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Workshop Report
This interdisciplinary workshop, organised collaboratively by Meike Fechter, University of Sussex, and Anne Coles, Oxford University, followed on from two workshops on related themes held in 2002 and 2003 at the International Gender Studies Centre in Oxford. This year’s workshop aimed to explore the often neglected sphere of ‘privileged movement’. In particular, it discussed gender relations among mobile professionals, both within and outside of family environments. Going beyond notions of ‘the incorporated wife’, its main objective was to analyse the diversity of current gender roles and their intersections with kinship relations in the context of a globally mobile workforce. The workshop brought together researchers and practitioners from human geography, anthropology, sociology, as well as gender and migration studies.  

The first part of the workshop, entitled ‘Family and Other Networks: Forms of Belonging’, started with a presentation by Janet Momsen (University of California) on ‘Transnational Motherhood’, which highlighted the ‘global care chain’, and the interconnectedness between American professionals and careworkers from developing countries. Sussex graduate Leonie Gordon presented her research on the ‘Shell Wives Project’, examining the experiences of trailing wives of Shell employees during their ‘lives on the move’. Other papers were by Marcella Schoonheim Ponsen on the Dutch women’s networks in Singapore (read by Meike Fechter) and Judith Thomas on expatriate children. Discussant Hilary Callan insightfully drew together the strands of debate of the first day. 

The second part of the workshop, ‘Gender Roles and Relations: Changes and Conflicts’, was introduced by Eleonore Kofman, who outlined connections between mobilities within and outside of Europe, emphasising how issues relevant for ‘global movers’ are comparable to those for nationally mobile professionals. Katie Walsh (University of London) provided fine-grained ethnographic material from her research among British expatriates in Dubai, exploring issues of ‘Travelling and Intimacy’, while Caroline Gregory’s paper on ‘Male Accompanying Spouses’ drew on her work as a consultant for mobile professionals. Discussant Ron Skeldon (University of Sussex) interweaved his own experiences of being an expatriate with perspectives from migration research. In the concluding session, Ameeta Shah (Mumbai) and Debbie Lovell-Hawker (Oxford University) addressed ‘Marital Crises’ and ‘Re-entry and Debriefing’ respectively, highlighting the emotionally problematic situations of expatriates and NGO workers during and after their postings abroad. 

In their workshop feedback, participants expressed their high satisfaction with the event, which was particularly attributed to presenters’ and discussants’ wide range of backgrounds, which gave rise to both wide-ranging and coherent debates. Some of the results of this series of workshops will hopefully be published eventually as an edited volume. Taking further the issues of privileged labour migration, a fourth workshop is scheduled to take place in Oxford in 2005, which will focus on ‘Development People. Living & Working Overseas’, and consider development workers as mobile professionals. 

List of Abstracts

Transnational Motherhood

Janet Henshall Momsen

University of California, Davis

The impact of a transnational hierarchy of work with labour substitution in the reproductive sphere is resulting in increasingly complex and asymmetrical relations between women based on racial stereotypes. Professional migrant couples create demand for other migrants. Alternative carers for children are increasingly sought as working mothers try to assuage their guilt by seeking in home care. Transnational women migrants move in response to this demand for domestic workers. Many of these women leave behind their own children and so feel guilty about this while caring for other women’s children. It has been shown that the social organization of privileged, usually white, motherhood, is often predicated on racially, economically and emotionally exploitative social relationships. Yet within the category of paid carers there is a hierarchy of racial stereotypes, and exploitative relationships between employer and employee are two-way. The combination of these migrant streams is leading to new forms of household structure and having as yet undetermined effects on the next generation of children in both the global North and the global South.

Third Culture Children :Those who grow up or who spend a significant part 

of their childhood living abroad, outside their parents' culture 

Judith Thomas 

Diocese of Oxford

In a world where global mobility of families is a growing phenomenon, I will 

examine what it means to be children of such families. I will look at 

aspects of integration, stress factors and what contribution third culture kids 

make to enhance the culture not only in which they temporarily reside but also the 

culture to which they return. The study will be based on interviews with 

expatriate families, students, and with educational establishments. I will 

examine identity and developmental issues.

Social interaction and transnational friendship networks 

of Dutch expatriate spouses

Marcella Schoonheim-Ponsen 

University of Amsterdam

This paper examines the parameters involved in social interaction and transnational friendship networks of Dutch expatriate spouses in Singapore. Data was collected from eighty-five women, over two years time. Acknowledging the existence of a Dutch community infrastructure, a subculture consisting of different settings, institutions and events, this paper evaluates the extent to which (transnational) structures, practices and social ties of the Dutch community interfere with social adjustment to the host environment. Many researchers consider social interaction with host country nationals directly related to the successful cross-cultural adjustment of the expatriate family. They often ignore the fact that expatriates spend much of their time associating with other expatriates located in the host country, and the influence of transnational friendship ties. As an environment that meets expatriates’ social and recreational needs, while consuming their time, resources and energy, the Dutch support infrastructure has an ambivalent role. It provides emotional and logistical support and gives a sense of belongingness that anchors Dutch identity. At the same time, it sets barriers and constraints for engagement and connection with the host environment by unintentionally withholding opportunities for exposure and interaction. It was found that interactions with the expatriate community are more frequent and more extensive than interaction with host country nationals, which seems to be difficult and often unsatisfying. This paper explorers the theoretical  concept of “social interaction” in a broader context of expatriate's satisfaction.

