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Introduction

In recent decades, following the feminiza-
tion of the migratory flow, there has been an
incremental increase in the number of women
migrating to work abroad rather than simply
to join their families in the host country. Fre-
quently, these women are employed in the
home care sector abroad and, having left their
children in their home countries, send home
remittances to raise the living standard of their
families. 

Within the area of study of international
migration, recent interest has focused on the
impact of migration on the family of origin,
part of which (Parreñas, 2001; Keough, 2006;
Foamete-Ducu, 2011; Castagnone et alt., 2007;
Decimo, 2005; Søresen, 2005; Sotelo e
Avila,1997) supports the theory that, within
the transnational family,  continuity more than
a fracture characterizes the relationship be-
tween mother and children. 

However, public opinion often blames
mothers for abandoning their children, shap-
ing  what I will call the “official discourse” to-

ward “left behind” children which is paterna-
listic and stigmatizes their parents, particularly
mothers. 

There is also a significant amount of local
research, conducted by international organi-
zations and local NGOs working in the social
services sector, which stresses the negative im-
pact that the mother's migration has on the life
of the child. As noted by Castagnone (et al.,
2007), this research, even if important, repre-
sents the point of view of people working in
the sector but does not demonstrate with em-
pirical evidence whether negative affects on
the life of the child originates from the
mother's migration or if they originate from
other factors, like violence, alcoholism, eco-
nomical deprivation and so on.

Still, examples of literature which takes as
a central focus the point of view and the
agency of children inside the transnational
family are very few, as most research is con-
ducted from an adult centric point of view. In
this paper, I will critically analyse the dis-
course surrounding the category of left behind
children with reference to Romanian as a case
study, and starting from the point of view of
children. 
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I will first introduce the research context,
methodology and the literature review guiding
my study. Next, I will offer a critical assessment
of the public discourse, which I call “official
discourse”, on left behind children highlighting
how, in Romania as in other parts of the world,
there is a stigmatization of migrating parents,
particularly of the mothers. 

This will be followed with ethnographic
evidence. Here I will present some case studies
highlighting how the situations of children
with one or both parents leaving abroad vary.
Although the emotional struggle caused by the
distance is not something which can be easily
alleviated, the intensity of this affliction de-
pends often on their family background.  

Moreover, the role of children within
transnational families is not passive but active,
not static but dynamic, and children often ex-
perience different positions and roles within
their families as well as in different spatial loca-
tions, at home and in host countries. Therefore,
while observing the migrating flow of families
I analysed, I conclude that we cannot always
define these children as “left behind” and, in
the case of Borşa, for example, it is perhaps
more adequate to define such children as
“transmigrant” and their childhood as a
“transnational one.” 

Nevertheless, the transnationalism of their
lives, as well as their parents’ lives, is described
here as a necessity rather than as an opportu-
nity.

THE RESEARCH CONTEXT 

The ethnographic research1 was carried
out in Romania, in two main areas: Romanian
Moldavia, particularly the small villages of
Buruineieşti  and Liteni, with some case studies
in Roman and Iaşi; and the Maramureş region,
in the small town of Borşa. By means of ethno-
graphic methodologies like in-depth inter-
views, participant observations and focus
groups, I conducted ethnographic interviews ,
particularly with children and teenagers with a
family experience of migration, and with their

caretakers. In order to properly contextualize
materials collected in the various areas, I con-
tacted some institutional officials like mayors
of Buruineieşti and Borşa, some municipal
clerks responsible for civil affairs and welfare,
school principals, some teachers and psychol-
ogists, the employment centre in Iaşi and vari-
ous civil society associations which support
transnational families. 

The two areas in Romania where I con-
ducted my ethnographies , the Romanian Mol-
davia and the small town of Borşa in the
Maramureş region, are two places character-
ized by strong migration flows and by very dif-
ferent historical, political and economic
backgrounds. The choice of two areas with very
different socio-economic backgrounds allowed
me to highlight how the individual experiences
of left behind children are strongly shaped by
the family backgrounds and the socio-cultural
contexts of belonging. 

