asymmetrical transnationalism’.

“He still hasn’t learned any Portuguese” (P16).

“I regret today, especially when we go to Brazil, that he [...] didn’t learn Portuguese. [...]

Communication with my parents exists, but it is a bit mechanical. It’s not really fluid” (P9).

“He tried to learn Portuguese, but I think he has difficulties with the language” (P1)

On the other hand, some husbands were actively engaged in learning Portuguese, which

exemplifies what Boonmathya (2006) describes as “reciprocal transnationalism”.

“Shortly after we started dating, he began writing to me in Portuguese. [...] It was his
initiative”(P11)

“The fact that he speaks Portuguese helps a lot. It’s completely different, because he jokes,
he talks, he has a relationship with my nephew” (PS8).

“He speaks Portuguese— He is passionate about Brazil. He has traveled across the country,

from north to south” (P35).

Therefore, language serves not only as a means of communication, but also as a marker of
power, reciprocity and belonging. It can strengthen or weaken marital and family ties. Couples often
established their households as transnational social spaces (Faist, 2000), in which different languages
coexisted. Initially, English often served as a transitional medium before gradually being replaced by

Italian as the dominant household language:

“We spoke English. Then he would ask: ‘Speak Portuguese’. [...] We mixed languages. [...]

A lot of communication got lost in the meantime. But there was still a strong connection.” (P10)
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“In the beginning, he and I spoke a lot of English to each other, and since our English isn’t
the best, we used Google Translator a lot.” (P11)

“We started speaking English. But from the beginning, I said: we need to speak Italian
because I need to improve my Italian. [...]. Once he saw that I was more comfortable and able to
communicate better, he started speaking only Italian with me. [...] Now he only wants to speak

Italian.” (P15)

“When I arrived in Italy, [...] he told me: I won’t speak English with you anymore, and he
began speaking Italian” (P7)

By contrast, Portuguese often remained the language used to communicate with family in

Brazil, anchoring emotional and transnational ties:

“My mother said to him, ‘Look, if you want to continue dating my daughter, you have to learn

to speak Portuguese to be able to speak with me’.” (P17)

“The fact that he speaks Portuguese helps a lot [...] he has a relationship with my family”
(P8)

Thus, the household emerges as a hybrid arena of linguistic negotiation. Italian facilitates
social integration within the host society, while Portuguese maintains emotional connections to
Brazil. For many, English acted as a bridge language in the early stages of the relationship. These
linguistic practices also reflect the concept of pluri-local social spaces (Pries, 2001), in which women
inhabit multiple spheres of belonging simultaneously. Participant 2 described her linguistic practices
at home as a flexible balance: “I think we speak 30% Portuguese, 70% Italian. [...] He understands
almost everything” (P2) Meanwhile, Participant 13—an Italian teacher since before her marriage—

highlighted how her cultural capital shaped her trajectory:
“Only Italian, I never spoke Portuguese, because I was already an Italian teacher [...] If it

had been a barrier, I don’t think it would have worked, because he told me: if you didn’t speak Italian,
I don’t know if I would have continued talking to you” (P13)
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These examples show that women’s experiences are not homogeneous, but are instead
influenced by factors such as class, education and linguistic capital. This confirms the concept of

“middling transnationalism” (Conradson and Latham, 2005).

4.2.2 Return Practices and Ongoing Connections to Brazil

The interview excerpts reveal that return trips and ongoing connections to Brazil play a central
role in shaping the women’s sense of belonging and identity, as well as their migratory trajectories.
Rather than a linear process of assimilation into Italian society, these narratives illustrate the concept
of transnationalism described by Vertovec (1999) and Faist (2000): the continuous negotiation of
lives across borders through familial, cultural, emotional and symbolic ties. For some participants,
frequent returns in the early years of migration served as a strategy to avoid settling down permanently

in Italy:

“At first it was as if I didn’t want to set foot in Italy for good. I had a doctor, a gynecologist,
a dentist, a hairdresser, everything was in Brazil. When I went to Brazil, I did these things. [...]

Mentally, for me, it gave me the chance to see Italy as a moment, not as definitive.” (P10)

This echoes Pries (2001) concept of pluri-local social spaces, whereby individuals maintain
parallel social engagements in both their country of origin and their host country. The act of keeping
essential aspects of life tied to Brazil reveals a psychological and practical anchoring that prevents
full assimilation.

Other participants emphasized the importance of kinship obligations in sustaining
transnational ties. As Participant 11 stated: “I’ve always helped my sister financially, I help a lot of
people.” (P11). This illustrates the role of transnational kinship networks (Wiles, 2008), where
migrants take responsibility for the welfare of their relatives living overseas. These remittances are
not just economic transactions, but also expressions of care and solidarity that reinforce the moral
economy of family reciprocity across borders.

Emotional ties with Brazil have further shaped return practices. Participant 12 recalled the

challenges of communicating long-distance in the past compared to today’s immediacy:

“When I lived abroad, communications weren’t as easy as they are today, because I remember
[...] to make a call, it was once a month because you had to pay a lot. Today you can call at any time,
at any moment. So it’s very easy and I talk to people in Brazil, I don’t talk every day, but almost.”
(P12)
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At the same time, she explained how her mother’s aging reshaped her priorities: “Then I
changed my view a bit. I need to go there while my mother is alive, because when she dies it won’t be
of any use.” (P12) This illustrates the temporal dimension of transnational social spaces, where life

course events such as illness, aging or death reshape the rhythms of return.

Overall, these accounts underscore that return practices are not merely logistical acts of travel
but are also rooted in transnational identity (Snel et al., 2006). They reinforce a sense of belonging to
Brazil while simultaneously negotiating life in Italy. Importantly, they reveal the ambivalent nature
of transnationalism: while such ties can empower individuals and preserve cultural identity, they can
also foster dependency and create emotional fragmentation, as people navigate two worlds. In this
sense, returns to Brazil illuminate the fluidity and contradictions of transnational social spaces

(Charsley, 2012), where attachment, duty, and identity coexist in tension.

4.2.3 Transnationalism beyond physical movement

While return visits to Brazil and kinship obligations reveal the concrete dimensions of
transnationalism, participants also described how their everyday practices, particularly around food
and culture, foster symbolic and emotional connections to Brazil. These accounts illustrate the
concept of transnationalism beyond physical movement, as conceptualised by Crang et al. (2004), in
which cultural reproduction and affective practices recreate the homeland within the host society.

Food emerges as a privileged site of this symbolic connection.

“But for me, my connection with my country came largely from food, and I was very attached

to eating Brazilian food.” (P11)

"When I eat Brazilian food, I eat a piece of ‘pdo de queijo’. For me, my mind travels. It's a

memory, isn't it? [...] I get emotional when I eat Brazilian food." (P19)

Here, food serves as a means of carrying affective memories, linking the sensory experience
of taste with childhood, family and a sense of belonging. Other women emphasised how food can

alleviate homesickness.

“Sometimes I have moments of crisis, I miss home, and all I need is rice, beans, meat, a
salad, you know? For you to feel a little bit of Brazil. My husband makes feijoada, rice, and ‘farofa’.
He knows... Wow, he's learned how to do everything.” (P2)
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The involvement of her husband in cooking Brazilian food also signals moments of reciprocal
transnationalism (Boonmathya, 2006), where cultural practices are shared and recreated within the
marital relationship. At the same time, narratives reveal the interplay between Brazilian and Italian

cuisines within the home.

“I even tried to include Brazilian food. Like rice, things like that. My children like some things,

others they don't. So, I ended up surrendering to Italian cuisine.” (P20)

“In the beginning, I did a lot of Brazilian things. I cooked beans and rice. Then I stopped for
a while and started making pasta. [...] Nowadays, [ make misto.” (P5)

These accounts illustrate syncretic cultural reproduction (Vertovec, 1999), in which Brazilian
and Italian cuisines coexist and blend together, reflecting the hybridization of everyday practices
within transnational families.

For some, the act of cooking or eating Brazilian food is not only about taste, but also about
identity maintenance. "Lifestyle or food, when I'm in Brazil, I don't look for Italian things. When I'm
in Italy, I don't look for anything Brazilian” (P7). This selective engagement highlights the dynamic
navigation of cultural practices depending on context, demonstrating that transnationalism is not a
static condition, but rather a fluid, situational practice. Finally, symbolic connections to Brazil extend

beyond food to encompass broader cultural consumption.

“I maintain a strong bond with Brazilian culture, I think so. With food, with music, I listen to
a lot of Brazilian music. [...] I also like to feel connected to Brazil. Celebrating the same things, you

know? September 7th [...] Carnival, yes.” (P2)

“I try to get closer to my country and bring it to my family. Events that have things from

Brazil. For example, Forro. I look for events from Brazil. To try to feel more at home.” (P9)

Altogether, these narratives demonstrate how cultural practices, particularly those related to
food, music and festivities, can serve as powerful means of reimagining Brazil within an Italian
context. Rather than being simply nostalgic gestures, these practices actively shape identity and
family life, enabling women to negotiate a sense of belonging through the everyday acts of cultural
reproduction and adaptation. Therefore, what emerges is a picture of transnationalism that does not
depend entirely on physical mobility, but rather on the small, everyday practices through which

women maintain and renew their ties with Brazil despite the distance.
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4.2.4 The feeling of being a foreigner in their own country

An important dimension that emerges from the narratives is the unsettling experience of
returning to Brazil and perceiving oneself as a “foreigner at home.” Rather than offering a sense of
familiarity and comfort, these returns often exposed ruptures in language, identity and belonging. One
participant recalled the painful realisation that she had ‘lost’ her Portuguese during her first years

abroad:

“Every time I returned to Brazil, my relatives said, ‘you re losing Portuguese, you don’t
speak with a Brazilian accent anymore.’ [...] I didn’t master Italian yet and was forgetting

Portuguese. I felt like [ was without a language” (P35).

This feeling of being “without a language” highlights the intermediate nature of the migrant
experience (Sayad, 2004): migrants are not fully integrated into the host country, and are perceived
as altered or inauthentic in their country of origin. Therefore, language becomes a marker of distance,
reinforcing the feeling of displacement, even in familiar environments.

Beyond language, participants also described structural and cultural changes in Brazil that
made returning to the country feel unsettling. One woman explained that coming back after a decade
abroad meant confronting new aspects of urban life, such as gated communities and heightened
security measures, which deepened her sense of unfamiliarity. “/ was a foreigner in my own home.
[...] When I landed in Italy it felt more like arriving home than landing in Brazil” (P7).

Another participant reflected on the sensory and interpersonal differences between Italy and
Brazil. When she returned for the first time, she became aware of cultural traits that she had once
taken for granted, such as the warmth and sociability of Brazilians. “/ remember when I arrived at
the airport, everyone was saying ‘good morning,’ smiling. Something very different from Italy” (PS).

From a gendered mobility perspective, these narratives underscore how marriage migration
can change a woman’s sense of belonging in both her home and host communities. Arriving in Italy
through intimate ties often meant they had to quickly adapt to the linguistic and cultural norms of
their husbands’ worlds. The cost of this adaptation became apparent when they returned to Brazil,
where their own communities sometimes viewed them as outsiders. Thus, women’s marriage
migration relocates them not only geographically, but also repositioning them symbolically within
networks of family and kinship. This creates a form of double estrangement: They were considered
“foreign” in Italy due to their migrant status and “foreign” in Brazil due to the changes that migration

had brought about in them.
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4.3 Dependency and Inequality in Transnational Marital Relationships

The interviews conducted with Brazilian women married to Italian men reveal that the
beginning of their migratory journey is often characterised by structural dependencies on their
husbands - emotional, financial, legal and linguistic - which create an imbalance of power within the
marital relationship. These dependencies are not isolated phenomena; rather, they are interconnected,
intensifying the vulnerability of the migrant woman, particularly during the first few years after
arriving in Italy.

4.3.1 Legal Dependence

When examining the relationship between legal dependence and migration status, the research
identified two distinct trajectories among Brazilian women in transnational marriages in Italy. The
first group comprised women who had obtained Italian citizenship through jus sanguinis - the
principle of acquiring nationality based on ancestry recognised by Italian law for descendants of
Italian emigrants. The second group consisted of women who had arrived without citizenship and had
to navigate complex bureaucratic processes to legalise their stay. These legal statuses profoundly
influenced not only their experiences of migration but also their access to the labor market, autonomy,
and sense of belonging.

