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Introduction 
The objective of this paper is to 

discuss two innovative research di-
rections that have developed in the 
field of gender and feminist studies 
that help to analyze the transforma-
tions of citizenship in contemporary 
societies, especially in contexts of 
international immigration.

The first direction applies the 
concept of intersectionality to the 
study of citizenship (Choo and Fer-
ree 2010; Collins 1990; Crenshaw 
1991; McCall 2005; Nash 2008; 
Walby 2007). It therefore conceives 

of citizenship as a gendered, ra-
cialised and classed construction, 
grounded on a system of stratified 
rights and opportunities which differ-
entiates subjects according to their 
ethnicity and racialisation, gender 
and class position. The second is 
the micro-sociological perspective 
of ‘lived citizenship’ (Lister 2005; 
Lister et al. 2003; Lister et al. 2007), 
which focuses on the relationship 
between citizenship and everyday 
life, and deals with the different ways 
in which social actors give meaning 
to and practice the three key ele-
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ments of citizenship (namely: rights, 
belonging and participation).

In the first part of the paper, these 
two lines of research are presented 
and placed in the broader context 
of the contemporary citizenship de-
bate. In the second part, the paper 
provides an example of an empirical 
application, drawn from research 
on migrant women’s experiences 
of citizenship, carried out as part of 
my PhD studies between 2007 and 
2010. The example developed in 
this paper explores the experiences 
of migrants in relation to family re-
lationships and intimacy. It shows 
how the granting or denial of rights, 
linked to the different immigration 
statuses of these women, lead to 
unequal opportunities in terms of 
self-determination in the field of in-
timacy. 

New trends in citizenship studies
Since the end of the 1980s a wide 

debate on transformations in citizen-
ship in contemporary societies has 
unfolded in the field of social and po-
litical science (Isin and Turner 2007; 
Kymlicka and Norman 1994). Over 
the last three decades, the concept 
of citizenship has changed, pass-
ing through a process of ‘semantic 
expansion’ (Costa 1999, VII). The 
contemporary debate, therefore, 
conceives of citizenship as a condi-
tion linked to legal status, but which 
also encompasses other social and 
cultural dimensions. It involves a set 
of rights and duties, but also a set of 
social practices through which peo-

ple express their ties with the social 
and political community in which 
they live (namely, the dimension 
of participation) and, lastly, it deals 
with a collective identity, a sense of 
belonging to a community (Bellamy 
2008; Bellamy, Castiglione and San-
toro 2004; Lister et al. 2007, 8-9). I 
believe that an important contribu-
tion to the development of these 
‘new theories’ on citizenship came 
from the feminist thought (Plummer 
2003, 60-61). In fact, since the end 
of the 1980s, a large body of stud-
ies have applied the theoretical and 
political tools of gender and feminist 
research to the analysis of citizen-
ship.1 

In the following sections I pres-
ent two critical perspectives which 
have arisen within the framework 
of feminist citizenship studies, dis-
cussing what, in my opinion, seem 
to be their main innovative points 
and contributions. 

‘Lived citizenship’: a micro-soci-
ological view of citizenship

The first perspective on which I 
focus pays attention to the subjec-
tive and micro-sociological dimen-
sions of citizenship. It focuses on 
the ways in which social actors live, 
act and practice citizenship in their 
everyday lives. It is developed from 
a core of empirical works that anal-
yse the experiences of citizenship of 
different categories of social actors 
in different contexts. In outlining the 
main features of this literature, it is 
worth mentioning that one privileged 
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field of research concerns represen-
tations of citizenship and forms of 
active citizenship among younger 
generations.2 A growing interest is 
also becoming evident in relation to 
perceptions and practices of citizen-
ship among migrants.3 Other stud-
ies are not limited to specific sec-
tors of the population, but focus on 
representative samples.4 Finally, it 
is worth noting the collection of in-
ternational studies by Naila Kabeer 
(2005), on the construction of citi-
zenship ‘from below’ in various con-
texts in the global South and North.

Ruth Lister proposed the notion 
of ‘lived citizenship’ to refer to this 
new field of analysis (2005; Lister et 
al. 2003; Lister et al. 2007). Follow-
ing this author, the concept ‘is about 
how individuals understand and ne-
gotiate the three key elements of cit-
izenship: rights and responsibilities, 
belonging and participation’ (Lister 
et al. 2007, 168). In other words, the 
notion refers to ‘the meanings that 
citizenship actually has in people’s 
lives and the ways in which people’s 
social and cultural backgrounds 
and material circumstances affect 
their lives as citizens’ (Hall and Wil-
liamson 1999, 2; quot. in Lister et 
al. 2007, 167).Therefore, this per-
spective is interested in citizens 
understandings of the meanings of 
citizenship, and in subjective rep-
resentations of their position within 
the social and political community 
in which they live (e.g., do people 
perceive themselves as ‘marginal 
citizens’ or ‘good citizens’, ‘active’ 

or ‘passive citizens’, to what extent 
do they wish to hold a more cen-
tral position in society and politics, 
and so on).5 This line of research 
also focuses on the concrete prac-
tices through which people assert 
themselves as full citizens (e.g. by 
defending or expanding acquired 
rights, claiming new rights, attempt-
ing to access resources that make 
their rights substantive, participating 
in the social and political life where 
they live, and so on). 