Indeed, the migration of parents has very
different consequences for children's experi-
ences in the two contexts. In Buruineieşti, left
behind children experience greater distress and
have more social behaviour problems, but
often, the departure of their parents is only one
of the causes of their distress. The majority of
children interviewed in Buruineieşti came
from families that were either mono parental,
marked by parental alcoholism, or in which the
mother or father had a relationship with one
other partner even before migration.  Addi-
tionally, these families were very poor.

Starting with this background, it is clear
that the migration of parents cannot be seen as
the sole cause of children's distress but it is
rather one more factor inside the kaleidoscope
of hardships which  they unfortunately have to
face. In Borşa the children interviewed were
not as much affected by their parents' depar-
ture and said they relied on the solid network
of their extended families.  

Romanian Moldavia, located in the north-
east part of the country, is a rural and disad-
vantaged area with a high percentage of
migrating people. For people from this area,
migration is not a new experience. During so-
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cialism, many of them were forced to migrate
from the countryside to other cities in the
country due to the massive industrialization
of the 1970s and 1980s. During the 1990s,
most of the state factories closed down and,
consequently, many Romanians came back to
live in the countryside of Romanian Moldavia
or began to migrate abroad. Social problems
and the breakdown of families increased after
the fall of the communist regime, but are
rooted in the past. 

Buruineieşti is a small village in Roman-
ian Moldavia with a very poor economy which
was seriously affected by the floods in 2008.
The family structure I observed there is
weaker and more disorganized and, as a con-
sequence, migration has led to a further weak-
ening of family connections. In Buruineieşti,
alcoholism, youth delinquency and other so-
cial problems have a greater influence than in
the other contexts analysed.

The town of Borşa, located in Maramureş
region, has a very different story altogether.
Here, too, people started migrating immedi-
ately after the fall of the past regime and the
migration flow increased gradually after the
closing of the town’s mine, which was the main
employment centre for the inhabitants. Even
in communist times, this small town was fairly
rich. The miners, albeit mere labourers, were
actually a particularly well paid category of
employees. During the communist regime, the
Maramureş region managed to maintain rela-
tively greater autonomy  than other areas and
avoided the socialization of private property.
Here, the extended family plays a fundamen-
tal role in the adults’ migration process. Even
the type of migration is more circular in na-
ture, with parents leaving and returning many
times during the year. Those with stable resi-
dency abroad try to have their children rejoin
them in the host society. There is a large num-
ber of children in town, the so-called re-mi-
grants, who lived with their parents abroad for
certain periods and then came back to Borşa
to live with their grandparents, who have a
fundamental role in the transnational family.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This work follows two specific fields of
study, on the one hand, the literature on
transnationalism and on the other, the litera-
ture on sociology and anthropology of child-
hood. The term 'transnationalism', which has
brought about an important debate in the re-
cent scientific literature on migrations, was
first used by the anthropologists Glick Shiller,
Bash and Blanc-Szanton (1992: 1) to indicate:
“the process through which immigrants build
social fields that link together their country of
origin and their country of settlement. Immi-
grants who build such social fields are de-
signed 'transmigrants'”.

In this process, the immigrants establish
connections and social spaces which actually
transcend national borders. The studies on
migration which favour the transnationalist
perspective, rather than being focused on
more traditional topics regarding the country
of origin and the adjustment of immigrants in
the host country, emphasize instead the rela-
tions established between the origin and host
countries, analysing how such bi-directional
links and flows build social fields which tran-
scend national borders.

It is not my intention to list here the con-
siderable number of studies dealing with the
theoretical analysis of the notion of transna-
tionalism (Portes, Guarnizo e Landolt, 1999;
Kivisto, 2001; Levitt, 2001, Portes, 2003; Levitt
e Glick Schiller, 2004; Vertovec, 2004) nor to
critically reinterpret such  a notion (Waldinger
and Fitgerald, 2004).