Those who already held Italian citizenship before migrating experienced significantly
smoother transitions, characterised by greater autonomy, planning and access to formal opportunities
(P10, P13, P16, P4, P9). For these women, migration was not necessarily linked to their romantic
relationship, but rather to a personal or family trajectory.

Their narratives reflect a form of privileged mobility, in which legal access, linguistic
preparation, and recognition of qualifications were key to integration. Participant 13, for instance,
emphasised her long-standing connection to her heritage and how she acquired citizenship early on
through her mother: “I come from a family that is 75% Italian and 25% Spanish, because my great-
grandfather was born in Spain. I got my citizenship 25 years ago, in 2000, through my mother” (P13).

The temporal distance between the acquisition of citizenship and her subsequent migration
illustrates how citizenship functioned not only as a legal status but also as a transgenerational
resource.

Similarly, Participant 10’s account reveals a proactive and autonomous approach to migration.
Her interest in Italy and its culture preceded any personal connection to the country, and she actively

sought out linguistic training and the bureaucratic procedures necessary to claim her citizenship:
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“So I am also of Italian descent and I['ve always found the Italian language very beautiful. So
I had started to apply for Italian citizenship at the consulate in Rio de Janeiro, and I signed up for an

Italian course to learn” (P10).

Her experience illustrates how language acquisition, bureaucratic preparation and citizenship
can work together to reduce vulnerability and empower individuals in the migration process. For
Participant 4, Italian citizenship not only made migration possible, but also made it preferable for her

to move to Italy than for her partner to move to Brazil. In her words:

“As I already speak Italian, I have Italian citizenship, I had the possibility of my diploma
being recognized here in Italy, so it was easier for me to come than for him to go to Brazil, right”

(P4).

This highlights how the intersection of language skills, legal status, and professional capital
enabled her to make strategic decisions, reversing the more common gendered migration pattern
whereby women follow male partners.

Even in cases where citizenship was obtained shortly before or during the migration process,
women actively sought legal avenues independently, rather than relying on marriage for legalization,
as was the case with participants 9 and 16. Participant 9 moved to Italy with the clear intention of
obtaining recognition of her citizenship—a demanding bureaucratic process, which, once completed,
granted her full legal status and access to the labor market. Although Participant 16’s partner
supported her in the citizenship process, he deliberately avoided marriage as a way of ensuring her

legal stay in the country:

“My citizenship, in the beginning, was a problem, it was very difficult, because of the Italian
bureaucracy, but he supported me a lot, because he was very afraid of getting married, and he still

is, so he had two choices, either it worked out for me, or he had to get married, right?” (P16).

His reluctance to marry her, coupled with his willingness to help her obtain citizenship,
highlights the fact that they both believed that citizenship offered a more secure and less emotionally
complicated route to achieving legal stability.

Overall, these accounts illustrate how pre-existing legal status can significantly reduce
dependency and increase bargaining power in institutional and personal contexts. Citizenship enabled
these women not only to circulate more freely throughout Italy and the European labor market, but

also to negotiate their relationships on more equal terms. In contrast to other participants, their
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narratives are marked by a sense of control, readiness, and legal confidence that shaped their
integration processes in unique ways.

A second group of participants entered Italy on temporary visas, primarily for study or work
purposes. These were subsequently converted into family reunification permits or marriage-based
visas (P1, P2, P7 and P11). Although these women initially migrated independently of their partners,
their legal status was characterised by structural precarity and prolonged periods of legal uncertainty.
This made them increasingly dependent on personal relationships, particularly romantic or familial,
for continued residence. Participant 2’s experience exemplifies the depth of this precariousness. She
spent eight years renewing her student permit, navigating the slow and inefficient Italian bureaucracy,

and dealing with the emotional toll of this instability. As she described:

“Bureaucracy has always been a huge, huge problem for me, a terrible stress. I spent eight
yvears with my student permit, renewing it every year [...] I was subjected to psychological terrorism,
they said: ‘no, you can’t do that, we’ll send you away.’ It was terrible [...] it wasn’t the first time and

not the last, unfortunately, and it was always a trauma...” (P2)

Her repeated use of words such as ‘huge’, ‘terrible and ‘trauma’ points to the profound
psychological impact of this prolonged legal limbo. Despite speaking Italian fluently and having
academic credentials, Participant 2 reported facing discrimination and poor treatment by public
institutions: “/ was treated a bit better because I always spoke Italian very well, but even so I was
treated badly [...] it was always traumatic, always some document missing” (P2). This statement
emphasises that, despite cultural and linguistic integration, legal status is still the main indicator of
legitimacy and dignity in the eyes of the state. Her story reveals the broader logic of European
migration systems, where even ‘skilled’ and culturally assimilated migrants are subject to devaluation
and exclusion. She also encountered additional obstacles when trying to formalise her residence,
including difficulties in renting apartments where landlords would not allow official registration
(residenza). This, in turn, prevented her from accessing local services and renewing her residence
permit. “I lived in several apartments where they told me: you can’t register your residence here...”
(P2). Inthis way, the bureaucratic system works alongside housing and academic structures to create
multiple layers of vulnerability, making it hard to acquire rights or make plans for the future.

Similarly, Participant 1 entered Italy on a student visa and found out that she could convert it
into a work visa later on, as long as she found an employer willing to sponsor her. She recounted:
“We found out that if you had a student visa for one year, you could convert it to a work visa if

someone hired you [...] but we didn’t want to get married yet” (P1). Her statement reveals her clear

intention to remain independent and postpone marriage, despite the legal challenges. Her decision not
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to marry, even though it could simplify her legal situation, shows her resistance to the institutional
pressures that typically push migrant women into legal dependency through romantic partnerships.
However, such efforts at autonomy clash with a legal system that favours family-based migration,
particularly through marriage, as the most straightforward route to regularisation. Even though these
women entered Italy legally, they increasingly found themselves compelled to negotiate their stay
through personal relationships with Italian men, whether or not this was their original intention.

In addition, the long period of legal uncertainty, characterised by frequent permit renewals, a
lack of long-term stability, and bureaucratic stress, has had a serious impact on mental health and life
planning. Without immediate access to citizenship or permanent residency, these women remained
in a fragile legal state, which affected their ability to access formal employment, public services, and
a sense of belonging.

Their experiences reveal how the Italian - and, more broadly, the European - migration system
produces institutionalised precarity, especially for women from the Global South. These women often
depended on the goodwill of employers, universities, or romantic partners to secure their stay,
creating deeply asymmetrical power relations that made them vulnerable to various forms of control,
emotional pressure, or exploitation.

In exceptional cases, women obtained legal status in Italy through motherhood rather than
marriage or employment, specifically by having a child with an Italian citizen. While this path does
offer some form of legal recognition, it provides fewer rights and protections than citizenship or
marriage and perpetuates a gendered form of dependency. Participant 20’s experience illustrates this
dynamic. She had relationships with two Italian men, but never married either of them. Her legal
residency was secured through her child with one of them. “I’m not married. I have the visa because
of my child. I never wanted to apply for citizenship. Now I ’ve finally started the process” (P20). This
places a double burden on migrant mothers, who are expected to fulfil caregiving roles without
institutional support while navigating complex bureaucracies to maintain their status. Their child
serves as both a legal anchor and a source of administrative, emotional and financial pressure.
Furthermore, obtaining residency through motherhood perpetuates traditional gender roles,
portraying women as caregivers rather than autonomous migrants with political and economic rights.

Another exceptional case among the participants involves a woman who experienced a period
of irregularity — living in Italy without a valid residence permit — which had a profound impact on
her migration journey and access to rights. This situation resulted in prolonged legal uncertainty,
increased vulnerability and emotional exhaustion. Living without legal status forced her to rely
heavily on informal networks and, eventually, on a romantic relationship as a means of survival and
legalisation. Participant 14’s trajectory exemplifies this path. She lived in Italy without

documentation for five years until she was eventually able to regularise her situation through the
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Decreto Flussi — an Italian government decree that occasionally provides limited opportunities for
undocumented migrants to apply for work permits. During this time, she entered into a relationship
with an Italian man who, although supportive and understanding of her situation, did not propose

marriage as a means of achieving legalisation.

“When I met him, he understood my situation perfectly. He understood the difficulties of being
a migrant. And he was the one who tried to help me regularize my situation. I would say 90% of the

help came from him” (P14).

This testimony illustrates the complex interplay between emotional support and bureaucratic
constraints. Although the partner’s solidarity was crucial, it was still insufficient to eliminate the
obstacles imposed by the legal system. Despite the potential benefits, their decision to delay marriage

was informed by financial concerns and responsibilities towards her children.

“Even though we already had plans to get married, we decided to wait a little. Because...
Since I already had three children, I really wanted them to have a better financial life first. But

marriage was always part of our plan” (P14).

The irregularity had multiple consequences. Not only limited her access to health services,
housing and legal employment, it also created a psychological burden that affected her self-worth and
her ability to make future plans. Furthermore, living in an irregular situation often intensifies
dependence on partners, whether emotional, financial or legal, while simultaneously increasing
invisibility in the eyes of the state. These women exist in a legal grey zone where they are present
but not fully recognised and active but not protected. In this context, legalisation becomes both a
bureaucratic goal and a deeply personal milestone, tied to questions of dignity, belonging and future
security. Although the support of a partner can be vital, the absence of institutional pathways for
independent regularisation leaves women like Participant 14 vulnerable to prolonged marginalisation
and, in some cases, coercion or exploitation.

Lastly, a considerable number of participants resorted to marriage as a means of obtaining or
maintaining legal status (P3, P5, P6, P8, P15, P17 and P19). For some, this was a mutual and
pragmatic decision. Participant 3 described how her husband considered the potential impact of her
illegal status on his professional reputation. “He thought: if she stays illegal, it won’t be legal for me
[...] let’s get married soon, so you can have your rights” (P3). However, others felt pressured by the

urgency of their expiring visas:
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“I came on a tourist visa [...] when it was over, we talked like this... What now? What now?

[...] Either we get married or I go back to Brazil, right?” (P5).

“I had to marry my boyfriend, because then I could be relaxed, I could stay here [...]

otherwise, the option was either marry him or go back” (P6).

These statements reveal how migration law can result in situations where people have limited
choices and must balance emotional decisions with legal requirements. The process of obtaining
permanent residence or citizenship after marriage remains lengthy. “After I officially got married [...]
I waited five years [...] to become an Italian citizen” (P17).

These narratives emphasise how marriage becomes intertwined with legal necessity, turning
what would otherwise be an emotional and personal decision into a strategic response to restrictive
migration policies. In many cases, the urgency to marry does not stem from emotional readiness, but
from bureaucratic deadlines, expiring visas, and the threat of deportation. In this context, women’s
agency is constrained by legal systems that perpetuate gender-based dependency, rendering their
access to rights dependent on their relationship with a male citizen. This dynamic reveals the coercive
nature of family-based migration systems, in which the state indirectly influences intimate decisions
and bind women'’s rights to their romantic partnerships. Rather than providing a neutral or protective
legal route, marriage in these circumstances frequently reflects a lack of viable alternatives, exposing
how immigration policies can restrict autonomy and perpetuate dependency, particularly for women

experiencing precarity in a foreign country.

4.3.2 Emotional dependence

Emotional dependence is one of the most significant aspects to emerge from the narratives of
Brazilian women in mixed marriages with Italian men. In a context characterised by geographical
displacement, cultural dislocation and the absence of existing social networks, the husband often
becomes not only a romantic partner, but also the only source of emotional support, a sense of

belonging and a symbolic anchor in the new society. As some participant shared:

“And here, the only source of affection I had was him, the only one (P10).”

“At first, it was very hard. Because you... You 're in someone’s house, right? So you're away
from your family, right? You have no reference of friendship, right? You don’t have anyone. I didn’t

have anyone here.” (P5)
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This emotional dependence places an immense burden on the marital relationship, making the
partner the main — sometimes the only — source of support. Such dependence can hinder the
establishment of healthy boundaries. In these contexts, marriage often becomes an unequal contract
where women negotiate not from a position of mutual partnership but from one shaped by legal,
linguistic, cultural and emotional asymmetries. The romanticised narrative of love and partnership
can obscure how emotional dependence can operate as a mechanism of control, often delaying or

preventing recognition of relational violence, neglect, or domination.