‘Life on the Move’ (Shell Ladies’ Project): Making and Re-making home

Leonie Gordon

University of Sussex

The main focus of my Masters’ research was the examination of historical narratives contained in two anthologies called Life on the Move and Life Now which were published in 1993 and 1995 respectively, by a group of women married to Shell company employees (‘the Shell Ladies Project’). In this paper, I concentrate on the ways in which these women make and re-make ‘home’ in their life on the move.  The analysis focuses on the central theme of ‘being at home’.  Are notions of belonging necessarily and absolutely rooted in a particular territory or homeland in a transnational context? How did the Shell wives’ ideas of belonging relate to an attachment to place?  Did they change over time? I consider the narrated experiences of the Shell wives, interrogate the significance of localised place in their constructions of home and challenge conventional understandings of the significance of ‘homelands’.  Central to this is the relationship between belonging and home as a ‘space’.  

‘Coming to China changed my life’: Gender roles and relations among single highly-skilled migrants

Katie Willis

Royal Holloway, University of London

Research on the gendered aspects of international migration has increased greatly in the past ten years. Although research on ‘low-skilled’ migrants, particularly from the Global South to North has dominated this research agenda, attention has also been paid to ‘highly-skilled’ or ‘expatriate’ migration flows. Within both sets of work, the potentially liberating nature of migration has been considered, with a particular focus on how physical mobility to new cultural, economic and political contexts can challenge or reinforce existing gender roles and relations. However, in broad terms, while the ‘low-skilled migration’ literature has considered the gender dimensions of both single and married migrants, the ‘highly-skilled migration’ literature has focused much more on married couples, in particular the role of the ‘trailing spouse’.

C21st implications for male partners accompanying 

on international assignments 

Caroline Gregory, Intercultural Success
Changes in society during the late twentieth and early twenty first centuries have produced difficulties for male partners during relocation, and indeed repatriation, which were hitherto unknown. Gone are the days when a wife and 2.4 children accompanied a husband, more or less happily, on a career move. Training consultants such as myself have noticed effects caused by a culture where 50% of all relationships will probably break up and where the marriage rate has fallen by 50% since 1970; where women's emancipation together with effective birth control has changed expectations and profiles in the job market; and where previously taboo relationships are now somewhat more acceptable. These effects, as they concern male partners in particular, fit into two categories. First a relocating male may well be accompanied by his second or even third female partner, with all the attendant problems of step-children and/or children left behind.  This of course is exacerbated by ever increasing expenditure needed for education and medical care in society as a whole and ever-increasing litigiousness and expense of ex-partners. The second effect is on that of a male accompanying partner, for whom the new culture will offer no or little support structure as is usually available for the female equivalent. Therefore without a satisfying career of his own he can fall into a cultural and social limbo. In addition, there are huge cultural differences in how trailing spouses are perceived. The second category can equally well apply to one partner in a gay relationship.

‘Travelling together’: conjugal intimacy in Dubai 

from the point of view of women

Katie Walsh 

Royal Holloway, University of London 

Researching the identifications and belongings of British expatriates in Dubai, I was drawn to the significance of intimacy in notions of home. Commitments to travel together as a couple or a family were often held up by non-married people as making expatriate life, particularly the transience or distance of social relationships, easier to cope with. Yet life in Dubai also challenges married men and women, especially in the daily negotiation of domestic responsibilities and the attempt to balance relatedness with personal biographical aspiration in terms of work and travel. There was a sense that expatriates are ‘experimenting’ in ways of living together, a situation that is similar to contemporary life in Britain and strongly influenced by wider international discourses about feminism and work, yet also contextually specific. 

Using ethnographic vignettes from my field research the paper will explore the gendered negotiation of the household through the experiences of five expatriate women. In doing so, it will encompass discussion of a wider range of textures of intimacy (including the role of women’s friendship and community groups in combatting the potential loneliness and boredom of not working) as well as the impact on conjugal relationships of women becoming ‘just a housewife’, reducing household responsibility through paid domestic service, or continuing their professional work outside the home.

Dealing with marital crises triggered by the context 

faced by globally mobile professional families
Ameeta Shah

Family Therapist, Mumbai
Transitions are difficult and stressful for any individual, but definitely more so for a system. The reverberations occur mainly in the marital relationship in the family, immediately and sometimes months following the event of relocation, either connected directly or operating on an underground network of emotionality. This in turn has implications for family happiness and psychological availability for children’s emotional needs. What arises is a materially prosperous family that is emotionally at sea, where identity, emotional and relationship needs could get reduced to material sources of appeasement. The paper wil discuss these issues, as well as therapeutic interventions that can enable the use of hidden opportunities that lie in this situation for the couple and the non-earning spouse to heal issues that surface and reconnect with their sacrificed career identity using their knowledge, talent and skills to globally relevant needs and issues. 

Reentry and debriefing

Debbie Lovell-Hawker

Department of Psychiatry, Oxford University

Many people who have lived overseas find it difficult to adjust when they return to their ‘home country’. Often it no longer feels like ‘home’and may, indeed, never have been home. Some children have never lived there and some adults are returning to their partner’s country rather than their own. A personal debriefing session (lasting approximately two hours) can help people to readjust, and reduce stress-related symptoms. One study of returned aid workers found that without personal debriefing, 25% still reported significant symptoms of stress more than a year after returning home; with debriefing, the figure was reduced to 7%. This presentation will cover research related to the experience of re-entry, and the process of personal debriefing after returning home. Ways to help people through the transition will be discussed, with reference to both men, women and children. 