The studies in this school of thought were
not exclusively focused on analysing the
transnational lives of migrants, but also the so-
cial phenomena in various aspects of their
lives, like religious beliefs, economic and polit-
ical connections, and affectionate and caring
bonds, an aspect which was of particular in-
terest to me as object of my research. 

The studies on transnational families have
been particularly focused on the analysis of re-
lations between immigrant parents and the
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offspring left behind and on the reconfigura-
tion of gender roles inside the couple. Impor-
tant contributions come from researchers
concerned with the migration between United
States and Mexico (Hondanegneu- Sotelo and
Avila, 1997, Herrera Lima, 2001, Dreby, 2007,
Boehm, 2008), Parreñas (2001, 2005) which
analysed the Philippine case, and Michelle and
Moran (2008) presenting the case of
Guatemala. 

A growing number of studies also deal
with the migration from East European coun-
tries to Italy, with particular emphasis on the
'femminization' of such migration, on the in-
ternationalization of welfare and on the conse-
quences of care drain in origin countries
(Castagnone et al., 2007; Torre, 2008; Piperno,
2007; Ambrosini and Boccagni, 2007, Vlase,
2006).

Even though children are not generally the
focus of migration research studies, they cer-
tainly are at the centre of transnational family
life. The studies that focus on the condition of
childhood within the migration process have
tended to focus on second generations and, as
such, on the process of assimilation in the host
country, on learning of the language, and on
school integration (e.g., Ogbu, 1989; Fernàn-
dez and Schauffler, 1996; Portes and Rumbaut,
2001; Gibson, 1997; Smith et al., 2003). 

Studies on transnationalism, even those
that focus on the transnational family and the
effects of adults’ migration on children (Dreby
2006; Gamburd 2000; Hondagneu-Sotelo,
2007; Hondagneu-Sotelo and Avila 2007; Par-
reñas  2005), have been conducted from an
adult-centric perspective, considering only the
adults’ point of view. Instead, the body of liter-
ature which analyses the point of view and the
agency of children within their parents’ migrat-
ing process, while considering their point of
view as social actors inside transnational fam-
ilies, is, indeed, very scarce (Boehm, 2008,
Orellana et al, 2001;  Meredith and  Shandy,
2008, Dreby, 2007).

This final point relates to the second field
of study approached by my work, i.e. that of
studies on anthropology and the sociology of

childhood. This theoretical perspective revis-
its in a critical manner the content of the no-
tion of childhood, considering it as a social
construction and highlighting how children are
competent social actors capable of acting on
their own behalf at much earlier ages than is
generally considered (James and Prout, 1997;
Jenks, 1982; Qvortup, 1990; Panter-Brick and
Smith, 2000; Hill and Tisdall, 1997; Hutchby
and Moran-Ellis, 1998; Waksler, 1991). Let us
now consider some seminal works in the can-
non of this theoretical approach in order to
better understand the context of left behind
children. 

First of all, the critical revisiting of the no-
tion of childhood emphasizes how this period
of life is only partially characterized by biolog-
ical factors and how it is instead, in many as-
pects, culturally determined. Furthermore, a
critique of the modern Western model of child-
hood reveals how it takes the child as 'innocent,
non-competent and dependent, and as sepa-
rated from the adults' world rather than an in-
dependent social agent. Boyden (1977)
emphasizes that this model and these images
of childhood are far from universal, but rather
a product of the history and culture of Europe
and North America.

This model of childhood is more a prod-
uct of the history and culture of Europe and
North America, developed during the indus-
trial revolution, and which evolved with the
growing number of schooled children and an