4.3.3 Financial dependence

The financial aspect of dependence is a prominent theme in the participants’ statements,
revealing how migration often reshapes women’s access to and control over economic resources, not
necessarily for the better. This shift is particularly significant in cases where women had a financially
stable life and well-established economic independence before migrating to Italy to join their Italian
partner. The migration experience can interrupt professional trajectories and support networks,
exposing people to new forms of vulnerability where financial autonomy is replaced by dependence

on the marital relationship.

“I left a situation where I lived on my own, I worked independently, I had my own room and

my own apartment.”(P6)

“Because living together means 1'd have to give up everything I've achieved to move in with

him.” (P4)

In some cases, women report working for their husbands, highlighting a type of integration
into the labor market that is deeply mediated by the marriage relationship. This configuration
highlights the fragility of women’s economic autonomy, as emotional and financial ties become
intertwined, thereby restricting their ability to make decisions independently. Some of these women
say that when they migrated, they gave up or put on hold their dreams, career paths and personal goals
in order to adapt to their partners’ lifestyle and professional priorities. Although working within the
family business may offer certain advantages, such as longer holidays or flexible hours, it is often
viewed with mixed feelings. One participant, for instance, clearly expressed her desire to return to

her original profession, despite acknowledging the benefits of working in her husband’s business:
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“He pays me. I'm dependent on him. We have benefits. We get two months’ vacation. But it’s
not exactly what [ want. It’s his area. I came to him now and said this. This year is the year I'm going

to dedicate to my things.” (P3)

Although working in a family environment may initially seem functional, this evidence shows
that it often silences or delays women’s individual desires and personal projects, creating asymmetries
that deepen over time. On the other hand, when women choose to pursue their own dreams, such as
entering academia, financial dependence tends to become more pronounced due to structural barriers,
including a lack of scholarships or supportive policies for migrant students. In this context, the
absence of economic autonomy limits not only the ability to pursue personal goals, but also imposes

a significant emotional burden that is often perceived as cultural shock.

“It wasn’t easy doing a PhD without a scholarship, so I was financially dependent on him.
[...] I think the biggest culture shock was what I told you about being economically dependent on my
husband, not only economically, but also for everything, until I didn’t have my own economic
independence, it wasn'’t easy to do a PhD without a scholarship, so I was economically dependent on
him.” (P6)
4.3.4 Linguistic dependence

Linguistic dependence is a key factor in sustaining and exacerbating other forms of
subordination, such as financial, legal and emotional. The inability to communicate effectively in
Italian during the first months or years of migration can restrict access to essential services, such as
bureaucratic procedures, as well as everyday spaces of interaction, like stores, public transport or
neighborhood communities. Without sufficient language proficiency, migrant women often find
themselves unable to navigate public institutions independently. This forces them to rely on their
husbands to act as translators, interpreters and cultural mediators in situations ranging from routine
tasks to legal or administrative commitments. This creates a dependency that goes beyond the
practical and becomes deeply relational. As Participant 6 explains: “I needed him for everything,
anything, because since I couldn’t communicate well, I became very dependent on one person” (P6).
Her words reveal the nature of this dependency, whereby the husband becomes the only gateway to
both the public sphere and the host society.

This dynamic can strengthen the husband’s position of authority within the relationship,
concentrating decision-making power in his hands and reinforcing the asymmetry between the
partners. The impact of this linguistic barrier is not merely logistical; it carries profound emotional
and psychological consequences. Being unable to express oneself or understand others can generate
feelings of incompetence, inadequacy and social invisibility. These feelings can hinder the formation
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of friendships, limit participation in community life and delay the development of a personal sense of

belonging in the host country.

4.3.5 Intersecting Dependencies: Financial, Emotional, Legal, and Linguistic

The different forms of dependence - financial, emotional, legal and linguistic - do not operate
in isolation (see Figure 1). Instead, they intersect and reinforce each other, forming a multi-layered
structure of vulnerability. The narratives suggest that many women enter marital relationships upon
migration, in which the Italian husband becomes the primary - and sometimes the only - mediator
between them and Italian society. He often acts as a translator, financial provider, source of emotional

support and legal intermediary with the state simultaneously:

“I didn’t speak the language. I didn’t have documents. I was dependent on him. They
(Immigration Olffice) even asked his salary: ‘How much do you have to keep this woman in your

house? She is your dependent.’ It’s been five years of dependence.” (P3)

Figure 1: Dependency in Transnational Marital Relationships: Brazilian Women and Italian

Men

Financial Emotional

Liguistic

Source: Elaborated by the author (2025).

As shown in Figure 1, linguistic dependence is closely intertwined with emotional
dependence. The inability to speak the local language restricts women’s ability to establish
friendships or expand their social networks, making them dependent on their husbands for most social

interactions. This linguistic barrier also reinforces financial dependence. In a country like Italy, not
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speaking the language significantly restricts access to the labour market and, consequently, the
possibility of achieving economic independence. Linguistic dependence is further connected to legal
dependence, as limited proficiency in Italian hinders women’s ability to navigate migration
procedures and bureaucratic processes. In many cases, a husband must demonstrate that he has
sufficient financial means to support his wife before she is granted a residence permit or visa.

Financial dependence is also deeply tied to emotional dependence. Several women reported
enjoying financial stability and autonomy prior to migration. However, upon marrying and relocating,
they became economically reliant on their husbands. This condition may persist until they secure
employment. In the context of the Italian bureaucratic system, such dependence can be prolonged, as
women often rely on their husbands to facilitate processes such as obtaining and renewing the
permesso di soggiorno (residence permit) until they acquire citizenship. For those who opt for a
residence permit based on grounds other than marriage, such as study, the annual renewal requirement
can be stressful and cause anxiety, particularly due to administrative uncertainties and procedural
demands.

In this sense, the migratory experience of these women shows that financial, emotional, legal,
and linguistic dependencies are deeply interconnected, creating a complex web of constraints that

hinders the attainment of autonomy and stability in the host country.

4.3.6 Consequences of Dependency in Transnational Marital Relationships

The participants’ narratives reveal that the dependency experienced in the early stages of these
relationships, whether emotional, financial, legal, or social, has concrete and lasting effects on how
these women negotiate their boundaries, how they perceive themselves within the marital space and
how they build (or fail to build) a sense of belonging in the host country.

The asymmetry in adaptation is evident in several statements: “/ had to adapt much more to
his lifestyle than he did to mine” (P8). This dynamic places the woman in a position of unilateral
adjustment, whereby her cultural background, habits, and pre-existing social networks are displaced
in favor of her partner's lifestyle, routines, and expectations. This asymmetry is intensified by the
migratory context, in which the woman arrives in a space shaped by the man’s language, culture and
support network: “It’s all about him, right? It’s his language, his house, his culture” (P7).

At the beginning of the relationship, some participants reported adopting a submissive or
conforming posture as a strategy to ensure the stability of the relationship: “I came with the idea that
I was the one who had to fit in, I was the one who had to accept everything” (P7). However, this
initial acceptance may facilitate the naturalization of controlling behaviors, such as direct interference

in professional choices - “He didn’t want me to work at night. So [ went to work in a travel agency”
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(P10)- or the imposition of behavioral standards. These elements reveal traces of abusive or coercive
relationships, in which dependency undermines the ability to contest or renegotiate terms.

From an analytical perspective, these accounts suggest that dependency can create power
imbalances, restricting autonomy and strengthening the partner’s control over decisions affecting the
woman’s personal and professional life. These dynamics often extend beyond individual
relationships, reflecting the structural aspect of female migration and transnational marriage.
Examples include the unequal distribution of adaptation efforts and cultural norms that treat the

migrant woman as a ‘guest’ in her own home.

4.3.7 Dependency and Identity in Transnational Marriages

Beyond the relational consequences, dependency intersects with profound transformations in
identity and the sense of belonging in the host society. For many participants, moving into the
partner’s cultural environment involved a gradual loss or reshaping of aspects of their self-definition.

Some explicitly described a loss of identity:

“I lost my personality, I didn’t know what I really liked anymore, but I wanted to fit in, 1
wanted to be similar, I didn’t want to be different. And then I lost myself as a person. Complete loss
of identity” (P10).

This loss was often tied to the constant effort to adapt and avoid standing out as “different,”
particularly in the early years of the relationship. The feeling of non-belonging was recurrent. Several
participants emphasized that they never fully identified as Italian, even after years of residence or
acquiring citizenship: “Since I arrived in Italy I have always felt different from Italians. I never felt
100% Italian and I never will. I don’t think that’s bad—it’s part of me” (P2). The same participant
also noted a tension between adaptation and the preservation of Brazilian identity: “I try to fit in a
lot... but I know I'm Brazilian, and part of my Brazilian-ness will enter his family” (P2).

These accounts show that belonging is not a binary condition of either “being Italian” or
“remaining Brazilian,” but rather a negotiated and often fragile state, shaped by personal
relationships, social interactions, and internalized expectations about fitting in. The search for
belonging, when combined with dependency, can intensify the pressure to conform, potentially

deepening the loss of self-identification and reinforcing feelings of displacement.
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“It’s very difficult at first, because you feel like a fish out of water, right? And I think it took
me about two years into the relationship to feel much more secure, with my work, more independent
and so on. And after that I started to distance myself a lot... . In the sense that I started to say I don’t
tolerate this, I don’t want that, I don’t accept this. Because, at first, I had the idea that I had to fit in,
I had to adapt, I had to accept everything. And I made a mistake, because if I had...” (P7).

What emerges is a dynamic process rather than a fixed condition. At the beginning of the
relationship, many women experience significant financial, linguistic and legal dependence, creating
fertile ground for asymmetric power relations. This initial dependence tends to limit their autonomy
in everyday decisions and heightens their vulnerability. When this dynamic intersects with cultural
displacement, shaped by the norms of the host society and the partner’s family traditions, women’s
isolation intensifies, further reinforcing their sense of not belonging. In this context, men often
exercise control over women’s agency, particularly with regard to their behaviour and access to
employment. Unconsciously, many women end up making decisions that lead them to accept and
submit to these imposed rules in an effort to fit into established norms. This unequal distribution of
adaptation efforts is evident in the fact that migrant women must usually learn the language, adopt
local customs and conform to societal expectations, while their partners are largely exempt from
equivalent demands.

However, this situation is not static; it evolves over time. For some participants, it was only
after years of residence that they were able to break away from this dynamic, through the gradual
acquisition of the local language, access to stable employment, or the granting of citizenship. These
factors significantly increased their independence and consequently reduced their dependence on their
partner. Another key element was the establishment of support networks beyond the couple, involving
friends, colleagues and community organizations. By creating alternative points of reference and
relationships outside the husband’s family, these connections enabled women to assert their voice,
regain autonomy, and exercise agency. Finally, a crucial dimension in this integration process is

motherhood, which will be further explored in the next part.

4.4. Language and Motherhood as Pathways to Integration

The interviews reveal two key aspects of the integration process and the development of a
sense of belonging among Brazilian women in Italy: language acquisition and motherhood. These
dimensions not only serve as practical tools for navigating everyday life, but also as deeply symbolic

markers of inclusion in Italian society.
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4.4.1 Language as a Gateway to Belonging

Mastering the Italian language was repeatedly identified as a decisive factor for integration.
Many women emphasised that the inability to communicate limited autonomy and access to
opportunities. As Participant 1 explained: “That’s why it was very difficult to find work in the early
vears, because I didn’t speak Italian, seriously, you can’t even buy a cup of coffee.” (Pl).

Language is therefore the gateway to the labour market, social relationships and cultural
participation. As well as enabling basic communication, fluency opens doors to independence and
new networks beyond the husband’s circle. For Participant 10, the language proficiency gained

through work experience was a turning point:

“The time at work was really cool because that's when [ started to have my own friends, not
Jjust my husband’s friends’ wives. It was empowering, having my own friends, people I knew outside

of him.” (P10)

Participant 14 reinforced this idea, noting that language and cultural knowledge are
inseparable. Being able to understand jokes, references and collective memories made her feel fully

included in local conversations and everyday interactions:

“Language is everything. If you can speak Italian well, you’ll fit right in, because Italian is
important, as is knowing the culture. By knowing the culture, you’ll understand the jokes, you’ll

understand what they 're talking about, and you’ll be able to fully participate.” (P14).

