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Representations of mothering of migrant Finns

Minna Zechner and Tiina Tiilikka

Introduction

Viewing a welfare state as a normative project means that moral conceptions, values, and social goals are
expressed and, to some extent, also shared. The Nordic welfare states have been seen as promoters of
principles such as equality, public responsibility for welfare, and work for all (Julkunen, 2017; Kildal and
Kuhnle, 2005). The broad normative ideas behind welfare states are often hard to find in the everyday
practices of welfare state institutions such as day care or child welfare clinics. However, public services and
benefits are not only aimed at increasing the welfare of the citizens, but they also give individuals, families,
and communities overt and covert guidance on how to be a good member of the given society — or even a
good parent (Hiitola, 2015).

Learning these norms and related values takes time (Baldock, 2007, p.68), and learned values may travel
with migrants when moving to another country. In the new home country, the old and the new norms are
seen as merging, conflicting, and reconfiguring (Zechner and Tiilikka, 2020). Norms are also changing since
the normative borders of the welfare states are constantly in flux. These borders are constructed in historical
settings, being products of interaction and negotiations between interest groups that shape the territorially
based welfare states. However, borders function to fix meanings and to constitute fields of knowledge
(Altink and Weedon, 2010, pp.2-6).

In this chapter we focus on understandings of good parenthood and especially on good motherhood or
mothering, which are presented by migrant Finns living outside Finland. We study mothering by analysing
migrant mothers’ blog texts where they talk about their everyday lives outside Finland. The bloggers have
migrated from Finland as adults, so they have positioned themselves in connection to the values and norms
related to parenting and mothering that the Finnish welfare state promotes. These bloggers now live in a
context of another country and may thus compare, choose, mix, and create new norms for mothering. We see
their blogging as part of their transnational subjectivity, meaning that international mobility is part of their
personal history, and influences their choices and ways of living (Zechner, 2017).

Blogging is a part of the mothers’ transnational activities. The blog texts that comprise our data are written
by five Finnish mothers living outside Finland in capitalist societies, and many of them have extensive social
programmes. The analysis focuses on the representations of good mothering and on the comparisons done on
the norms of parenting in Finland and in the country of residence. We pay special attention to the use of
family services and benefits that are likely to reveal the local norms by requiring certain kinds of behaviours,
such as giving vaccinations to a child or breastfeeding. These encounters also have the potential to bring out
evaluations regarding the norms of good parenting. This chapter aims to answer the questions: how is good
mothering presented in blog texts? In which ways are different society-specific norms present in
representations of mothering? What kinds of differences are brought up by the blogging mothers? By
answering these questions, we will analyse the borders of the norms of parenting.

Using material archived online, we are exploring the representational world of individuals. The internet is
here seen as a site for the cultural production of texts (Bassett and O’Riordan, 2002, p.235), and the bloggers
as authors creating online content. This study draws on research that focuses on a representational world
located not only on the internet (Iseke-Barnes and Danard, 2007), but also at the intersection of different
countries and norms of mothering (Baldassar and Merla, 2014; Kremer, 2007).

In search of representations in blog texts



The data in this study consists of blogs where dated entries are posted in reverse chronological order. The
blog texts are written by Finnish women who live outside Finland with their families. According to Lori
Lopez (2009), “mummy blogging” gives women possibilities to share and support one another, but the genre
itself can also position the mothers into the traditional role of a mother. In migrant blogs, individuals often
document their adaptation to a new environment and a new life. Migrant blogs are often written in native
languages and in this way they help to maintain contacts with the country of origin and to share experiences
with others who may be interested in moving abroad (Popow, 2016, p.333).

Blogs are published in blog services where anybody with the required skills may set up a blog. We searched
the blog texts in Google and by using a Finnish blog list (https://www.blogit.fi/) and a blog search engine
(http://www.blogsearchengine.org/). The search words included mother, father, family, parenthood, children,
and Finns living abroad (ulkosuomalainen in Finnish). Despite our efforts, no blogs written by Finnish
fathers were found. However, in one of the blogs featured in our data, a Finnish father wrote a text as a guest
writer on his wife’s blog.

Out of the returned blogs we found, we chose the ten most active and contacted the bloggers. Of these, five
bloggers gave us permission to use their texts. We received five signed permissions from bloggers who lived
in Denmark, France, Holland, Turkey, and the United Kingdom. These permissions allow us to use their
texts published between January and April 2018 as data for our research to publish excerpts of their texts in
publications, to refer to the blog texts with the title of the blog, and to list the blogs at the end of the article
with online addresses.