increasing interest in the child (Boyden, 1977)2.
As Ariès (1962) notes in his book 'Centuries of
Chidhood', in the Europe of the Middle Ages,
the concept of childhood was entirely different
and, in fact, children, once weaned, were al-
ready persons receiving responsibilities and no
different than adults. Therefore, there are dif-
ferent approaches to the care and protection of
children and the current Western model of
child development as a natural and universal
stage of the life cycle and its definition in terms
of chronological age is, thus, not the only one
(James, 1998; James, Jenks and Prout, 1998).
James and Prout (eds) (1990). Nevertheless,
this model of ‘ideal childhood’ (Boyden, 1977:
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202) has been exported to the South, particu-
larly after the almost universal ratification of
the UN Convention of the Rights of the Child,
which determines a globalization of this par-
ticular concept of childhood. The Western
model of childhood as James and Prout (1997)
say, cannot be universal due to the fact that
childhood is not a fixed notion determined by
biological and psychological factors, but rather
a ‘social construction’ which appears in a vari-
ety of forms in different spaces and times.  

Following such a model, the child can
fully develop his capabilities by the age of
eighteen only if adults offer him care, protec-
tion, and happiness. The child is seen as an in-
nocent being, needing protection, completely
dependent on adults, which have towards him
an economic and moral responsibility (Ennew,
1995; James, Jenks and Prout 1998; Qvortup,
1996). Therefore, there are different ap-
proaches to the children’s care and protection
and the current Western model of child devel-
opment as a natural and universal stage of the
life cycle and its definition in terms of chrono-
logical age is, thus, not the only one.

A second element I consider central to my
work is the view that children should be seen
as competent social agents and as beings able
to act in their own right within their own so-
cial world. To consider the child as a compe-
tent social agent means to question the
perspective on children and childhood propa-
gated by developmental psychology and by so-
cialization theory. Indeed, for the latter, the
child is conceived of as an object in the social
process by which an ‘immature, irrational, in-
competent, asocial, a-cultural’ being becomes
an adult, only then becoming ‘mature, ra-
tional, competent, social and autonomous’
(James and Prout, 1997: 13). This traditional
notion of socialization is criticized, because it
obscures some very significant aspects of the
children’s and adults' social behaviour (Wak-
ler 1991: 20). As Berger (1991: 7) stated: “The
child, even the very young infant, is not a pas-
sive victim of socialization. He resists it, par-
ticipates in it, and collaborates with it to
varying degrees. Socialization is a reciprocal

process in the sense that not only the social-
ized but the socializer are affected by it". From
this we can draw that the child, through his or
her own activity, in everyday life and through
the construction of relationships, modifies the
same notion of childhood, thus contributing
to the challenges of the society in which he or
she lives.

At last, a conspicuous number of studies
are dedicated to the ways of conducting re-
search involving children, invalidating the
adult-centric point of view (Hutchby and
Moran-Ellis, 1998). In fact, childhood studies
have always been conducted from the adults'
perspective without taking into consideration
the point of view of the children themselves.
These studies have an ethnocentric perspec-
tive and should be criticized because the child
is incorporated as an unheard category and
their voice remain unheard. Indeed, like the
study of women, "the history of the study of
childhood in the social sciences has been
marked not by absence of interest in children,
but by their silence" (James and Prout, 1997:
7). In order to challenge this fundamental ide-
ology, the methodology of the studies under-
taken in this area of research must be altered
(James and Prout, 1997; Hutchby and Moran-
Ellis, 1998; Mandell, 1991; Waksler, 1991).
These authors stress the importance of
analysing the children’s world from the child’s
perspective, adopting ethnographic ap-
proaches such as participant observations, in-
terviews and the analysis of the accounts the
individual children give of their lives them-
selves (Hutchby and Moran-Ellis, 1998: 10)

THE “OFFICIAL DISCOURSE” ON LEFT

BEHIND CHILDREN

“Left behind” children  are those children
who, due to the migration of one or both of
their parents, are raised in their home coun-
tries by someone other than a parent, such as
by a relative, a sibling, or even an acquain-
tance. According to a national study of Roma-
nia carried out by Unicef and the Association
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Alternative Sociale (Toth et al., 2008) of Iaşi,
there were 350 thousand Romanian children,
7% of the population between 0 and 18 years
of age, with one or both parents living abroad.
126 thousand of them were under 10 years old
and had both parents living abroad, and 400
thousand of them had one parent gone for a
long period of time. In rural areas, the phe-
nomenon was more intense, particularly in the
depressed region of Romanian Moldova where
there are 100 thousand left behind children,
followed by Transylvania, Oltenia, and Munte-
nia. 