In this sense, language is not just a survival tool, but also a means of gaining recognition and
legitimacy. It enables women to present themselves as independent social actors and reduces feelings
of marginalisation. As Participant 5 concluded: “the process of integration itself came with the

mastery of the language.” (P5).

4.4.2 Motherhood as a Milestone of Rootedness

Becoming a mother did not simply add a new role to women’s lives; it reoriented their position
within Italian society, by connecting them to networks that had previously been inaccessible. Through
their children, women gained access to institutional and community circuits such schools, healthcare
systems and local associations, forming lasting connections that strengthened their ties to Italian
society. Participant 1 explained that making friends with Italians had been difficult during her time at

university, but that it had become almost inevitable once she had a child:
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“At university, the only friends I managed to make were foreigners. Because Italians grow up
studying with that group of friends. So they already have that group of friends from nursery school,
primary school, or that group they’ll have until university. You will only be able to make friends when
you have children, because of a physiological need to do so. A need to go out together and let your
children play with other people’s children, and then you start to create connections and make Italian
friends. So the best way to integrate into society is literally through your children. I found it to be a

life strategy, the best way to truly integrate.” (P1)

Other participants described similar experiences. They became immersed in local networks

through school activities, extracurriculars, and religious life:

“They gave me the opportunity to meet other mothers because before I had children, my life
was family and I lived only around the family, because when you have children who start going to
‘asilo nido’ (nursery school), when your children start going to school, you start participating in the
community, because there are meetings with the mothers. So it’s a moment of integration. And I was
clever, because I accepted this integration, I immersed myself into it and made myself a class

representative, a helper in the community.” (P17)

“We end up interacting a lot with the parents of our children’s friends. I take him to play
soccer, then I make friends through soccer, and then the other son goes to school. I make friends at
school, we end up having lots of friends circles. And then your son goes to catechism, then he goes

to music lessons, then he goes to the scouts, and you end up spending time with Italians”. (P12)

Motherhood was also described as a transformative experience involving self-redefinition.
Participant 17 reflected that, prior to having children, her identity had largely been shaped by her
husband’s family. However, through her children’s school and community activities, she was able to

establish her own identity:

“I immersed myself in this community, which helped me discover who I was as a person
because I was tired of being known as J’s daughter-in-law. I didn’t want to be J’s daughter-in-law
anymore. I wanted to be known as myself. As someone who is married to my husband, whose mother

is J. And that’s something I fought for and achieved.” (P17)
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In this context, motherhood emerges as a milestone of rootedness, binding women to Italy
through practical obligations, emotional ties, and relationships. It transforms their sense of belonging
from something tentative to something more concrete and enduring, embedding them within local

social structures and shaping their life trajectories.

4.5 Motherhood, Work, and Gender Inequalities

The participants’ narratives reveal how motherhood, in the Italian migratory context, is
crossed by structural inequalities involving labour precarity, a lack of state support and the
naturalization of women as the primary caregivers. This supports Scavone’s (2004) argument that
motherhood is a field of tension between socially imposed roles and lived experiences, as women are
compelled to assume central responsibility for care, even when employed.

One of the clearest patterns to emerge from the interviews is the naturalisation of women as
primary caregivers. Participants consistently described themselves as being the only ones responsible
for medical appointments, school meetings, extracurricular activities, meals, and the overall daily

logistics of their children, regardless of their employment status. As Participant 4 explained:

“We are the caregivers, right? We are pediatricians, doctors, teachers, we have to be in
school meetings, everything, right? Sports—we have to take them to sports, bring them back, we are

everything” (P7).

By contrast, husbands were described as only occasionally taking on responsibilities. As
Participant 7 noted: “Once a week, I go to Milan, and on that day, my husband stays home. So, he
takes the children to school and for the other things” (P7). In other cases, there was a complete lack
of alternatives, including partner support, which made things even more difficult: “7 had to leave my
job early because I had to pick the child up from school and there was no-one else who could do it.
If [ didn’t go, nobody would pick them up, you know?” (P4).

These accounts highlight the asymmetrical division of care, placing the burden almost
exclusively on women. This dynamic is consistent with the concept of invisible work (Daniels, 1987;
Daminger, 2019), whereby caregiving is normalised as a female duty, making it both socially
indispensable and economically undervalued. The responsibility for childcare often falls entirely on
mothers, thereby reinforcing their dependence and limiting their autonomy. As Lutz (2018) argues,
this reflects the structural inequality of the sexual division of labour: men’s mobility remains largely
intact, women’s mobility is curtailed by the demands of care.

Therefore, the school system operates as a reproducer of gender inequality, and women are
aware of this dynamic. Several participants described the Italian school system as ‘anti-working
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mother’, explicitly criticising its incompatibility with women’s employment. As one participant

explained:

“Children don’t have school in June, July, August, September. Education here is the anti-
working mum. So it’s complicated for me, as a self-employed woman, to manage them during this

time of year” (P4).

One participant explicitly denounced the fact that the structure is anchored in the logic of the
‘male breadwinner and female caregiver’. Rather than passively accepting these inequalities, mothers
actively identify and challenge the retrograde character of the system, recognising how it penalises
their efforts to reconcile paid work and motherhood. This awareness aligns with Erel’s (2010) analysis
that educational and childcare institutions are not neutral, but rather reproduce gendered and class-
based hierarchies, thereby shaping the opportunities available to migrant mothers for social and
economic integration.

This scenario is directly related to precarity as a device of gender-based exploitation. One
participant reported that, after completing an unpaid internship lasting several months, she was

offered a contract paying only €450 per month for a ten-hour working day:

“I stayed there for three months as an intern. At the end of the three months, they called me
and said they had a vacancy. But then they offered me a job with an intern’s salary that was very low.

1t was like 450 euros a month, but I had to be there from 9 in the morning until 7 at night” (P1).

This situation highlights the precarious nature of work for women, especially migrant women,
who often accept low wages in order to ‘gain experience’, while also facing pressure to reconcile
their identity as a ‘good mother’ with their continued participation in the labour market.

The high cost of childcare services is another factor that further intensifies this precarious
condition. As one participant explained: “It’s €600 for nursery from 7:30 to 6, which coincides with
my working hours” (P9). In many cases, women end up working primarily to pay for their children’s
schooling. This paradox, whereby women’s income is almost entirely absorbed by childcare
expenses, reveals how low wages and high educational costs combine to limit their autonomy,
trapping them in a cycle of dependency and economic vulnerability. At the same time, access to
nurseries and schools creates opportunities to attend interviews, pursue training and undertake paid
work, representing a tangible gain in independence, these arrangements also impose heavy financial
burdens and trigger feelings of maternal guilt, generating a new form of dependence. This

ambivalence highlights how the system forces mothers into constant negotiations between partial
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autonomy and structural subordination, echoing Anthias’s (2012) observation that women’s
migratory trajectories oscillate between empowerment and exploitation, mediated by gendered and

racialised hierarchies.

4.6 Support Networks in Migrant Motherhood: Between Presence, Absence, and the
Reinvention of Bonds

Motherhood in a foreign country is a profoundly transformative experience, characterised by
disruption, isolation and the need to reorganise care practices. For migrant women, becoming a
mother away from their home country involves facing emotional, logistical and cultural challenges,
often without immediate access to family and cultural support systems, which typically facilitate this
process. Interviews confirm that the presence or absence of support networks plays a crucial role not
only in the subjective dimension of motherhood, marked by women’s feelings, perceptions and
emotional experiences in relation to care and belonging, but also in the objective conditions that
structure the daily practice of this care, such as the division of tasks, access to services and the
possibility of reconciling motherhood and work. These networks, whether formal or informal, family-
based or social, are fundamental to both psychological well-being and the practical viability of caring
for children. At the same time, the absence or fragility of these networks can lead to feelings of
loneliness and overwhelm, and may even influence reproductive choices due to a lack of support.

First and foremost, the narratives reveal the centrality of the family of origin, particularly the
mother, as an essential source of support. In several accounts, the maternal figure emerges as the most
significant reference point, whether due to her notable absence or her remarkable presence, providing

both practical and emotional support:

“My mom arrived on Sunday, and my daughter was born Monday morning. So she managed
to see me pregnant, and I had that support. She stayed here for two months, and I got help from my
mom every day” (P4).

“My mom came, she stayed for almost three months (...). It was fundamental. I can’t imagine
what would have been if my mom hadn’t been here for those two and a half months, because my

postpartum period was very difficult” (P9).

On the other hand, the mother's absence is described as a vulnerable and emotionally painful

experience:
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“During my pregnancy, I already knew I wouldn’t have any support. So, I prepared myself.
Psychologically it was very difficult (...). I think the beginning of my depression came from this lack,
this absence of a support network” (P14).

This contrast highlights the importance of the ‘strong ties’ described by Granovetter (1973).
When these ties are absent, it is difficult to fill the resulting gaps with other types of relationships.

When the Brazilian family could not be present, some participants found support in their
Italian in-laws. In certain cases, the roles of mothers-in-law and fathers-in-law were particularly
important, particularly with regard to practical help such as looking after the child during working
hours: “My in-laws were very present people, they helped me whenever I needed (...), when I started
working, I would leave my child with my mother-in-law” (P4). However, this support was experienced
unequally. Some participants reported the complete absence of help from their husbands’ families: “7
had no help because my mother-in-law didn’t help me. Neither did my father-in-law. I didn’t have my
mom here” (P10). From Taylor’s (2011) perspective, it is evident that instrumental, emotional and
companionship support are vital in these contexts, although they are not always accessible to
migrants.

In the absence of strong ties, weak ties emerge as looser but strategic connections. Prenatal
courses offered by the ‘Comune’ (municipality), for example, were identified as spaces for social

connection.

“The goal of the course is not just to teach you how to change a diaper (...), but to connect
you with other women in the same situation as you. That’s when you get the opportunity to create

your first support network” (P1).

These courses, as well as libraries and community spaces for mothers and babies, are
examples of formal support networks (Bojarczuk and Miihlau, 2017). They provide information and
foster a sense of belonging. However, their effectiveness is influenced by factors such as social class:
one participant noted that she could attend such activities because she did not need to work.
Nevertheless, these spaces demonstrate how the absence of family ties can be partially compensated
for by institutional and community networks.

Another recurring element is the creation of informal networks among Brazilian women,
which operate as a form of self-help based on cultural solidarity and the sharing of common

experiences:
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“Here we have a support group of Brazilians. The group is self-help. (...) So I have a very
good support network through social media groups, and I also have closer friends who come to my

house. We exchange ideas, one helps the other” (P3).

These networks play a similar role to that described by Brunton et al. (2011) and Aching &
Granato (2018) as ‘motherhood circles’: spaces in which women share experiences, exchange advice
and develop a stronger sense of belonging. In this context, migrant women establish bonds of identity
and belonging, transforming the absence of family into alternative networks that provide emotional
support and companionship, thereby reducing postpartum loneliness and anxiety.

Nevertheless, when these networks — both formal and informal — are unavailable, the
consequences can be severe, resulting in practical and emotional overload for migrant mothers. Some

participants reported experiencing motherhood entirely alone:

“Because I'm the one who does everything for the child (...). The support network exists for

the pretty parts, but there is no practical support network for the child. It’s either me, or me” (P4).

Several reports describe the emotional and psychological overload, which intensifies feelings

of loneliness, melancholy and depression:

“One of my biggest concerns was not having family here. (...) I suffered psychologically, 1
suffered... the beginning of my depression came from this lack, this absence of a support network”

(P14).

“During my pregnancy, even with this family that welcomed me, I often felt melancholy. (...)
I really missed Brazil because of my mother. I also suffered from depression, sadness, and solitude”

(P17).

This lack, combined with the absence of practical alternatives, such as nearby relatives or
structured community support, has led some women to adopt survival strategies. These include
adjusting work schedules and extending stays in Brazil in order to receive help from family members.
This confirms Ryan’s (2011) analysis that the absence of social support exacerbates maternal
vulnerability, whereas the presence of support, even if limited, acts as a protective barrier against

stress.
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The interviews also reveal that support networks directly influence reproductive decisions.
Some women reported not wanting to have more children due to a lack of support, while others

recognised the difficulties but were still considering expanding their families.

“When we think about having more children... the fact that I don’t have my family’s support,

nor his family’s, is something we are aware of, we know it won 't be easy... but we re open to it” (P2).