In my view, the perspective pre-
sented above has two particularly 
innovative aspects. First, it builds a 
bridge between two areas of study 
hitherto separate: the study of citi-
zenship and the sociology of ev-
eryday life. The works mentioned 
above are an attempt to fill a clear 
empirical gap. In the contemporary 
citizenship debate, in comparison 
to the great proliferation of theories 
and normative models, the points of 
view of social actors are little inves-
tigated. Second, this perspective 
conceives of citizenship as a condi-
tion of inclusion and effective partici-
pation in a variety of spheres – the 
economic and labour sphere, the 
political sphere, the sphere of social 
relations, the family, the intimate 
sphere – paying attention to their 
daily facets. Following this view, 
individuals’ experiences and repre-
sentations of citizenship are shaped 
not only in relation to the administra-
tive apparatus of the state or insti-
tutional politics, but also in relation 
to the labour market, civil society 
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organizations, welfare services, 
family relationships, and friendships 
and other intimate relationships. In 
other words, the lived citizenship 
perspective extends the analysis 
to aspects of everyday life that are 
usually excluded in the mainstream 
debate on citizenship, since they are 
considered to be outside the ‘public’ 
sphere and  relating to the ‘private’ 
sphere. In my opinion, the geneal-
ogy with feminist thought is clear: as 
Lister also points out, ‘understand-
ing lived citizenship involves a chal-
lenge to the public-private dichoto-
my that underpinned the traditional 
association of citizenship with the 
public sphere’ (Lister 2007, 55).

Dominant models of citizenship 
are based on a particular ideologi-
cal construct: the division between 
‘public’ and ‘private’ as two separate 
and opposite spheres of individual 
and collective life. The feminist cri-
tique, as it is known, has under-
mined this conceptual construction 
(Lister 1997; Sánchez Muñoz 2000; 
Saraceno 1988; 2008; Voet 1998; 
Vogel 1998; Walby 1994). First, the 
feminist critique demonstrates the 
interconnection between these two 
spheres, emphasizing that the re-
sources produced and distributed 
in the ‘private’ or domestic domain 
affect access to and position in the 
‘public’ sphere.6 Second, the femi-
nist critique challenges the view 
of private, domestic and intimate 
spheres as non-political by defini-
tion. Equality is measured not only 
within politics, the labour market, 

education, and in relation to welfare, 
but also within the family, in intimate 
partnerships, in social and affective 
relations. 

Therefore, new issues acquire 
political relevance; relationships 
between genders, family relation-
ships, forms of living together, and 
self-determination in sexual and 
reproductive life. It makes sense to 
think about sexual and reproductive 
rights and to study lived citizenship 
in relation to the family, sexual life 
and intimacy (Evans 1993; Richard-
son 1998; 2000; Weeks 1998). The 
field is thus opened to the investiga-
tion of what Ken Plummer theorizes 
as ‘intimate citizenship’ (Plummer 
1995; 2003). By this term, the au-
thor means: 

To suggest a cluster of emerg-
ing concerns over the rights to 
choose what we do with our bod-
ies, our feelings, our identities, 
our relationships, our genders, 
our eroticisms and our represen-
tations. (Plummer 1995, 17)

Following Plummer’s definition, 
intimacy refers to individuals’ ethi-
cal stands and choices about the 
‘appropriate ways of living life with 
others’ (Plummer 2003, 84). This 
wide-ranging ‘arena of intimacies’ 
encompasses the choices and self-
determination of individuals in in-
timate, sexual, and family life, and 
the opportunity to decline relations 
within these fields according to their 
own cultural orientations and indi-
vidual preferences (Plummer 2003, 
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13-15).

Intersectional theory and citizen-
ship

The second innovative strand of 
research regards an emerging body 
of works that apply intersectional 
theory to the analysis of contempo-
rary citizenship (Choo and Ferree 
2010; Collins 1990; Crenshaw 1991; 
McCall 2005; Nash 2008; Walby 
2007). This research shows how 
dimensions of gender, age, class, 
ethnicity, national origin, sexual ori-
entation and so on, shape both a 
person’s legal status (e.g., formal 
citizenship, immigration status, and 
so on) and associated civic, social 
and political rights.7 The perspective 
developed in these contributions: 

Recognises that the specific lo-
cation of people in society – their 
group membership and categori-
cal definition by gender, nationali-
ty, religion, ethnicity, ‘race’, ability, 
age or life cycle stage – mediates 
the construction of their citizen-
ship as ‘different’ and thus deter-
mines their access to entitlements 
and their capacity to exercise in-
dependent agency. (Yuval-Davis 
and Werbner 1999, 5)

This perspective provides a fun-
damental contribution towards un-
derstanding the increasing com-
plexity of contemporary citizenship 
structure, especially in destinations 
of international migration.  