Along with these statistics, I think it is in-
teresting to remember that there are 105  thou-
sand Romanian children enrolled in the Italian
mandatory school system and that many of
them have been reunited with their parents
only after years of distance. Moreover, a recent
international study conducted by the European
Union (Valtolina G.G., 2013), focused on the
rights of children who re-migrated to Romania
from Spain and Italy. Many of the so called “left
behind “ children, in fact, have joined their
parents once they have achieved a better situa-
tion in the host country. The study showed that
between January 2008 and May 2011, 21,325
children returned from Spain and Italy and
were registered again in the Romanian educa-
tional system. 

This allows us to observe the category
within the largest migration context of the
country, particularly characterized by a circu-
lar migration (Diminescu, 2003, Sandu, 2000,
Serban and Grigoras, 2000, Lazaroiu, 2001).
This observation also points us to consider the
“left behind” category in a dynamic, rather
than static, way and reinsert it in the general
migration context to which it belongs. In a di-
achronic vision of the phenomenon, the chil-
dren left home alone do not live in this
dimension forever and, whenever possible, visit
their parents abroad. Sometimes, the parents
return to their country and, last but not least,
the children themselves become “transmi-
grants”, living for certain periods abroad and
returning afterwards to Romania. 

Obviously, the separation of family cores

produces psychological pain to all individuals
which experience it, both adults and children.
As suggested by some literature on the subject,
among the left behind children there are many
cases of serious depression, worsening of
school grades, and extreme cases of suicide.
Nevertheless, there is no empirical evidence
that can prove that this situation is strictly re-
lated to the parents' departure more than to
other critical  conditions (Castagnone et. al.,
2007).

Therefore, the “official discourse” on the
category of the “left behind”, tends to make the
parents leaving their children home feel guilty
and to represent the children in paternal tones,
without, however, remarking  on the structural
factors behind the phenomenon.

As Orellana and colleagues (2001) note:
“Sometimes families may temporarily neglect
the needs or presumed needs of their children
(or, in the eyes of some observers, appear to be
neglectful) in order to open up possibilities for
their futures. Some transnational moves in-
volve deliberate, long-term strategies; others
represent forced choices based on limited op-
tions. Families who are pressed for household
survival do not have the luxury to foreground
a child’s “developmental needs”. Families that
are divided across national borders, operating
with minimal economic resources, do, how-
ever, make great sacrifices — including, per-
haps, the loss of a certain quality in their own
love for their children, and their children’s love
for them — in order to give their children op-
portunities, as parents told us, “to come out
ahead” (587).

The official discourse that tends to stigma-
tize the mothers and portray such children as
abandoned is based on an idea of the nuclear
family derived from the traditional gender di-
vision. Some recent studies tend to question
this concept of abandonment, highlighting
how abandonment cannot exist when the ex-
tended family network is efficient. The anthro-
pologists Panter Brick and Smith (2000) note
that abandonment is a social construct, guided
by a prescriptive and normative ideology about
how childhood should be. The term “abandon-
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ment” is becoming a moral discourse in which
all children living  separately from their own
parents, although they live in very different
contexts and conditions, are exclusively de-
scribed as passive victims. If by abandonment
we mean "the break of vital relations between
child, parents and the society", then it is nec-
essary to examine which  relations are consid-
ered vital in a certain society and culture. In
the same way in which there is a plurality of
childhoods, the connections of responsibility
between child, parents and society are not uni-
versally accepted. 

Similarly, the model of the nuclear family
is not a universal one, but it is rather cultur-
ally defined. It is not more fair than other
models, but simply one of the possible mo-
dels. As Orellana and colleagues (2001) note
“Transnational families challenge mainstream
constructions of “motherhood” and “house-
holds”, as well as middle class assumptions that
all the needs of children can and should be
provided by parents in nuclear families based
in one community” (587).