This demonstrates that support networks facilitate daily childcare and influence intimate
choices regarding motherhood and family planning.

In short, support networks are at the core of migrant motherhood. They not only alleviate the
practical burdens of childcare but also fulfill emotional and belonging functions, enabling women to
feel part of a collective and reframe their experiences. At the same time, the absence or fragility of
these networks can lead to loneliness, psychological distress, and limitations on reproductive choices.
Throughout this process, the definitions of “good motherhood” and care strategies are constantly
negotiated between Brazilian, Italian, and transnational cultural expectations. As Gajek (2023)
argues, by sharing their stories and seeking support, these women process their individual difficulties
and build collective narratives that allow them to recognise themselves within broader patterns of

inequality, belonging, and resistance.

4.7 Intensive and Extensive Mothering: Strategies of Care and Work in the Migratory

Context

The lived experiences of the participants highlight the contrast between intensive and
extensive mothering, offering insight into how Brazilian migrant women married to Italians balance
childcare with paid work.

In the case of intensive motherhood, as exemplified by participant 1’s report, motherhood was

consciously placed at the centre of life, even when this required giving up professional opportunities:

“I was never able to go back to doing what I worked on before because I had to travel a lot
(...) I chose that, I wanted to prioritise my [family]. So it was a choice I made, it was difficult because
afterwards you always have to rethink about your life, right? Not just financially, but personally.”
(P1)

The participant explains that she was unable to restart her career because the required mobility

was incompatible with her family commitments. Although she acknowledges the personal and
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professional costs of this decision, including regrets and financial concerns, she reaffirms that
motherhood is her priority. This position aligns with Hays’ (1996) concept of intensive mothering,
where the mother is seen as the irreplaceable and central caregiver, often at the expense of her
economic autonomy and personal fulfilment. In this sense, participant 1’s choice can be seen as an
adherence to the model of the self-sacrificing mother, which is reinforced by both Italian cultural
expectations and internalised gender norms.

By contrast, Participants 9 and 20 experienced trajectories characterised by extensive

mothering, combining childcare with the pursuit of autonomy and professional achievement:

“I went to work on the day she should have been born, because she was born eight months
premature, [ went back to work, she was a month old. (...) Sacrifice, a lot of sacrifice, because I gave

up a lot of time with my daughters. (...) I love my job, I could never stay at home.” (P9).

For her, maintaining her career guaranteed not only economic stability for her daughters, but

also preserved her identity as a woman and a professional:

“I didn’t want this annulment because I think it’s important for a mother to be a reference
for the child, but I couldn’t do that one hundred percent of the time. (...) I studied, I did a postgrad, |

would be throwing all that investment away.” (P9).

At the same time, Participant 9 acknowledges that her sacrifice has enabled her to provide her

daughters with a better standard of living:

“If I hadn’t done all this, could I give my daughters what I can give them today? The
economic stability they have, could I give it? I couldn’t. (...) When I was with them I tried to give the
best of myself, but these are choices, these are important life decisions, especially because I love my

work. If I'd been frustrated, if [ hadn’t worked, I don’t think I'd have been the same with them.” (P9)
Thus, extensive mothering emerges not only as a survival strategy but also as a way of
transmitting a positive model of womanhood to her children, avoiding being seen by them as someone

frustrated or annulled:

“My personal satisfaction, really, I love my job, I could never stay at home, I love what I do.

(...) It’s great to work, to do what you like, what you love, isn’t it? " (P9).

91



Similarly, Participant 20 describes having placed her son in the nursery at six months in order
to secure her financial independence. She emphasises that she never wanted to depend on a husband

or family:

“When my son was six months old, I decided to put him in nursery school and start working.
Because I needed to have autonomy, independence. I've never been one to depend on men, fathers,

mothers or anyone else.” (P20)

These narratives embody the concept of “extensive mothering” (Christopher, 2012), where
paid employment is not viewed as a threat, but rather as an essential component of responsible
motherhood. It expands resources and opportunities for children while simultaneously enhancing the
mother’s personal fulfilment. However, these choices are not free from dilemmas. Participant 9
acknowledges the paradox of ‘paying to work’, given the high cost of childcare, demonstrating how,
while extensive mothering represents agency and resistance to traditional norms, it also exposes
women to structural contradictions in the form of low wages, labour market precarity and the

commodification of childcare:

“In order to meet our demand to be able to work, we make the investment of paying more for
a nursery school and being able to work. But at the end of the day, you re practically paying to work
because there’s no money left over. But I think, on the other hand, there’s no money left now, but it’s

an investment I'm also making for myself.” (P9)

Nevertheless, she views this investment as essential not only for her children’s future, but also
for her own, reflecting a redefinition of what constitutes a “good mother”.

In the context of migration, both intensive and extensive mothering serve as strategies for
managing boundaries (Christopher, 2012; Hattery, 2001), enabling women to navigate the
expectations of Brazilian and Italian society, family pressures, institutional policies and economic
demands. Intensive mothering tends to reinforce the symbolic importance of devoting oneself entirely
to care, especially in Italy where maternal availability is still highly valued. (Kulic and Stoicescu,
2025). Extended motherhood is made possible by the presence of structural or relational resources,
such as childcare, family support or reconciliation policies, which are measures designed to help
parents balance paid work and family responsibilities, including parental leave, flexible working
arrangements and childcare subsidies.

The participants’ narratives not only exemplify the theoretical models of Hays (1996) and

Christopher (2012), but also demonstrate how these models intertwine with specific material
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conditions, such as low wages, the high cost of childcare and precarious employment, alongside
institutional frameworks and emotional experiences, in the context of migration. While some women
internalise and perpetuate the notion of maternal sacrifice, others redefine it, asserting that paid
employment is integral to their role as mothers. Both groups, however, reveal the dilemmas of

motherhood in a transnational space where care, autonomy, and belonging are constantly negotiated.
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Chapter 5 — Synthesis of Results: Migration, Gender, and
Transnationalism

“You have to act as if it were possible to radically transform the world. And you have to do it all the

time.’

Angela Davis
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5.1 Intersecting Motivations in Migration

The decision to migrate among the women interviewed cannot be understood through a single
factor, but rather through a combination of interconnected motivations. These include affective ties,
the pursuit of better opportunities and living conditions, academic projects, and health and well-being.
Some initially temporary experiences also became permanent. These trajectories demonstrate that,
when women migrate through marriage, they must navigate not only geographical distance, but also
cultural, linguistic and legal transitions that reshape their daily lives, possibilities for integration, and
identity. As Charsley points out, women should not be reduced to a homogeneous category of
‘marriage migrants’, as their choices and experiences are shaped by the intersection of personal
reasons, relational decisions and structural conditions.

In the case of Brazilian women, many migrated for emotional reasons, while others sought
education, job opportunities, citizenship through jus sanguinis or a better life. This reflects the
diversity of motivations involved. In line with Waldis (2006), the findings also demonstrate how
temporary migration frequently leads to permanent settlement through marriage. This shows that
matrimony can serve not only as an affective driver, but also as a practical means of legal
regularisation in contexts of restrictive migration regimes (e.g., 90-day tourist stays).

However, a critical reading enables us to look beyond these stated motivations. As with
motherhood, the ‘choice’ to migrate is not entirely individual: those who possess economic and
cultural capital in Brazil can migrate for personal or emotional reasons (to study, live or experience a
different culture, or to accompany a partner), while women in more precarious contexts often migrate
as a survival strategy. This demonstrates that women’s agency is shaped by class: some may portray
migration as a ‘free’ and enriching choice, while others experience it as a necessity or circumstantial
imposition.

On the one hand, the fact that some women migrated without any economic necessity and
despite already enjoying comfortable lives in Brazil reveals a dimension of privilege. This challenges
the traditional view that migration is synonymous with escaping poverty (Ricci, 2001), showing that
international mobility can also be an experience reserved for the elite, almost a form of ‘improving’
their social position associated with having lived abroad (Goldring 1998).

The possibility of migrating for personal fulfilment or ‘self-realisation’ is restricted to certain
social groups, revealing the selectivity and inequality that permeate opportunities for mobility. This
becomes even clearer when we observe that several participants had already had international
experience prior to marriage, which highlights the influence of cultural and economic capital

accumulated through other migratory trajectories.

95



On the other hand, for women who do not share such privileges, migration has a different
character. Rather than being driven by the desire for personal fulfillment, it is motivated by the need
to find professional opportunities and economic stability. Although marriage can facilitate social and
legal mobility, the narratives reveal that the focus was not on matrimony itself, but on building a
career and achieving autonomy. Therefore, the agency of these women is constrained by structural
conditions: they face precarious employment, lower recognition of their qualifications and more
limited support network, which reinforces inequality among different migratory trajectories.

Another relevant point is the romanticisation of affective motivations. When women state that
they migrated for love, their decision seems beautiful, voluntary and spontaneous. However, this
narrative may mask other factors, such as legal dependency on a husband’s visa and inequalities in
the adaptation process. For instance, women often have to learn the language, leave their jobs and
rebuild their social networks, whereas men are not usually required to make the same efforts.
Migrating for love can also entail significant costs, such as losing support networks (family, friends
and neighbourhood in Brazil), abandoning or devaluing consolidated careers, and reducing personal
and economic autonomy, since legal residence often depends on the partner.

In a nutshell, the analysed trajectories confirm that transnational marriages should be
understood as dynamic and multifaceted experiences in which affectivity, life strategies and
institutional structures intertwine in complex ways. However, when class divisions, the
romanticisation of affective motivations and the privileges associated with certain groups are
considered, it becomes clear that migration is not merely an individual choice, but is also a practice

deeply structured by social and gender inequalities.

5.2 Linguistic Asymmetries and Transnational Belonging

The linguistic and cultural dynamics experienced by Brazilian women married to Italians can
be interpreted through the lens of transnationalism. This is understood as a process that goes beyond
assimilation, involving the maintenance of multiple affective, cultural and material connections
across borders (Vertovec, 1999; Faist, 2000). As Charsley (2012) points out, transnational spaces are
fluid, dynamic and overlapping, which helps to explain the variety of strategies found in such
transnational marriages. In this sense, transnational households become hybrid spaces where different
languages, cultural practices and forms of belonging coexist, based on the concept of pluri-local social
spaces (Pries, 2001).

Furthermore, in considering the contributions of Fouron and Schiller (1999), who proposed
the concept of ‘transnational social fields’ - social fields that connect practices, identities and
institutions across countries - it becomes possible to understand not only how these women live
between Brazil and Italy, but also how they construct a network of meanings and obligations that
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transcend borders. In this case, language is not neutral; it acts as both a marker of belonging and a
symbolic resource (Bourdieu, 1991), structuring family hierarchies and forms of integration.

This perspective is also linked to the feminist critique of migration, which highlights the
importance of analysing how gender relations influence transnational spaces (Mahler and Pessar,
2006). Through their framework of gendered geographies of power, it is possible to understand
linguistic adaptation not only as a means of communication, but as a power mechanism that can
perpetuate inequalities within marriage. When husbands do not learn Portuguese, the burden of
cultural mediation falls on the wives, who are responsible for integrating their children into Italian
society while preserving ties with Brazil. This reinforces the role of women as emotional and cultural
bridges, perpetuating an unequal division of responsibilities.

Another crucial point concerns the relationship between social class, linguistic capital and
mobility. Drawing on Bourdieu (1986,1991), it can be argued that language proficiency acts as a form
of cultural capital, opening (or restricting) opportunities for agency. Women who are highly educated
and fluent in Italian are in a stronger position when entering marriage, as they are able to negotiate
reciprocity and recognition. Those without such linguistic capital are more dependent, particularly
when their husbands make no effort to learn Portuguese. This dynamic resonates with the notion of
asymmetrical transnationalism (Suzuki, 2005), which highlights how transnational ties are unequally
experienced within family relations. However, elements of reciprocal transnationalism (Boonmathya,
2006) also emerge at certain moments, drawing attention to instances of mutual effort and recognition
in linguistic and cultural exchanges.

Such linguistic asymmetry also has implications for different generations. If Portuguese is not
spoken at home, it may be lost as a heritage language, reducing its status to that of a secondary or
symbolic resource. This creates inequality in cultural transmission, establishing Italian identity as the
dominant one within the family. From this perspective, the family becomes a space of internal cultural
hierarchy, where Brazilian identity is at risk of being lost.