Indeed, one of the elements that 
has contributed to the growth of 

this complexity is the political man-
agement of international migration 
flows (by states and international 
and supranational organizations), 
and the presence of large numbers 
of residents of migrant origin within 
a population. Different national laws 
not only continue to establish a fun-
damental legal distinction between 
aliens and nationals, but also intro-
duce differences between migrant 
people by defining the legal forms of 
entry and leave to remain in a coun-
try, the requirements for the acqui-
sition and maintenance of a regular 
status, the rules for family reunifi-
cation, receiving welfare benefits, 
access to nationality, and so on. In 
this way, laws and politics on migra-
tion create different ‘categories’ of 
migrants, who are differentiated in 
terms of legal status. For instance, 
legal and illegal immigrants, tem-
porary or permanent residents, Eu-
ropean Union or Third-Country citi-
zens, political refugees and asylum 
seekers, and so on.8 These statuses 
are associated with different sets of 
rights and duties, and also to differ-
ent levels of security and the irre-
versibility of rights. 

Lydia Morris (2002; 2003; 2009) 
proposes the concept of ‘civic strati-
fication’ to describe this layered 
structure of differentiated rights and 
statuses; this continuum of hierar-
chical positions ranging from full 
citizenship (formal and substantive) 
to positions with no recognition nor 
enjoyment of basic rights.9 First de-
veloped by David Lockwood (1996), 
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the concept has been reformulated 
by Morris to denote: 

A system of inequality based on 
the relationship between differ-
ent categories of individuals and 
the state, and the rights thereby 
granted or denied. Central to 
such a system are the formal in-
clusions and exclusions which 
operate with respect to eligibility 
for rights and the informal gains 
and deficits that shape delivery. 
(Morris 2002, 144-145) 

The concept forms a device that 
produces different ‘gradations’ of cit-
izenship from two types of process-
es. On the one hand, the differential 
granting of rights by the state (‘civic 
inclusion or exclusion’), and on the 
other, informal mechanisms of dis-
crimination that hinder the enjoy-
ment of rights (‘civic gain or deficit’) 
(Morris 2002,7). These dynamics of 
discrimination are the result of inter-
play between different patterns of 
political regulation in the economic, 
social and cultural domains: namely, 
the welfare regime, the gender and 
care regime, the labour regime and 
the migration regime that character-
ize a particular context (Lister et al. 
2007, 2-4). 

In my opinion, Morris’ model and, 
more generally, the development 
of an intersectional perspective in-
troduces significant innovation to 
research that analyzes the links 
between international migration 
processes and changes in citizen-
ship. This line of research, however 

highly developed, suffers from two 
specific shortcomings that this per-
spective can overcome.10 

The first shortcoming regards the 
gender blindness of research on mi-
gration and citizenship. While these 
studies often recognize the influ-
ence of national origins, ethnic and 
cultural differences or class position 
in migration policies, gender and 
sexual orientation are rarely taken 
into account. Moreover, these anal-
yses tend to focus on just one or a 
few dimensions in isolation. In con-
trast, the specificity of the intersec-
tional view lies in its call to develop 
an integrated analysis of all these 
axes of inequality, paying attention 
to how they intertwine and to mutual 
construction. In this sense, the in-
tersectional perspective is useful to 
analyse how the classificatory sys-
tem present in European and na-
tional immigration policies is imbued 
with gendered and sexualised, as 
well as ethnic, cultural, and class-
based distinctions. 

The second contribution of in-
tersectional accounts of citizenship 
stems from the fact they encompass 
the dimension of substantial citizen-
ship rather than simply focusing on 
the formal level. The mainstream 
tendency within research on citizen-
ship and migration is to focus the 
analysis on aspects of legal status 
and entitlements to rights, as based 
on the legal structure. By contrast, 
the intersectional perspective on cit-
izenship, in addition to these formal 
and legal aspects, considers actual 



 120 GJSS Vol 8, Issue 2

access to rights, analyzing the ex-
tent to which people are able to ex-
ercise their social, civil, and political 
rights. It also analyzes the different 
embodiments of rights, in corre-
spondence to different locations on 
the continuum between citizens and 
non-citizens and different social po-
sitions, marked by gender, ethnicity, 
age, ability, and so on. 

Intersectionality and the study of 
lived citizenship

In my view, the two key feminist 
perspectives discussed can comple-
ment each other and be integrated 
in a common research framework. 
Such a framework lies at the core 
of the research I present in the next 
part of the article. 

This framework connects the 
macro and structural analysis of 
civic stratification with the micro-so-
ciological analysis of the individuals’ 
‘lived experiences of citizenship’. It 
pursues: 

A more holistic study of citizen-
ship, which combines analysis of 
citizenship regimes ‘from above’ 
with study of the cultural, social 
and political practices that consti-
tute lived citizenship ‘from below’ 
(Lister et al. 2007, 168). 

It is a powerful analytical tool, ca-
pable of grasping the increasingly 
stratified and unequal dynamic of 
contemporary citizenship. 

Case study and methodology 
In this second part of the paper, 

I provide an example of an applica-
tion of the research framework out-
lined above. 