The writers of these five blogs present themselves as Finnish women and mothers who live outside
Finland. One of them lived in the United Kingdom only during the time the data collection was done. Three
of them wereworking during the time of the data collection. They are educated individuals who have
emigrated from Finland of their own free will because of work, studies, or their partners. Two of them are
in their forties, while the others are probably around their thirties. They all have male partners and one to
two biological childrenranging from small babies to children of about ten years of age. One of the bloggers
also has two stepchildren who seem to be teenagers. They have started the blogs between 2008 and 2018,
and they publish texts in Finnish every month. Blogtexts include descriptions of their everyday lives as
women and mothers outside Finland. One of the bloggers writes about her chronic illness. The photos that
feature in their blogs are not analysed here.

The analysis is based on those parts of the blog texts that focus on children, family, parenting, mothering,
and the use of social, health, and educational services. The amount of text consists of 58 posts that equate to
83 pages, and from 8 to 17 posts per blogger. The blogs are listed under the heading of data at the end of this
chapter. We mention the country of residence in connection to the quotes in order to distinguish between
different bloggers. The translations of the quotes are our own.

We use representation as our analytical concept. Signs, words, mental images, and conceptions are
representing and thus presenting something that is outside of them (Knuuttila and Lehtinen, 2010).
Representation is an act or an event, for example the act of telling about experiences in the form of a blog
text so that meanings are attached to images, objects, and people. At the same time, these meanings are
connected and associated with the surrounding world and the social relations within it.

After thorough reading of the blogs, we coded the data in line with the research questions that relate to
parenting, mothering, migration, and the welfare state. By coding, we mean a process of organizing data so
that relevant phenomena are made visible. Coding consists of conceptualizing, raising questions, thinking of
connections between different matters in the data, and getting to know the data (Coffey and Atkinson, 1996,
p.28-31). Our coding resulted in three main themes of representations of mothering. These themes are not
clear-cut and overlap at times, and include the following domains: parenthood on the societal level, parental
decisions and decision-making, and the division of labour within the family and in the respective societies.
Next, we explain the themes in more detail.



Parenthood on the societal level

The first theme is about the guidelines, services, and norms related to parenting and raising children. We
investigate what values the bloggers see as being taught to their children at the local school and in the
surrounding society. Here, the connection to transnational life and differing countries and welfare states is
most obvious when the bloggers compare instructions given by professionals regarding childcare or
upbringing. Of the five bloggers, the mother in Turkey elaborates most on this theme. She describes how, as
her child has grown older, she needs to be more alert about what her child is saying to other children:

I had a pretty clear vision that the girl will be raised to respect older persons, nature, those who are of

different colour and size, animals and that the truth is spoken to her. When she was a baby one did not
need to think that when telling her the truth, she would shout it out to other children in the school yard
and that this would then lead to awkward situations. Those topics that are sensitive to Turkish people

are also sensitive when raising a child. (Turkey)

When raising children in a societal context that is different from the one where the parent grew up, it may be
challenging to retain and pass on one’s own values to the children. This is a phenomenon often studied in the
context of non-Western families living in a Western world (e.g. Strandbu, 2005). As a parent, the mother in
Turkey needs to balance between acculturation and enculturation. Acculturation refers to engaging and
adjusting to the dominant culture in Turkey, while enculturation means the socialization with one’s own
culture (Inman et al., 2007). In line with other Nordic countries, Finland emphasizes gender equality and
anti-discrimination — values internalized by the mother in Turkey. However, the everyday life in Turkey has
taught the mother that not everybody can be trusted. It is difficult to balance these conflicting values and to
ensure that the daughter is not getting into trouble at school when vocalizing values that may seem unfit for
the Turkish school. The blog is therefore a site to discuss and evaluate the ambivalence and discomfort that
this balancing brings into motherhood.

Another school-related notion was brought up by a mother living in Denmark writing about her son being
shunned from a circle of friends at school:

My son lives in this Danish cultural context where you are not supposed to demand attention. He has
however experienced discrimination and he feels bad about it. In a Danish way he has suppressed his
own unpleasant feelings and attempted to focus on positive things. (Denmark)

The mother living in Denmark sees that the son has adjusted to the Danish way of handling difficulties, or
rather not handling unpleasant matters at all in school. Elsewhere she noted that the school had not taken
enough action to handle the situation. There are no direct comparisons between how these issues would be
handled in Finland. However, the mother reveals (in another text) having had similar experiences in her
youth in Finland, and therefore she is trying everything she can to make the situation better for her son. The
mother’s gendered task is often to secure the psychological well-being and development of her child (Vuori,
2003, p.45), even if the schools or other welfare institutions seem unresponsive.