The decision to learn Portuguese, or not, can also be interpreted as an affective and symbolic
gesture. A husband’s lack of interest in learning his wife’s language may signal disinterest in her
culture and identity, as well as causing practical difficulties. In contrast, when a husband makes an
effort to speak Portuguese, it explicitly recognises his wife’s value and origins. In this sense, language
functions as both a mask and a revelation; it can hide inequalities, but it can also reveal care and
recognition.

Finally, the way in which language is practised within marriage can be seen as either a form
of resistance or submission. Some women choose to speak Portuguese at home in order to preserve
their identity and pass on their values to their children, thereby exercising everyday cultural

resistance. However, others yield to the pressure of speaking only Italian, revealing that the household
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is also a space of symbolic struggle where the negotiation of language reflects the broader negotiation

of power, affection and belonging.

5.3 Transnational Lives Between Brazil and Italy

The return practices and ongoing connections to Brazil of women migrants reveal how their
migratory trajectories are deeply embedded in transnational social spaces. Frequent returns in the
early years often served as a strategy to resist permanent settlement in Italy, maintaining a sense of
continuity with life in Brazil, in line with Pries (2001) concept of pluri-local social spaces. This
resistance to definitive settlement was also expressed through maintaining everyday services in
Brazil, such as medical appointments, hairdresser visits, and gynaecological check-ups. These served
as practical and symbolic anchors, reinforcing a sense of belonging to the country of origin while
avoiding the idea of permanent settlement in Italy.

A central element of these ties is the role of family obligations. For example, providing
financial support to relatives illustrates what Wiles (2008) describes as transnational kinship
networks, in which remittances extend beyond economic transactions to encompass care, reciprocity
and moral responsibility. This is supported by Snel et al. (2006), who emphasise that transnational
activities such as sending money, maintaining regular contact and sustaining family commitments
across borders are key practices through which migrants negotiate a sense of belonging. In this sense,
women’s experiences confirm Faist’s (2000) typology of transnational social spaces, in which kinship
groups are based on family reciprocity, the circulation of resources and care are common, and
communities are maintained through identity and cultural ties.

In practice, these dimensions overlap: financial help, emotional support and cultural
connection come together to reinforce a sense of obligation and solidarity across borders. However,
these practices are not static, but are instead shaped by the temporality of transnational spaces. Life-
cycle events, such as the ageing or death of parents, reconfigure motivations and the frequency of
returns. This reveals how time, biography and family dynamics shape the migratory experience.
Therefore, return practices and family responsibilities demonstrate that transnationalism is not merely
symbolic, but rather grounded in everyday acts of exchange and commitment that foster a sense of
family and cultural belonging across nations.

At the same time, transnationalism encompasses more than just the physical act of returning
to Brazil, extending also to symbolic and affective practices in everyday life. Food, in particular,
emerges as a privileged site of memory, identity and belonging, allowing women to incorporate Brazil
into their routines through sensory and emotional connections. These practices are not limited to
individual gestures of nostalgia, but often take on a relational dimension. For instance, when Italian
husbands participate in cooking Brazilian dishes, this signals a form of reciprocal transnationalism
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within the marriage. The blending of Brazilian and Italian cuisines further illustrates processes of
syncretic cultural reproduction, whereby elements of different origins combine to create new, hybrid
forms of domestic life.

These practices are far from static; they are fluid and situational, shifting across life stages,
family dynamics, and personal choices. In this sense, food, music and festivities serve as strategies
for establishing a sense of belonging and forging an identity, enabling women to find their place
within the host society while maintaining meaningful connections with Brazil.

Furthermore, the narratives reveal the unsettling experience of estrangement upon returning
to Brazil. Many women describe feeling like ‘foreigners at home’. Language is a key indicator of this
displacement: a partial loss of Portuguese or an altered accent is seen as a sign of inauthenticity,
creating a sense of being ‘without a language’ in both contexts. From a gendered perspective,
marriage migration places these women in a symbolic in-between space. While they adapt to the
cultural and linguistic norms of their husbands’ environment in Italy, this adaptation often comes at
the cost of recognition and belonging in their country of origin. The result is a form of double
estrangement: they are perceived as foreigners in Italy due to their migrant status, and as foreigners
in Brazil due to the transformations that migration has brought about in their identities. This highlights

the ambivalent and relational nature of belonging within transnational lives (Charsley, 2012).

5.4 Layers of Dependence in Transnational Marriages

Analysis of interviews with Brazilian women married to Italian men reveals complex
dynamics of dependence - legal, emotional, financial and linguistic - which impact both migration
and marriage experiences.

One of the main findings is that legal status plays a key role in shaping the migratory
experience. Women who possessed Italian citizenship jus sanguinis prior to migration enjoyed greater
autonomy and were able to negotiate their relationships more equally. In contrast, those who entered
with temporary visas experienced long periods of precarity involving constant renewals and legal
insecurity, making them more likely to rely on marriage as a survival strategy. This finding supports
Williams® (2012) argument that states increasingly regulate marriage as a legal device, forcing
couples to prove the authenticity and socioeconomic desirability of their relationship. In this way, the
intimate sphere is directly colonised by state logics of control, resulting in the marriage migrant
carrying the border with them, as Wray (2012) argues, even after legally entering the country.

The research also shows that the various types of dependence are interconnected. A lack of
language proficiency restricts access to the labour market and institutions, thereby reinforcing

financial and legal dependence. Meanwhile, the absence of one’s own income exacerbates emotional
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dependence, as the husband becomes the primary source of support. These intersections reflect
Amelina and Lutz’s (2018) concept of ‘interdependence of inequalities’, which posits that gender,
class, race and nationality cannot be analysed in isolation, but rather as interconnected dimensions
that reinforce each other within a migratory context.

Another key issue is the way in which the state influences personal decisions, such as whether
to marry, live together or stay in a relationship. Italian migration policies, by linking residence rights
to marital status, perpetuate gendered dependence. As Wray (2012) observes, immigration controls
around marriage extend the reach of the border into the private sphere, making the legal status of
migrant women dependent on constant surveillance of their intimate relationships.

The narratives also expose the asymmetry of adaptation and its impact on identity. Many
women reported that ‘everything revolves around him’; the language, home and cultural references
are all centred around their husbands. This places migrants in a position where they have to make
unilateral adjustments. This process can result in a loss of identity or a sense of not belonging.
Tedesco (2014) associates this phenomenon with the impact of a language barrier on married life and
social interactions. While fluency in the language of the host society can reduce these distances, its
absence can reinforce isolation and delay the formation of independent bonds with that society.

Nevertheless, the trajectories show that dependence is not fixed. Over time, some women gain
agency through language, employment and citizenship, as well as by creating extra-conjugal
networks. This transition demonstrates that, despite initial restrictions to autonomy, there are
opportunities for women to renegotiate boundaries and reaffirm their identities. As Crenshaw (1991)
points out, intersectionality reveals not only vulnerabilities, but also the strategies that women in
subordinate positions develop to navigate interwoven systems of power.

However, it is necessary to move beyond this interpretation. A critical perspective suggests
that dependence should not only be understood as an initial stage of migration, but also as a structural
condition of incomplete citizenship. Even after achieving language proficiency, professional
integration or naturalisation, many women continue to face institutional barriers such as the non-
recognition of qualifications or the requirement to prove their partners’ income, which perpetuate
subtle forms of dependence. Furthermore, these dependencies operate as devices of control and
discipline. Legal dependence pressures women into marriage, financial dependence restricts
professional choices, linguistic dependence limits access to services and emotional dependence
silences conflict. Together, these layers function as a diffuse system of surveillance, whereby both
the state and husbands reinforce women’s conformity to gender norms and the ideal of the ‘good
migrant wife/mother’.

Thus, the experiences of Brazilian women in transnational marriages show that dependence

should not be understood as a temporary stage of migration, but rather as an integral aspect of a
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broader structural regime encompassing both intimate and public spheres. By revealing the interplay
between the state and conjugal relations in producing gendered, racial and class inequalities, this

research sheds light on the limitations of citizenship in the contemporary migratory context.

5.5 Integration Beyond Marriage

When discussing integration, it is important to recognise that, although transnational marriage
is often considered a ‘natural’ path to integration, it only offers partial and problematic inclusion. As
Song (2009) argues, marrying a local citizen does not guarantee full social, cultural or emotional
inclusion. In the case of Brazilian women married to Italian men, interviews reveal that despite being
accepted into local families, they still face racism, language barriers and subtle forms of everyday
exclusion. Therefore, integration must be understood not as automatic assimilation, but as a dynamic,
constantly negotiated, bidirectional process, as suggested by Spencer (2011).

In this context, an intersectional perspective is fundamental to analysing these experiences.
As Crenshaw (1991) argues, social vulnerabilities cannot be explained by a single, isolated category
- whether gender, race or class. Brazilian women who migrate to Italy experience overlapping
oppressions that reinforce each other: they are women, migrants and foreigners who are often
racialised. In some cases, they are also legally dependent on their husbands. This intersectional
condition shapes their social position and limits their opportunities for agency and recognition in the
host country.

Moreover, the experiences of female migrants are deeply affected by stereotypes that operate
as mechanisms of power and control. According to Tajfel (1984) and Ballerine (2022), stereotypes
not only simplify identities, but they also regulate bodies and behaviours within patriarchal structures,
establishing social norms of ‘what a woman should be’ and punishing any deviations from these
expectations. For Brazilian migrants, this process takes the form of a double stereotype: on the one
hand, they are expected to fulfil the roles of submissive wives and caregivers; on the other hand, when
their marriages are perceived as ‘arranged’ or ‘opportunistic’, they face the stigma of immorality and
suspicion (Robinson, 1996; So, 2006; Wang, 2007). This creates a permanent contradiction in which
any behaviour can be interpreted negatively, thereby reinforcing their social vulnerability.
Nevertheless, many migrants develop performative strategies to navigate these expectations of
idealised femininity and the realities of their migratory lives. These performances should not be
viewed solely as submission, but also as strategies of negotiation, survival and adaptation within a
restrictive context.

However, the interviews highlight that the effective integration of Brazilian women in Italy
occurred mainly through two central dimensions: language and motherhood. Mastery of Italian was
identified as a decisive factor in achieving autonomy, gaining access to the labour market and
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participating in everyday social interactions. Fluency in the language was seen as more than just a
survival tool; it was also a symbolic marker of belonging. It allowed the women to understand cultural
references, interact on equal terms, and reduce their dependence on their husbands' families. In this
sense, language becomes a means of recognition and legitimacy, enabling women to present
themselves as independent social actors.

In turn, motherhood emerges as a milestone of rootedness and identity transformation.
Becoming a mother broadens a woman’s social circle by introducing her to local institutions such as
schools, healthcare services, associations and religious groups, and helping her to build long-term
social bonds. Through their children, women gain access to spaces that were previously unavailable
to them and establish connections with other Italian families. This process is often described as
inevitable and transforms motherhood into a concrete strategy of integration, capable of consolidating
emotional and community ties. Furthermore, active participation in school and community activities
offers an opportunity for women to redefine their identity: rather than being recognised only as wives
or daughters-in-law, they begin to be seen as individuals with their own roles in the community.

In this way, language and motherhood emerge as complementary aspects of integration.
While language ensures autonomy and recognition, motherhood creates roots and consolidates a sense
of belonging. Together, these experiences transform integration from a fragile and uncertain state into
a solid and lasting condition.

However, this motherhood-mediated integration comes at a cost. While it fosters a sense of
belonging, it is often achieved at the expense of demanding maternal responsibilities such as school
involvement, maintaining social networks, and providing constant care. These obligations can be
overwhelming for women who are already burdened by the double shift. In this sense, motherhood
functions as a gateway to social integration, but at the cost of time, energy and emotional strain.
Therefore, belonging remains dependent on the maternal role, reinforcing the idea that Brazilian
women’s legitimacy in Italian society is tied to care work rather than to other dimensions of their

social and professional lives.

5.6 Work, Migration and Motherhood

The interviews highlight the naturalisation of women as primary caregivers, showing that,
within the context of Italian migration, mothers are socially and culturally positioned as the main
figures responsible for childcare. Husbands only appear as occasional support, which reinforces the
persistence of the sexual division of labour. This dynamic echoes Scavone’s (2001) argument that,
despite women’s participation in the labour market, motherhood continues to occupy a central place

in female identity. It also aligns with Gajek’s (2020) observation that the institution of motherhood
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prioritises women’s role as carers, framing domestic and family responsibilities as essential to their
social identity.