The example is drawn from eth-
nographic research on everyday 
and active citizenship among a 
group of migrant women, all in-
volved in self-organized groups and 
voluntary associations based in An-
dalusia (in southern Spain). The re-
search, carried out between 2007 
and 2010, integrated two qualitative 
techniques: participant observation 
and discursive interviews. Forty mi-
grant women from 27 associations 
were interviewed. The interviewees 
came from Third Countries11 and 
new EU-27 Countries.12 They hold 
different legal statuses13 and, at the 
time of the interview, had lived in 
Spain for between 2 and 25 years.14

The research explored the sub-
jective and everyday experiences of 
these women, their paths towards 
inclusion in the receiving context, 
the consequences that the confer-
ence or limitation of rights had in 
their lives, their possibilities for ac-
tion, their ability to pursue and real-
ize their migration and life projects. 
It explored the self-representations 
of migrant women as ‘citizens’, 
‘non-citizens’ or ‘partial citizens’ in 
reaction to these processes of inclu-
sion or exclusion from the benefits 
and privileges linked to citizenship. 
The experiences of migrant women 
were analyzed in relation to various 
spheres of daily life, namely, the 
labour market and family work, the 
relationship with the administrative 
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system of the Spanish state, rela-
tionship with institutional politics, 
forms of participation in public spac-
es and civil society, family relations 
and the sphere of intimate life. 

In the next section, I present 
some key findings related to the last 
field of analysis. The women’s nar-
ratives are analysed with a focus on 
the organisation and reorganisation 
of their family lives and affective ties 
within the immigration context, as 
well as on their strategies for living 
these relationships in accordance 
with their wishes. The core analyti-
cal question deals with the conse-
quences that inclusion and exclu-
sion from rights has on the family 
and intimate lives of these women: 
in their personal experiences, self-
representations and self-determina-
tion in the intimate sphere. A second 
objective of the analysis is to under-
line the similarities and differences 
among these experiences, connect-
ing them the different positions the 
women occupy within the stratified 
structure of statuses and rights that 
characterises the Spanish context. 

Migrant women’s experiences of 
intimate citizenship 

As already mentioned, the con-
cept of intimate citizenship has 
been proposed to account for a 
transformation in the contents and 
meanings of citizenship in contem-
porary societies. It highlights how 
life choices and issues related to 
the intimate dimension of existence 
– questions commonly regarded as 

private – are increasingly subject to 
public regulation: through state poli-
cies, but also through the produc-
tion of discourses and public narra-
tives on identities and other ‘moral 
struggles’ and their circulation in the 
spheres of the media, civil society, 
and politics (Plummer 2003, 95-
116).The power of this public regu-
lation, and especially state regula-
tion, is stronger and more evident 
for migrants and migrant women. 
The stories collected show how mi-
grant women are obliged to negoti-
ate their projects and expectations 
related to family life and their rela-
tionships with partners and children 
within a field of possibilities whose 
borders are limited by law. This 
frame of ‘institutional discrimination’ 
(Cachón Rodríguez 1995; 2009), 
resulting from immigration laws and 
policies, constrains their ability to 
self-determination in relation to inti-
mate aspects of their lives.

The Spanish rules governing fam-
ily reunification place restrictions on 
the right to family unity, limiting en-
joyment of this right to those who ful-
fil certain requirements.15 According 
to Spanish law, the non-EU citizen 
who wants to apply for family reuni-
fication must have resided legally 
in Spain for at least one year and 
be in possession of an independent 
residence permit of at least another 
year.16 He or she must also dem-
onstrate to have sufficient financial 
resources and adequate housing. 
In addition, in cases of reunification 
of spouses, Spanish law gives the 
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reunited person a residence permit, 
but not a work permit.17 In this way, it 
tends to produce a state of economic 
and legal dependency among these 
people and implicitly assumes that 
most are women (Gil Araújo 2010; 
Mestre i Mestre 1999; 2005). These 
norms seem to shape roles and re-
lationships within the family (in par-
ticular, relations between spouses) 
in line with the model of the single-
income nuclear family, based on the 
rigid division between roles related 
to production (male) and reproduc-
tion (female). In my view, this ten-
dency provides a glimpse of the ex-
tent to which Spanish immigration 
policies are rooted in and reflect the 
gendered divide between the pub-
lic and private spheres. However, 
Spain is not an isolated case: differ-
ent contributions have pointed out 
the gendered dimension of immigra-
tion management in EU countries 
(Lister et al. 2007; Kofman 2004; 
Kraler and Bonizzoni 2010). In this 
view, migrant men and women are 
cast in different roles and charged 
with different tasks and responsibili-
ties, linked to productive and repro-
ductive work. They are thus placed 
in different locations within the strat-
ified system of statuses, rights and 
duties which constitute the space of 
citizenship. 