The mother living in the United Kingdom paid attention to school practices as well, even though her child
was not yet attending school.

| feel chilly watching the teacher lead the schoolchildren on foot to a church nearby. The teacher has a
proper coat and often even a hat, but the children only wear school uniforms. (United Kingdom)

The implicit comparison connects the excerpt to the Finnish welfare state. Playing outside in all types of
weather and wearing weather-appropriate attire is very much promoted for children in Finland. Finnish shops
offer an abundant selection of weatherproof gear and parents are socialized into providing proper clothing for
their children already in day care and preschool (Smeds, 2017, p.44). Here, the disapproval is not towards
British parenting, but rather the schooling system. The strangeness of the practice is underlined by the
observation that the teacher (the professional) is her/himself properly dressed for the weather, and reflects a



system where everybody needs to look after themselves. The school takes no responsibility for whether the
children are properly dressed or not. During the last decades, individual responsibility has been increasingly
emphasized in welfare state reforms in the United Kingdom as well as in Finland (e.g. Wright, 2016). With
some matters, individual responsibility is less stressed:

I have been, amongst other things, wondering that while in Holland they recommend whole milk for
children under four, in Finland they recommend fat-free milk. We follow the local instructions —
maybe the Dutch light-ish bread-based lunch balances the fatty milk-diet? (Holland)

At least in developed countries, parents of small babies are confronted with floods of instructions on how to
feed their children. This often already starts when the mother is pregnant. The mother living in Holland is
aware of the differences between Finnish and Dutch food recommendations and admits to following the
Dutch recommendations. She still takes the time to rationalize the choice by bringing up the light lunch as a
balancing factor relative to a fatty drink. The norm is that a good mother is able to provide what the child
needs (Perala-Littunen, 2004, p.106) and a considerate and rational mother pays attention to what food she
gives to her toddler. It is also possible that it is more difficult to deviate from the local guidelines than to
deviate from Finnish ones that are more distant.

Parental decision-making

The second theme consists of decisions and decision-making, in particular, how decisions related to children
and parenting are made, what the sources of information are, and how different pieces of information are
weighed in relation to each other.

Parenting is a sequence of endless decisions ranging from everyday choices of food and rhythms of life, to
choosing what language to speak to the children and what vaccinations should or should not be given. Some
of these decisions relate to the maternal body as well:

Earlier on | mentioned that | had already received at the maternity hospital a referral for pelvic muscle
rehabilitation. ... We shall see how it is in the following times. Even though this is an important issue,
it feels a bit odd to me that one really has to go to the midwife ten times for the workout even though
this is an important issue. (France)

Earlier in her blog, the mother in France explained how she had heard that mothers in Finland are taught and
sometimes pressured to breastfeed at the maternity hospitals. In French maternity hospitals, the pelvic
muscle condition of the mother is emphasized instead. The comparison is implicit and features at different
times in her blog. It nicely reflects how the Finnish welfare state promotes mothers first and foremost as
mothers to their babies. Mothers are presented as milk-producing objects that need to function in line with
the needs of the baby (see Wall, 2001). The French welfare state in this comparison defines mothers as
individuals and women who have the need for bladder control and sexual pleasure. When the focus is placed
on the needs of the mother, they are seen more as subjects (Jeremiah, 2006, p.24), albeit possibly concurrent
with the needs of their partners.

In terms of education, the needs of the children seem to be defined globally in very similar ways:

When | started a year and a half ago at the kindergarten as an English teacher, I did not know what |
was getting into. | did not see the idea as very sensible — teaching English to 2—6-year-olds every day.
My mind has changed when | have been following children’s development and enthusiasm. (Turkey)

Both in Turkey and in Finland there is an increasing emphasis on learning foreign languages at an earlier
age. In Finland, English learning used to start in third grade, the year that children turn to nine years of age.
However, in 2018 the Ministry for Education and Culture made a decision that first foreign language studies
would start in the first grade (Opetus- ja kulttuuriministeri®, 2018). The mother living in Turkey who is both
a professional in kindergarten and also a mother has accepted these changes, at least in her workplace.