This naturalisation results in an unequal care burden, with women accumulating multiple roles
as mothers, caregivers, educators and family logistics managers, regardless of their employment
status. This phenomenon echoes the notion of double shift (Scavone, 2001), as well as Hochschild’s
(1983) analysis of emotional labour and Daniels’ (1987) notion of invisible labour. Although essential
for social reproduction, everyday organisational tasks and emotional support remain invisible and
undervalued in both the labour market and institutions, illustrating how capitalist and patriarchal
systems privatise and exploit care (Lutz, 2018).

Another recurring aspect is the role of the school system in reproducing gender inequalities.
Interviewees described the Italian school calendar and organisation as being incompatible with the
routines of working women, thereby perpetuating the male breadwinner/female caregiver model. This
is consistent with the analysis of Salvagni et al. (2023) that educational institutions are not neutral,
but are structured around masculine standards of total work availability, thereby penalising
motherhood. The critiques of migrant mothers reveal their awareness of this regressive nature, which
aligns with Erel’s (2010) reflection that schools and care services reproduce gender and class
hierarchies rather than providing effective support for reconciling work and family life.

Regarding the labour market, the narratives reveal that precarity is a form of exploitation.
Many migrant women accept low wages, unpaid internships or de-skilled jobs in order to ‘gain
experience’ or remain in the labour market. This scenario aligns with the findings of Abramo (2007)
and Salvagni et al. (2023), who demonstrate that motherhood is often viewed as a ‘liability’ in
employment relations, hindering job stability and career progression. At the same time, it supports
Anthias’s (2001) analysis that women’s migratory trajectories oscillate between empowerment and
exploitation, mediated by hierarchies of gender, race and class.

Additionally, the high cost of childcare must be considered as another obstacle to autonomy.
The cost of nurseries and schools can consume a significant portion of household income, to the
extent that some participants in the study reported working almost exclusively to pay for their
children’s education. This paradoxical situation demonstrates that access to formal childcare only
provides partial independence: while it frees up time for interviews, training and employment, it
simultaneously exacerbates economic dependency and maternal guilt. This dynamic reinforces the
arguments of Scavone (2001), Lutz (2018) and Hochschild (1983) about women’s overload, showing
that the promise of reconciliation rarely eliminates the pressure to perform as both a ‘good mother’
and a ‘good worker’.

Thus, migrant motherhood emerges as a field where autonomy and exploitation are closely

intertwined. The choices of these women are continually shaped and constrained by the structures of
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class, gender, race and citizenship. Far from being restricted to the private sphere, motherhood is a
symbolic, political and economic battleground where women must constantly negotiate their
identities, balancing the pursuit of autonomy with the structural inequalities that permeate the

migratory experience.

5.7 Support Networks in Migrant Motherhood

The analyses reveal that support networks play a key role in the experience of migrant
motherhood. They are fundamental to the practical organisation of care and the emotional well-being
of women. When present, these networks enable a more equitable distribution of tasks, facilitate the
reconciliation of motherhood and work, and, most importantly, foster a sense of belonging and care,
reducing the loneliness often associated with the maternal experience in contexts of displacement.
These findings align with those of Ryan (2011), who identifies the absence of networks as a factor
that increases maternal vulnerability, and with House’s (1981) typology of social support, which
shows how emotional, informational and companionship support intertwine to form a protective
barrier against stress.

In this process, the family of origin plays a prominent role in this process. The migrant’s
mother was described as providing irreplaceable support, offering both practical help and emotional
security, particularly during the postpartum period. On the other hand, her absence was experienced
as a painful void, often associated with melancholy or even postpartum depression. This highlights
the importance of the ‘strong ties’ described by Granovetter (1973), characterised by emotional
intensity and reciprocity. However, in the case of migrants, these ties are weakened by physical
distance, as previously discussed by Wellman and Wortley (1990).

Support from the Italian family, especially the in-laws, was mixed: in some cases, it provided
practical help with childcare, but in others it was completely absent, which reinforced feelings of
isolation. In light of this fragility, other forms of support became more important. Weaker ties
established in spaces such as prenatal courses, libraries and community meetings emerged as a
strategic resource for mitigating isolation and fostering social integration. Although these ties are not
as strong as family ties, they can provide valuable information and practical support, which confirms
the importance of ‘weak ties’ as described by Granovetter (1973).

In this sense, many women relied on the interplay between formal and informal networks,
combining institutional services such as childcare and healthcare with friendships and solidarity
among other Brazilian women. As demonstrated by Brunton et al. (2011) and Aching & Granato
(2018), these groups fulfil a dual function: they provide practical assistance and constitute spaces of
belonging and identity. Such arrangements have been defined by these authors as ‘circles of
motherhood’. This combination is particularly relevant in migration contexts, where the loss of
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cultural references can intensify the experience of becoming a mother (Ramos, 2012). Furthermore,
these spaces allow individual challenges to be reinterpreted through shared narratives, resonating with
Gajek’s (2020) argument that motherhood is socially constructed within collective frameworks that
shape women’s trajectories.

Nevertheless, even when support is available, gender inequalities persist. The primary
responsibility for care and emotional labour continues to fall on women, which limits effective
equality when it comes to reconciling motherhood and work. Salvagni et al. (2023) emphasise that
this imbalance is due not only to family dynamics, but also to social norms and institutional structures
that perpetuate gender inequalities in care.

Two critical readings broaden this debate. Firstly, support networks are not neutral; they can
perform control and standardisation duties, enforcing particular ideas of ‘good motherhood’ and
reproducing cultural patterns that do not always correspond with the experiences or desires of migrant
women. Therefore, even though they provide care, they can also act as instruments of surveillance
and moral regulation. This ambiguity reflects the ideas of Hays (1998) and Christopher (2012), who
show how discourses about motherhood, whether intensive or extensive, function as mechanisms of
social pressure. For migrants, this standardisation is even more complex, as it involves negotiating
Brazilian, Italian and transnational ideals simultaneously, which can result in feeling displaced by
both of them.

Secondly, access to institutional networks is characterised by social inequalities. Spaces such
as prenatal courses, libraries and public daycare centres tend to be frequented by women who have
the necessary economic resources, time and documentation. By contrast, migrants in precarious
conditions face linguistic, bureaucratic and material barriers that exclude them from such initiatives.
In this sense, the idea that such networks are universally accessible is illusory, as they operate through
exclusionary filters in practice. As Bojarczuk and Miihlau (2018) point out, the effectiveness of
institutional networks depends not only on their existence, but also on the specific access conditions,
revealing their selectivity and the reproduction of inequalities.

Lastly, the findings reveal that the existence of these networks influences not only the daily
experience of motherhood, but also reproductive decisions. Some women reported giving up on
having more children due to a lack of support, while others, despite recognising the difficulties, still
expressed a desire to expand their families. Thus, intimate choices are conditioned by the available
support structure, showing how motherhood in a migratory context is shaped by the complex interplay

of emotional bonds, social structures, exclusionary mechanisms, and cultural expectations.
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5.8 Intensive and Extensive Mothering in Migration

The experiences of the participants show that the choices between intensive and extensive
mothering are not isolated individual decisions, but are instead shaped by a range of possibilities
influenced by cultural ideologies, economic circumstances and specific migratory contexts.
According to Hays (1998), intensive mothering requires care to be absolutely central, prioritising the
child’s wellbeing over any other life project. Within this framework, we can situate the narrative of a
participant who, faced with the incompatibility between her profession’s requirements for mobility
and childcare demands, chose to give up her career. Although this decision was marked by regret and
financial concerns, it reinforces the symbolic importance of mothers as irreplaceable figures,
particularly in Italy, where maternal availability in the domestic sphere is still highly valued.

In contrast, the narratives of participants who returned to work soon after childbirth and
pursued a professional career despite the personal and financial costs are consistent with Christopher's
(2012) model of extensive mothering. In these cases, paid work is not seen as an obstacle, but rather
as an integral part of ‘good motherhood’, providing financial stability, passing on values of
independence and reinforcing the woman’s identity as an individual with rights and aspirations.
Statements highlighting pride in autonomy and the preservation of professional identity illustrate a
refusal to accept personal ‘annulment’. This is consistent with Hattery’s (2001) argument that
pursuing a career can make women better mothers by preventing frustration and resentment.

Nevertheless, these choices are not without their dilemmas. The narrative of ‘paying to work’
highlights the structural contradictions faced by extensive motherhood: the high cost of childcare, the
precarity of the labour market, and the absence of solid work-family reconciliation policies in certain
Italian contexts. Consequently, embracing extended motherhood is not only an act of individual
agency; it also depends on the availability of institutional and relational resources, such as family
support networks, parental leave schemes, and access to affordable childcare.

In a transnational context, intensive and extensive mothering can be understood as strategies
of boundary work (Christopher, 2012), that is, as processes through which women negotiate,
maintain, or redefine symbolic boundaries around what it means to be a ‘good mother.” Rather than
being fixed categories, these maternal practices function as tools that allow women to navigate
multiple and often conflicting expectations. On the one hand, certain cultural traditions tend to
emphasise maternal devotion, constant presence, and the ideal of the self-sacrificing mother. On the
other, alternative perspectives highlight women’s autonomy, particularly their ability to engage in
paid work and contribute economically to the household. Through intensive or extensive mothering,
migrant women position themselves within or across normative frameworks. Some reaffirm the
ideology of complete maternal devotion, while others expand the boundaries of responsible
motherhood to encompass economic provision, delegating care, and shared responsibilities. In this
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way, boundary work becomes a dynamic strategy through which women can reconcile tensions,
legitimise their choices and construct maternal identities in transnational settings, rather than simply
reflecting cultural prescriptions.

At the same time, analysing these trajectories makes it clear that such decisions are deeply
shaped by class. Women married to wealthy partners can adopt intensive mothering practices without
compromising their family’s financial stability. However, those in more vulnerable economic
circumstances are forced to return to the labour market, often framing this necessity in terms of
autonomy or personal fulfilment. The discourse of ‘I want to work’ can hide the structural dimension
of obligation, reframing necessity as empowerment while disguising entrenched inequalities.

These disparities become even clearer when considering the unequal conditions among
migrant women. Those with greater economic or cultural capital - through education, social networks,
or European citizenship - experience motherhood and work with more flexibility. In contrast, women
in precarious situations face stronger pressures, fewer institutional supports and higher vulnerability
in the labour market. For some of them, work is a strategic choice of self-definition and resistance
against traditional norms, while for others it is a survival strategy. This ambivalence highlights the
fact that maternal ideologies cannot be separated from the social and economic circumstances that
allow them to be practised.

Above all, the cultural ideal of the ‘good mother’ is shaped by class. While some women can
afford to dedicate themselves exclusively to childcare, others must work to sustain their families. This
reveals that the idealised model of intensive motherhood is based on underlying social inequalities
that privilege some while denying it to others. Therefore, the trajectories analysed demonstrate that
migrant motherhood is not only a place of cultural reproduction, but also of tension, inequality and
reinvention. Adherence to the logic of sacrifice and the insistence on combining work and
motherhood highlight the intersection between maternal ideologies, structural conditions and class

inequalities in the formation of female identities in a migratory context.
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Conclusion

This study explored the lived experiences of Brazilian women married to Italian men,
examining how migration, gender and motherhood intersect to shape their daily lives across borders.
The research was developed through 20 in-depth, semi-structured interviews with Brazilian women
across different regions of Italy, employing a strong theoretical framework and Constructivist
Grounded Theory (Charmaz, 2014). This methodological approach enabled myself and participants
to co-construct meaning, emphasising reflexivity and context in the analysis of the women’s
experiences.

The findings highlight that women’s decisions to migrate are rarely motivated by a single
factor, but rather by a combination of personal aspirations, social connections, and broader structural
conditions. The decision to move and subsequent settlement experiences in Italy are shaped by the
coexistence of emotional bonds, desires for family formation, and expectations of social mobility
alongside vulnerabilities such as economic precarity and restricted legal pathways.