In this frame, migrant women’s 
choices concerning intimate life 
(for instance, the choice to divorce 
a spouse who facilitated their entry 
into Spain) appear to be bound to 
advantages and disadvantages per-

taining to residence documents, as 
well as chances of economic inde-
pendence outside the family. For ex-
ample, Juana recounts how concern 
over losing her regular status made 
it more difficult for her to decide to 
leave her husband:18 

Yes, things weren’t going that well 
but... I put up with it a bit, I tried... 
well, at the beginning, you know... 
Apart from... what would I have 
done alone? Why create prob-
lems for myself [I told myself] that 
I didn’t even have a job. And then 
that I wasn’t so smart! [...] I was 
afraid of losing my permit. 
[Int. 21, 45 year old from Equato-
rial Guinea, lives alone, has three 
children]

While concerns over economic 
independence can be seen as a 
widespread experience linked to the 
women’s structural disadvantage in 
the Spanish labour market, the con-
cern for ‘documents’ is something 
that marks a distance between the 
experiences of migrant women (es-
pecially from Third Countries) and 
native women.19 

Aside from cases of family reuni-
fiction, more general rules governing 
the entry and residence of non-EU 
people also seek to steer family and 
intimate choices when taking into 
account administrative constraints. 
In a context of restrictive rules, mar-
riage with a Spanish or EU citizen 
is one of the easiest ways to ac-
cess residence and, later, national-
ity. The choice to marry may thus be 
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made not only to follow a personal 
project or desire (for instance, giv-
ing the relationship a socially rec-
ognized form, promising eternal 
love or whatever else leads people 
to marry), but to acquire a more 
secure and beneficial legal status. 
For instance, Bibiana is a woman 
from a Latin American country who 
moved to Spain some years ago to 
move in with her partner (the man 
who was her husband at the time of 
the interview). In her narrative of her 
early time in Spain, the way in which 
she accounts for the decision to get 
married, despite wishing simply to 
live together, stands out:

In April, I met this man. [...] And 
we carried on, as boyfriend and 
girlfriend, for a year and a half. 
[...] And then we decided that ... 
either we end it or I would come 
here [to Spain]. [...] So we de-
cided that I would come, that we 
would live together, so we could 
see how things went. And… we 
got married. Obviously, because 
otherwise how could I manage 
with the documents? [...] My idea, 
of course, was not to sit around 
with my arms folded, it was to find 
a job and do something. But since 
I was not really young, it was ‘96 
I was ... if I’m 43 now ... well, in 
short, there was no other way.
[Int. 16, 43 year old, from Colom-
bia, lives with partner and one 
child]

These excerpts from the inter-
views suggest that Spanish migra-

tion politics can drive non-EU mi-
grant women to build and maintain 
family forms and arrangements that 
approximate the model of a nuclear 
family, that is based on marriage (in 
the ‘traditional’ form, i.e. heterosex-
ual marriage) and on the gendered 
division of productive and reproduc-
tive work between the partners. A 
condition of dependency is created 
- a dependency that, as we have 
seen, is not just economic, but also 
legal. This element marks a strong 
inequality between migrants (at 
least until naturalization) and native 
people. Yet, it also introduces differ-
ences and inequalities among mi-
grants themselves, since the power 
of these constraints and the extent 
of the limitation of rights differs ac-
cording to the socio-economic and 
migratory profile of the woman. In 
particular, it depends on her na-
tional origin and the economic and 
professional position she occupies 
in Spain. First, most restrictions of 
rights concern non-EU migrants, 
distinguishing their condition from 
that of EU migrants. Then, among 
Third Countries, women from for-
mer colonies (Equatorial Guinea, 
the Phillippines and Latin Ameri-
can countries) can to some extent 
escape the condition of forced de-
pendency and avoid the ‘problem’ 
of documents with regard to their 
intimate and family choices. Span-
ish law facilitates the acquisition of 
Spanish nationality for these wom-
en, who can apply for naturalization 
after two years of legal residence in 
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the country.20 This means that, at a 
relatively ‘early’ stage of their life in 
Spain, they have a possible way out 
of rights limitation. This is a concrete 
consequence of a ‘preference for 
origin’ clause in the Spanish legisla-
tion (Agrela Romero and Gil Araújo 
2005).21 However, this strategy for 
escaping family dependency and 
rights restrictions is only available 
for women who enter the country 
legally and have resided in Spain 
for the whole required period (two 
years). A norm that entails an ‘eth-
nic preference’ is thus revealed to 
exclude some categories of people 
as a result of their immigration sta-
tus and, although not directly, their 
economic and professional position. 
Indeed, the analysis of women’s 
narratives also revealed elements 
of heterogeneity in the women’s 
experiences linked to their different 
social and immigration profiles. The 
constraints and opportunities that 
migrant women meet with in their ef-
forts to build relationships and fami-
lies according to their wishes are of 
varied types and strengths. 