The mother in the United Kingdom describes how the Finnish welfare state emphasizes the benefits of fresh
air and outdoors for children of all ages in parenthood education (see also Tourula Isola and Hassi, 2008).
She narrates that:

[In the UK] ... people observe the weather intensively. The next day is planned according to weather,
contrary to Finland. No matter whether it rained or shone [baby’s nickname] slept outside. (United
Kingdom)

One of the recommendations in Finland is that small babies sleep outside, usually in the pram, and the
mother living in the United Kingdom is a firm supporter of this practice, although in other parts of the blog
she also reveals being warned of the dangers involved. This example shows that mothering is a “set of ideas
and behaviours that are mutable, contextual” (Jeremiah, 2006, p.21). Outdoor sleeping is generally seen as
safe and recommended in Finland, but not necessarily in the United Kingdom. Migrant mothers need to
evaluate the information and knowledge learned in Finland against their contexts of present living, and at
times there is a need to adjust the practices when living in a different country.

Division of labour

The third theme concerns the division of labour within the family and in the societies where the mothers live
or have lived. There are only a few references to partners, their fathering, and the division of labour. Instead,
the mothers rather often point out how important the mother is for the child. The distinction between the
mother and the father as educators for their child is considered by the mother living in Turkey:

Fortunately, for the father of the girl, praising and praising and praising is more natural than for me. In
my own teaching group, the most competitive children get the most attention. Even if | try to squeak
that this is not a competition, it often seems to develop into one. As a Finn, it is foreign for me to
encourage children to compete, but in a Turkish society it is vital. (Turkey)

The school is a context that reveals how the child has been raised at home. The mother living in Turkey
emphasizes equal participation, but her experiences lead her to believe that Turkish school children are
strongly encouraged to compete, and to seek attention and praise. In the family division of labour, the father
is seen as capable of encouraging and praising the child. In Finnish schools, praising children has not been a
key element. Instead, and especially earlier on, the children have been educated to be modest, and during
recent decades increasingly independent citizens (Book, 2010).

Raising children to be independent did not prevent one of the bloggers needing to consult her partner
whether to blog or not. In the blog of the mother living in the United Kingdom, the father of the child was a
guest writer. This is the only male writer we found. In his blog post, the father describes his feelings
concerning the partner’s blogging:

To be honest, | was first strongly resisting [partner’s name] blog. | did not,however, voice it. | thought
that if she gets joy from writing about the daily life with a baby and a channel to vent her hard
experiences, then who am | to take that away from her? After all, we live in the year 2018 when public
blogs are a natural way to share thoughts. My partner’s idea was to write about taboos of motherhood,
premature baby and childlessness at a general level, but obviously it ends up being rather personal.
(United Kingdom)

The partner first showed concern about whether the mother in the United Kingdom published content which
was too intimate or personal. Blogs are part of a public space that tend to be more intimate than before
(Zechner and Tiilikka, 2020). On the other hand, the father ponders that blog writing is a natural way to
express feelings and experiences. In this way he defines himself as a modern man who understands his
partner’s needs and aspirations, even at the cost of his own privacy. The mother living in the United
Kingdom is presented as being in need of support and communication channels, especially since it was
difficult for them to have a child and the baby was born premature. Here, blogging serves to increase the



well-being of the mother and to keep in contact with her friends and relatives in Finland. By supporting the
blog writing, he points out his role as a caring partner and father. The differences in roles are visible, wherein
the mother expresses feelings and the father gives rational support to the act of blogging and the contents of
her writings, despite his initial doubts. Mothering is thus represented through a binary of a rational man and
an emotional woman (see Jeremiah, 2006, p.24).

The division of labour between parents is rarely equal in Finland, although the common discourse is that
equality is something that has already been achieved. Finnish mothers take care of the children more than the
fathers, and they do most of the domestic tasks such as laundry and cooking (Ylikdnno, Pdakkonen and
Hakovirta, 2014). Time-use studies show that Finnish mothers of children under school age spend more time
doing domestic work and childcare than fathers (Miettinen and Rotkirch, 2012). Studies also show that
parents with young children may find it difficult to find time without children. The mother living in Denmark
ironically describes the time spent in a Finnish supermarket as “quality time” for the entire family, and the
episode is sketched out with irony, which is a common style in many blog texts (Pelevina, 2015).