Within transnational marriages, women are constantly negotiating gender roles, cultural
adaptation and power relations. These negotiations take place within the household, the labour market
and broader Italian society, where cultural norms and institutional frameworks often perpetuate
traditional gender hierarchies. However, through practices such as returning to Brazil, cultural
reproduction and everyday strategies of resistance, women assert forms of agency that redefine
household dynamics, belonging and identity. Their identities emerge as fluid and relational, situated
at the intersection between Brazilian cultural heritage, Italian expectations, and transnational
imaginaries.

The study also reveals the profound impact of intersecting dependencies, including legal
status, language barriers, financial asymmetries and emotional ties, on women’s agency and power
relations within marriage. Nevertheless, women often develop strategies to counterbalance these
asymmetries, such as investing in language learning, cultivating support networks, and seeking
pathways to economic independence.

When it comes to integration, language proficiency and motherhood stand out as key factors.
For many participants, learning Italian was crucial not only for accessing employment and engaging
in everyday social interactions, but also as a key marker of belonging and a means of asserting their
autonomy within society. However, motherhood had ambivalent effects. While it created bridges with
Italian institutions, such as schools and healthcare services, it also reinforced gendered divisions of
labour, which often constrained women’s participation in the labour market.

The intersection between paid work and care responsibilities further shapes women’s

experiences. Many women face the double burden of supporting the family income while also taking
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primary responsibility for childcare, which highlights structural inequalities in Italy’s social welfare
system and family arrangements. Formal and informal support networks played a decisive role in
mitigating these challenges. Access to family, friends and community organisations provides practical
assistance, emotional support and a sense of solidarity. In contrast, the absence of such networks can
intensify feelings of isolation and the weight of maternal responsibilities.

Finally, ideologies of motherhood reveal the strategies women use to navigate care, work and
a sense of belonging. Intensive mothering, which is deeply rooted in Italian cultural frameworks,
places heavy expectations on women as primary caregivers, often at the cost of their personal and
professional aspirations. However, many participants adopted more extensive approaches combining
paid work, self-fulfilment, and alternative definitions of ‘good mothering’. These practices
demonstrate the agency of Brazilian migrant mothers in dealing with conflicting cultural ideals,
institutional restrictions, and their own aspirations for identity and family life.

To conclude, the experiences of Brazilian women in transnational marriages in Italy
demonstrate the complexity of migration as a process that is both deeply personal and influenced by
structural constraints. Their lives are shaped not only by intersecting motivations, dependencies, and
responsibilities, but also by strategies of negotiation, resilience, and cultural reproduction. Situating
their narratives at the intersection of gender, migration, and motherhood highlights the importance of
recognising migrant women as active agents of transformation within transnational spaces of
belonging, not just as subjects of vulnerability.

This study has offered relevant contributions to understanding the experiences of Brazilian
women in transnational marriages in Italy, focusing on the intersections between mobility,
motherhood, support networks, and gender dynamics. However, the complexity of the topic opens
multiple avenues for further exploration.

A first suggestion would be to broaden the geographical scope and include comparative
perspectives with other migratory contexts, particularly involving women from the Global North.
Such comparisons could raise questions about the role of symbolic capital associated with languages
within families. For example, in unions where English becomes the dominant household language
due to its global prestige, as in the case of a British woman married to an Italian man, do the
asymmetries that emerge differ from those experienced by Brazilian women, whose native language
does not carry the same symbolic weight?

Another promising line of research would be to include the experiences of groups not
represented in this study, such as divorced women and LGBTQ+ couples. These perspectives could
broaden the understanding of the multiple forms of transnational marriage, as well as the negotiations

of gender and care in non-heteronormative or non-conventional family arrangements.
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In addition, future research could explore second-generation experiences in more depth,
investigating how the children of these unions navigate bilingualism, cultural identity and integration
in transnational contexts. Longitudinal studies would provide valuable insight into how these

dynamics unfold and transform over time.
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Appendices

1. Consent form in English

Gendered Mobility and Transnational Marriage: The Experiences of Brazilian Women in Mixed
Marriages with Italian Men

Consent to take part in research,
S voluntarily agree to participate in this research study.

I understand that even if I agree to participate now, I can withdraw at any time or refuse to answer
any question without any consequences of any kind.

I understand that I can withdraw permission to use data from my interview within two weeks after
the interview, in which case the material will be deleted.

I have had the purpose and nature of the study explained to me in writing and I have had the
opportunity to ask questions about the study.

I understand that participation involves taking part in an interview, where I will be asked about my
experiences as a Brazilian woman married to an Italian man. The interview will cover topics such as
my reasons for migrating to Italy, my relationship, cultural adaptation, motherhood (if applicable),
and my future plans.

I understand that I will not benefit directly from participating in this research.

I agree to my interview being audio-recorded.

I understand that all information I provide for this study will be treated confidentially.

I understand that in any report on the results of this research my identity will remain anonymous.

This will be done by changing my name and disguising any details of my interview which may reveal
my identity or the identity of people I speak about.

I understand that disguised extracts from my interview may be quoted in dissertation, conference
presentation, published papers.

I understand that if I inform the researcher that myself or someone else is at risk of harm they may
have to report this to the relevant authorities - they will discuss this with me first but may be required
to report with or without my permission.

I understand that signed consent forms and original audio recordings will be retained in a password-
protected folder on my university’s secure cloud storage system, accessible only to the researcher and

the dissertation supervisor, until the exam board confirms the results of the dissertation.

I understand that a transcript of my interview in which all identifying information has been removed
will be retained for two years from the date of the exam board.

119



I understand that under freedom of information legalisation I am entitled to access the information I
have provided at any time while it is in storage as specified above.

I understand that I am free to contact any of the people involved in the research to seek further
clarification and information.

Researcher:

Thays de Souza Ellero
Master’s Student in Mobility Studies

Department of Historical and Geographic Sciences and the Ancient World- DiSSGeA

University of Padova
Email: thays.desouzaellero@studenti.unipd.it

Supervisor:

Professor Laura Lo Presti
Department of Historical and Geographic Sciences and the Ancient World- DiSSGeA
University of Padova

Email: laura.lopresti@unipd.it

Signature of research participant

Signature of participant Date
Signature of researcher

I believe the participant is giving informed consent to participate in this study

Signature of researcher Date

2. Consent form in Portuguese

Mobilidade de Género e Casamento Transnacional: As Experiéncias de Mulheres Brasileiras em

Casamentos Mistos com Homens Italianos

Consentimento para Participar da Pesquisa
EU, oo , concordo voluntariamente em participar desta pesquisa.

Eu entendo que, mesmo tendo concordado em participar agora, posso me retirar a qualquer momento
ou recusar responder a qualquer pergunta sem qualquer tipo de consequéncia.

Eu entendo que posso retirar a permissao para usar os dados da minha entrevista dentro de duas
semanas apoés a realizacdo da entrevista, caso em que o material serd excluido.
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Eu recebi a explicacdo por escrito sobre o objetivo e a natureza do estudo e tive a oportunidade de
fazer perguntas sobre a pesquisa.

Eu entendo que minha participagdo envolve a realizacdo de uma entrevista, na qual serdo feitas
perguntas sobre minhas experiéncias como mulher brasileira casada com um homem italiano. A
entrevista abordard temas como os motivos da minha migragao para a Italia, minha relagdo com meu
marido e familia, adaptagdo cultural, maternidade (se aplicavel) e meus planos futuros.

Eu entendo que nao terei beneficios diretos por participar desta pesquisa.
Eu concordo que minha entrevista seja gravada em audio.
Eu entendo que todas as informacdes fornecidas por mim serdo tratadas de forma confidencial.

Eu entendo que, em qualquer relatério sobre os resultados desta pesquisa, minha identidade
permanecerd anonima.

Isso sera feito através da mudanga do meu nome e da omissdo ou alteracdo de quaisquer detalhes da
entrevista que possam revelar minha identidade ou a identidade das pessoas sobre as quais eu falar.

Eu entendo que trechos da minha entrevista, de forma anonimizada, podem ser citados na dissertagao,
em apresentacdes em conferéncias e em publicacdes académicas.

Eu entendo que, caso eu informe a pesquisadora que eu ou outra pessoa estamos em situagao de risco,
ela poderé ter que comunicar essa informagao as autoridades competentes — ela discutird isso comigo
antes, mas pode ser obrigada a relatar mesmo sem minha permissao.

Eu entendo que os formularios de consentimento assinados e as gravacdes de dudio originais serao
armazenados em uma pasta protegida por senha no sistema de armazenamento seguro em nuvem da
universidade, acessivel apenas a pesquisadora e a orientadora, até que a banca examinadora confirme
os resultados da dissertagao.

Eu entendo que uma transcri¢do da minha entrevista, da qual todos os dados identificaveis tenham
sido removidos, sera mantida por dois anos a partir da data da avaliagao final.

Eu entendo que, sob a legislacdo de acesso a informagdo, eu tenho direito a acessar as informacgdes
que forneci a qualquer momento enquanto elas estiverem armazenadas conforme especificado acima.

Eu entendo que posso entrar em contato com qualquer uma das pessoas envolvidas na pesquisa para
buscar esclarecimentos ou informacoes adicionais.

Pesquisadora:

Thays de Souza Ellero

Mestranda em Estudos de Mobilidade

Departamento de Ciéncias Historicas e Geograficas e do Mundo Antigo - DiSSGeA
Universidade de Padua

E-mail: thays.desouzaellero@studenti.unipd.it

Orientadora:

Professora Laura Lo Presti

Departamento de Ciéncias Historicas e Geograficas e do Mundo Antigo - DiSSGeA Universidade de
Péadua

E-mail: laura.lopresti@unipd.it
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Assinatura da participante da pesquisa:

Assinatura da participante Data

Assinatura da pesquisadora:

Eu acredito que a participante estd dando consentimento informado para participar desta pesquisa.

Assinatura da pesquisadora Data
3. Interview questions
Part 1 - Person

1. Migration — Main reason to migrate (studies, work, family reunion).

2. Expectations — Before moving what did you expect that your life would be in Italy?

3. Reality — What was different?

4. Language — How was it to learn the language?

5. Work — What do you do? / Do you work? / How was the work? /

6. Italian citizenship? —Do you have citizenship? How was the process? (marriage or jus
sanguini)

7. Sense of belonging — How do you feel in Italy? What are your perspectives about the
differences between Brazil and Italy? How was your process of assimilation and acceptance
in Italy?

8. Prejudices — Have you ever experienced prejudice? Based on Brazilian stereotypes.

9. Network — do you have a support network (friends who support you in your day-to-day life)?

10. Integration — How easy or difficult was it to integrate into Italian society?

11. Bureaucracy — What challenges did you face with visas, residence permits, and other legal
requirements?

12. Cultural adaptation — What aspects of Italian culture were the hardest to adapt to?

13. Food & Lifestyle — How has your diet and lifestyle changed since moving to Italy?

14. Connections with Brazil — How often do you visit Brazil? Do you maintain strong ties with

Brazilian culture?
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Part 2 - Partner

1.
2.

(98]

b

Geral - How do you meet? How long have you been married?

Challenges — What were the main challenges regarding the culture? Have you experienced
any difficulties in your marriage/with your family?

Language & Communication — Do you speak Portuguese at home? How does language affect
your relationship?

Family Traditions — Have you adopted Italian traditions, or do you keep Brazilian traditions
in your home? How was the acceptance of your family / his family?

Roles & Responsibilities — How are household responsibilities divided in your marriage?

Part 3 - Maternity

e

1
2
3
4
5.
6
7
8

Do you have kids? / Do you plan to have kids? / How old?

Did you plan to have the kid?

How was your pregnancy in another country?

Did you start work again? How was this period?

Do you need a babysitter? Do you prefer a babysitter from Brazil or Italian?

What are the challenges?

Bilingualism — Do you raise your child speaking both languages?

Education — Do you prefer your child to study in an Italian school or an
international/Brazilian school?

Grandparents & Family — How do you manage relationships with grandparents and

extended family, especially with the distance?

Part 4 - Future

1. Is there anyone in your family that is here?

2. What are your plans for the future?

3. Would you like to live in Italy forever?

4. Retirement — Do you see yourself retiring in Italy or Brazil?

5. Children’s Future — Would you like your children to have a strong connection with
Brazil? Would you consider moving back for them?

6. Dual Identity — How do you balance being both Brazilian and part of an Italian

family?
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