The narratives of women in re-
lation to intimate citizenship seem 
to be organized around two main 
issues. In a first group of stories, 
the experience of migration is seen 
as providing opportunities for self-
development and realization in inti-
mate and family life. In another set 
of interviews, the central feature is 
the experience of living far from chil-
dren and partner. The narratives in 
the first group reveal women who, 

in the context of immigration, have 
been able to build a kind of family, 
to live a life with their partners, re-
moved from the dominant models of 
their original countries. Women who 
have decided to postpone children, 
who have built a family with a same-
sex partner, or who have been able 
to establish a relationship based on 
equality with a partner who shares 
the same gender values and ‘makes 
her happier’ [int 10]. For instance 
Latifa has chosen to wait and have 
children only after her postgraduate 
studies. In this case, being far away 
from her family reduces the social 
pressure for her (and her husband) 
to have children sooner, and helps 
them maintain a choice that is an 
unconventional one in terms of her 
social background:

And I’m sorry, when I meet them 
[her former classmates, also Mo-
roccan], to see that they haven’t 
finished their studies and have a 
life … that is not what they want-
ed. Okay, for them it’s different, 
they live a different life, because 
they got married, have children… 
well, I‘m married too! [laughs] but 
for now ... I prefer to wait [to have 
children]. And sometimes, yes, on 
holiday, when you go on holiday 
[to Morocco] and there’s the aunt 
who says: ‘When do you think 
you’ll have children?’ But for now, 
okay, we’re fine, here we‘re fine. 
[Int. 18, 35 year old, from Moroc-
co, lives with her partner, no chil-
dren]
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The women who express these 
kinds of narratives are mostly 
young, or came to Spain at a young 
age with the intention of living their 
lives in a foreign country, in an un-
familiar context. For many of these 
women, leaving their country of ori-
gin coincided with their exit from the 
family of origin: their migration was 
linked to the transition from youth to 
adulthood. For others, the migration 
project seems to be related to other 
points of transition: for instance, the 
end of a relationship or marriage, 
the search for ‘independence’, the 
desire to ‘start a new life’. As far as 
their immigrant status is concerned, 
it is worth pointing out that most are 
regular residents (with a residence 
permit for family, work or study rea-
sons).

In the second group of narratives, 
distance from the family has a nega-
tive connotation, since more space 
is dedicated to the experience of 
distance or transnational mother-
hood and the difficulties in obtaining 
reunification with children. In these 
stories, a sense of injustice emerg-
es in relation to what is perceived as 
the ‘removal’ of an important part of 
their lives: the deprivation of affec-
tion, the impossibility to share daily 
life with their family, not seeing their 
children grow. For instance, talking 
about her first years in Spain, when 
she was an irregular live-in domes-
tic worker, Mara said: 

And then I’ll tell you something, 
thinking of my daughter... whom 
I left in my country for three and 

a half years, with my husband... 
and I woke up, looked at the 
clock hoping that the hours and 
days would pass: another day 
has passed, and another… And 
so I waited to be able to see my 
family ... [...] I missed my family 
very much, my daughter, my hus-
band, my family […] Do you un-
derstand? It was like that for three 
years, and I realized that nothing 
in this world, nothing at all, mon-
ey... nothing is worth that. The 
years of my daughter’s life that I 
lost… I can never get them back. 
[Int. 11, 35 year old, from Roma-
nia, lives with partner and one 
child]

These experiences show to 
what extent immigration laws can 
undermine self-determination in 
the intimate fields of life. Strong 
constraints are imposed on these 
women, as they are unable to main-
tain the closeness of their affective 
ties, to restore the family unit in the 
context of immigration, to positively 
combine economic needs and affec-
tive needs, their need to find a job 
abroad and their wish to live a full 
family life. These difficulties are ex-
acerbated for women with irregular 
status, irregular workers, or women 
who are employed in domestic ser-
vice cohabiting with their employers, 
since they cannot usually meet the 
legal requirements for child (or part-
ner) reunification (conditions related 
to income and housing, and regard-
ing the possession of a regular and 
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independent residence permit). The 
greater restrictions on family rights 
that these categories of migrant 
women experience are the conse-
quences of discrimination on the ba-
sis of class and economic position 
encapsulated in Spanish migration 
laws and politics. Indeed, Spanish 
laws (in this example, the rules for 
family unification) create different 
categories of migrants on the basis 
of class, economic and professional 
condition and buying power, and se-
lect those who are entitled to enjoy 
the civil right to a family (those who 
have regular employment, an in-
come sufficient for the maintenance 
of dependents and so on) and those 
who are not (Gil Aráujo 2010).

 On one hand, the selection of in-
coming migrants (e.g. the reunited 
family members of existing resi-
dent migrants) on the basis of their 
economic status aims to guarantee 
that the family unit will not ‘weigh’ 
on the Spanish welfare system. In 
this sense, these processes of se-
lection draw on a protectionist and 
‘chauvinistic’ discourse on welfare 
(Habermas 1998:636). On the other 
hand, this form of rights restriction 
also reveals a utilitarian logic, since 
it seems to respond to the structural 
demand for a flexible labour force 
for the care and domestic work sec-
tor, typical of the Spanish welfare 
system. This ‘mediterranean’ and 
‘familistic’ welfare system is marked 
by an imbalance in the distribution 
of care responsibilities between the 
State, the family and the market. 

Within these fields, care tasks are 
also unequally distributed between 
genders, generations, different 
socio-economic layers and, more 
recently, different ethnic/national 
origins (native and migrant people, 
migrants from different countries). 
In this frame, these migrant wom-
en represent a valuable ‘resource’ 
for the Spanish labour market and, 
more specifically, for the niche of 
care and domestic work: a sector 
that demands workers with particu-
lar availability, among other quali-
ties. The live-in domestic worker 
symbolises the ‘ideal’ profile re-
quired by this sector: a person (usu-
ally a woman) who is temporarily 
forced to free herself from daily care 
tasks for her own family, and who 
does not need any work-family bal-
ance.