For the wife it is not possible to enjoy quality time in the grocery store since she needs to remember
the shopping list, baby’s care bags, nappies and she may even need to breastfeed in the Prisma
[supermarket] toilet. On top of that she is forced to bear her husband, who is cool as a cucumber. The
man, on the other hand, genuinely enjoys the family togetherness, attention and the feeling of success:
the toddler’s basic security is at such a good level that s/he could have a tantrum even in a public
space. So wonderfully Finnish. A Danish parent would have, from the first whine pushed a lollipop
into the mouth of the child and would have worried about the forever lost reputation of the family.
(Denmark)

In this extract there are explicit comparisons of how Danes and Finns handle children’s tantrums in public
spaces. The mother living in Denmark used the incident to portray the difference in the division of labour
within families. In her view, Finnish fathers are able to have quality time in the middle of a busy and chaotic
everyday life with young children, as the mother handles the practicalities. In a similar situation, Danish
parents would have, according to the mother in Denmark, tried to steer clear from the approaching tantrum
with the help of candy. The ways in which this model of behaviour by Danish parents is gendered is not
reflected in the blog text. However, the Finnish way of parenting reflects in this excerpt the understanding of
a child’s need to be a young child, replete with tantrums that can happen in inconvenient places. At the same
time, the mother living in Denmark ironically questions the equality of the division of labour between the
parents.

Conclusion

By writing blogs that mix the two blog genres of “migrant” and “mommy” blogs, mothers build virtual
bridges between two countries and societies. They make certain normative borders, which relate to
mothering, visible and pay attention to non-existent ones at the same time. The normative borders of the
welfare state manifest in the everyday lives of migrant mothers and their families, and, for example,there
may be differences in the fat percentages of milk which are recommended for young children, the clothing
children ought to wear, or the differences placed on the maternal body — the breasts or the pelvis that are
given focus in maternity hospitals. A lack of borders is seen in instances of handling bullying at school or
teaching English at an early age. The borders and the lack of borders in the blog texts show how parenting,
mothering, and families are produced, interpreted, and reproduced in social encounters. Thus, the
expectations concerning parenting change not only across the welfare states but also across time (Book,
2010, p.90).

The society and its norms become visible when encountering services such as maternity hospitals and
schools. Countries and welfare states support behaviours that are compatible with the country’s economic
and social systems. Generally, this means that countries wish to have citizens who educate themselves, are
employed, pay taxes and their debts, and look after themselves and their close ones. How these aims are
attempted to be achieved becomes evident in these service encounters. For example, according to the mother



living in Turkey, responsible citizens are raised in school to be active and competitive in Turkey, whereas in
Finland, everybody’s equal participation is more strongly emphasized. This example shows how societal and
welfare state norms become visible especially when they collide with the values, practices, and aims of the
individuals concerned (see O’Reilly, 2008).

Within the study data, the mothering of these bloggers can be seen as liminal. They define themselves as
both migrant Finns and mothers. At the same time, they are Finns not living in Finland and practicing their
mothering in a context that spans nation states. Liminality indicates something that falls in-between or in a
transitional state and having fluid boundaries (Lewiecki-Wilson and Cellio, 2011). Some of the mothers also
indicate other positions that reflect their liminality, for example being a vegan, living in a reconstituted
family, being a professional in education and a mother and nearly not being able to have a child. Maybe one
of the motives to write blogs is to process these liminalities.

The discomfort and incompatibility of the differing norms across countries are visible in the blog texts. This
is shown in the decision-making processes that were presented in the texts. The bloggers wanted to make
their own choices that conformed to the norms of one or the other country, understandable and accept- able
to the blog’s readers. Especially, they are able to see, combine, and explain the variation of good parenthood
in different cultures and contexts. This is part of the concept of representational mothering, and they make
implicit comparisons between the ideology of intensive mothering and the realities of actual mothering (see
Maher and Saugeres, 2007, p.6) in a transnational context. The often-ironic style of the blog texts can be
seen as a textual style to attract and amuse readers, but this can also be seen as an acceptable way to handle
differences and difficulties in a transnational everyday life that takes place across and between two countries
and cultures (see Cappelli, 2008).

Despite the egalitarian ethos that the Finnish welfare state emphasizes, the division of labour seems to be
traditional, and this was shown when searching for data for this study: blogs written by fathers were not to be
found. In their texts, the mother bloggers are not giving fathers lead roles in parenting. Thus, the analysed
texts represent the ideas of heterosexual intimate relationships and nuclear families, which can be seen as a
norm of the “ideal family”.
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