Therefore, although I have shown 
that restrictive Spanish migration 
laws often drive migrant women to 
reproduce family and couple rela-
tionships in ways that seem to ad-
here to ‘traditional’ models (as long 
as they are based on marriage, 
and on the gendered division of 
productive and reproductive work), 
I also wish to point out that this is 
no longer the case for women who 
produce this second group of narra-
tives. When the family as a space 
of affection, love and care conflicts 
with the logics and requirements of 
Spanish welfare, labour and care 
regimes, migrant women can be 
forced to live a disjunction between 
physical proximity, love and care. 
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They must rearticulate care outside 
the context of shared daily life, and 
rely on alternative care providers 
for their children (e.g.: a relative or 
a childcare institution). These are 
arrangements that are far from nor-
mal in the ‘traditional’ model of the 
nuclear family. 

In this frame, the infringement of 
the right to family unity expressed 
by this second group of women be-
comes the measure of their partial 
citizenship status in Spanish soci-
ety. At the same time, the experi-
ence of ‘transnational motherhood’ 
testifies both to their ability to stra-
tegically rearticulate care and family 
life in a context of restrictive rules, 
and to the disadvantaged position 
they occupy in ‘survival circuits’ 
(Sassen 2003a; 2003b) and global 
care chains (Ehrenreich and Hoch-
schild 2003; Parreñas 2001).

Conclusion 
In this analysis of the experi-

ences of intimate citizenship, we 
have seen that immigration policies 
strongly constrain migrant women’s 
self-determination in family and 
intimate life, and limit some civil 
freedoms and intimate rights (e.g., 
family rights). This marks a strong 
element of inequality between mi-
grants and native people, since the 
power of public regulation is greater 
for the formers than for the latter, 
even in the intimate field. However, 
it also introduces inequalities be-
tween migrant women, and leads to 
different experiences. In this vein, 

we have seen that the women’s ac-
counts and narratives vary greatly 
depending on social and immigra-
tion profile, and their position in the 
structure we have called ‘civic strati-
fication’. As explained, this term re-
fers to the stratified structure of le-
gal status, rights and opportunities, 
in which the material and symbolic 
resources necessary for full citizen-
ship are unevenly distributed (Me-
lucci 2000). 

For some women, the immigra-
tion context seems to open up new 
opportunities and freedoms: the 
focal points of their narratives are 
the empowering outcomes of mi-
gration and their increased capac-
ity for self-determination in the new 
context. In other words, we can say 
that these women experience the 
inclusive side of citizenship. Other 
women, however, experience the 
power of exclusion of contemporary 
citizenship, prevented from enjoy-
ing the right to family life and forced 
to choose between their economic 
needs and their affective needs. We 
can say that state laws strongly limit 
their possibilities to choose and live 
‘the life they want’ [int. 5].

The analysis presented in the sec-
ond part of the paper shows how the 
theoretical framework elaborated in 
my research allows the implications 
of inclusion or exclusion from full 
citizenship rights for different sub-
jects to be grasped, particularly by 
linking their structural position (the 
macro level of analysis) to their ev-
eryday practices and lived experi-
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ences (the micro level). Moreover, 
the theoretical and empirical analy-
sis discussed in this paper is based 
on a definition of citizenship seen 
not only as a matter of legal status 
and formal rights, but also as a con-
dition related to people’s everyday 
experiences in multiple domains: 
social, political, work, family and the 
intimate sphere. From this point of 
view, empirical studies of citizenship 
should pay attention to substantive 
rights within each of these areas, 
as well as to the dimension of self-
determination. A feminist-oriented 
analysis of citizenship should con-
sider how far people have ‘the abil-
ity to exercise control over their own 
lives’ and bodies, what level of ac-
cess they have to the material and 
symbolic resources necessary for 
their well-being, and how far they 
are able to choose between differ-
ent life options (Kabeer 2005:11).

In addition, the perspective pro-
posed in this work conceives of citi-
zenship as a construction in which 
different subjects cooperate: people 
who enjoy the legal and symbolic 
recognition of their belonging to the 
community and have full citizenship 
rights (formal ‘citizens’), but also 
those who aspire to such recogni-
tion and who are partially or entirely 
excluded from citizenship benefits 
(‘marginal citizens’, non-citizens, 
and so on). Placing the analysis 
within this framework, it is possible 
to address citizenship in relation to 
subjectivities and dimensions of in-
dividual and collective life conven-

tionally excluded from mainstream 
definitions of the concept. 

Therefore, in the research pre-
sented in this paper, it was possible 
to investigate citizenship in relation 
to migrant women’s personal and 
intimate experiences. It was pos-
sible to question the conditions and 
perceptions of citizenship among 
subjects who, in most of cases, 
were not – or not yet – formal citi-
zens, and who were located at the 
margins or in ‘borderline’ positions 
(insiders/outsiders) within the gen-
dered, ethnicised and classed struc-
ture of citizenship of Spain. 

Endnotes
1 For an overview, see: Bonacchi and 
Groppi (1993); Lister (1997); List-
er et al. (2007); Voet (1998); Vogel 
(1998); Walby (1994); Zincone (1992).

2 See: with reference to the British 
context: France, Meredith and Sandu 
(2007); Hall and Coffey (2007); Hall, 
Coffey and Williamson (1998); Lister 
(2005); Lister et al. (2003); Smith et al. 
(2005).  For the Spanish context: Morán 
Calvo Sotelo and Benedicto (2003). 
For Italy: Colombo (2009); Colombo, 
Domaneschi and Marchetti (2009).

3 With special regard to migrant wom-
en, see the comparative analysis 
by Erel (2009) on migrant women in 
Great Britain and Germany, by Lister 
et al. (2007, 137-165) on migrant care 
and domestic workers in Sweden, 
Great Britain and Spain; the study 
of migrant domestic workers in Can-
ada by Stasiulis and Bakan (2005).
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4 For the British context see Pattie, Seyd 
and Whiteley (2004); Dwyer (2000; 
2002); see also the comparative study 
on Great Britain and the United States 
by Conover, Crewe and Searing (1991).

5 And also ‘non-citizens’ understandings, 
as I will explain in the next paragraph.

6 Essential resources for the pres-
ence and participation of women and 
men in politics, civil society, the la-
bour market, and education are, for 
instance: time (Leccardi 2009), and 
psychological and physical wellbeing. 
Both entail a particular need for self-
determination in reproductive choices.

7For an overview, see: Abraham et al. 
(2010); Kambouri and Zavos (2010); 
Kofman (1995; 2002); Kraler (2010); 
Lister et al. (2007); Lutz (1997); Lutz, 
Phoenix and Yuval-Davis (1995); Mor-
ris (2002); Rottmann and Ferree (2008); 
Yuval-Davis and Werbner (1999).  

8 The term ‘denizen’ has been pro-
posed to indicate the legal figure of the 
permanent resident who enjoys exten-
sive civil, social and economic rights, 
but who is denied full political rights 
(Brubaker 1989; Hammar 1990; Heisler 
and Heisler 1986; Layton-Henry 1990).

9 Marco Martiniello (1994, 42-44) propos-
es the term ‘margizens’; Alessandro Dal 
Lago (1999) speaks of ‘non-persons’.

10 For an overview, see: Aleinikoff and 
Klusmeyer (2000a; 2000b); Bauböck 
(1994; 2006); Castles and Davidson 
(2000); Giraurdon and Lahav (2000); 
Joppke (1998; 1999); Koopmans et al. 
(2005); Martiniello (1995); Soysal (1994).

11 More specifically, 15 interviewees 
came from Latin American countries 
(Colombia, Chile, Ecuador, Bolivia, 
Paraguay, the Dominican Repub-
lic and Brazil), 13 women came from 
Morocco, 3 from Equatorial Guinea 
and 1 from Nigeria, and 1 woman 
came from Eastern Europe (Ukraine). 

12 Countries that became mem-
bers of the European Union in 
2007, including Romania, from 
where 7 of the interviewees came. 

13 At the time of the interview, most of the 
women held different kinds of residence 
permits (first residence and work permit, 
which lasts 2 years; renewed residence 
and work permit – another 2 years; res-
idence permit without authorization to 
work; permanent residence permit; EU 
citizen’s permit; permission to stay as 
a student); some had Spanish nation-
ality or double nationality; a few were 
illegal immigrants without documents. 

14 In more detail: at the time of the in-
terview, 6 women had lived in Spain for 
two years or less; 9 for between three 
and five years; 15 between six and nine 
years; 8 from ten to twenty years and 
2 women for more than twenty years.

15 Ley Orgánica 4/2000 (sections 
from 16 to 18) and Real Decreto 
2393/2004 (sections from 38 to 44).

16 An authorization that does not depend 
on the residence permit of a relative.

17 The work permit can be requested 
later in the presence of a job offer. This 
arrangement pushes to enter into the 
irregular or informal occupational mar-
ket, or to stay out of the labour market. 
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18 All names are fictional.

19 However, some differences can still be 
seen between non-EU migrant women 
and others. The first are subject to many 
legal restrictions in terms of their entry 
and mobility in the labour market. They 
also occupy a more disadvantaged 
position in the Spanish labour market 
than native women (Cachón Rodríguez 
2007; Perjures, Paella, and Cavalcanti 
2008; Solé and Parella Rubio 2003).

20The requirement for other non-
EU citizens is ten years; four 
years for EU citizens, five for 
refugees and asylum seekers. 

21 This is an example of the creation of 
migrant categories on the basis of cul-
tural similarity or distance. Many states 
facilitate entry and settlement for people 
considered similar to their own popula-
tion from a linguistic and religious point 
of view, or in terms of ethnic and ‘racial’ 
criteria. Many states also seek to facili-
tate the acquisition or recovery of formal 
citizenship for those who can demon-
strate descent from one of their nation-
als (Joppke 2005; Thränhardt 2000).
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