At the same time, even being presented as
such in the public discourse, in Romania as in
other contexts, children are not subjects who
passively suffer from the decisions of adults,
but individuals capable of social agency by
which means they influence and alter family
relations and the surrounding environment.
While it is an indisputable fact that childhood
is a period in life where there is a physiologi-
cal dependence on adults, the way in which
such dependence is lived and managed is cul-
turally constructed. In particular, the phase of
passing into the adult age does not necessarily
coincide with the coming of age. The ethno-
graphic data collected, as well as other studies
on this phenomenon conducted in Romania
(Castagnone and al., 2007) prove how, in this
context, children become independent from
the world of adults at a much tenderer age and
are soon called to assume responsibilities
within the family. 

Transnational families, for which the sol-
idarity of the extended family represents a
strength, not only question the “presumed”

universality of the model of nuclear family,
but, in my opinion, allow us to critically re-
think the contents of our categories and of our
social organization.

Within the transnational families consid-
ered, the elders and children, characterized in
nuclear families by their vulnerability and de-
pendence, assume instead an active role,
bringing a fundamental contribution to the re-
organization of tasks inside the family.

Also, notwithstanding the separation,
there is a relational continuity between parents
and children inside the transnational family,
even exercised at a distance and with the re-
lated emotional challenges. Hondagneu-Sotelo
and Avila (1997), first introduced the concept
of “transnational motherhood” and anlayzed
the different strategies used by women work-
ing abroad to keep the relationship with their
children left at home. Afterwards there are
been a certain number of research focusing on
“transnational motherhood” which analyzed
how affection, care and remittances cross the
national border (Bryceson and Vourela, 2002;
Decimo, 2006; Hondagneu-Sotelo and Avila,
1997; Erel, 2002, Parreňas, 2001; Raijman et
al., 2003).

As Parreñas notices in her study on the
emotional aspects of Filipino mothers and left
behind children, even acknowledging the pain
felt by women and children in their physical
and emotional separation, she observes how
this is amplified by the traditional ideology of
the nuclear patriarchal Filipino family. In the
1970s and 1980s, when the Filipino migration
was still dominated by the male gender, the
traditional structure of the patriarchal family
was still observed, centered as it was on the
traditional division of roles. This traditional
structure started to be questioned by the fem-
inization of migration, which saw many moth-
ers leave to offer economic support to their
family, abandoning their role of primary care-
takers. Filipino transnational families have
started being represented as “abnormal” or as
“problematic” and, as a result, there appeared
a discourse centred on the stigmatization of
such women, not only by public opinion, but
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also by the Filipino political class. According
to the author, questioning the gender ideology
inside a family and, therefore, granting fathers
a more significant involvement in the educa-
tion and care of their sons and daughters,
would not diminish the sacrifices of children
from transnational families, yet it would mit-
igate the pain of separation from their moth-
ers (Parreñas, 2001).

As Keough (2006) notes, there are few
studies concerned with the analysis of women’s
transnational labor migration in post-social-
ist countries and debating the gender issue. In
her ethnography of a small village in Moldavia
affected by a feminization of the migration
flow to Turkey, Keough notices that women
are also accused there of abandoning their
children, ruining their families, and of caus-
ing a break in social order. 

The author also notes how, in the
panorama of post-socialist studies, only very
few were concerned with highlighting the par-
allel between the situation in post-colonial and
post-socialist countries. There is a rich litera-
ture analyzing the effects produced by the fall
of socialist regimes on women and on the idea
of gender, but only a handful of scientists have
stressed the similarity between the condition
of post-socialist women and that of women in
other parts of the world. In the ethnographic
case under scrutiny, the author notes that a
parallel can, in fact, be drawn between the sit-
uation of Moldavian women which migrate to
support their own family and that analyzed by
other researchers, like, for instance, Parreñas
(2001) and Ehrenreich and Hochschild (2004)
in other parts of the world. The “transition”
paradigm between socialism and post-social-
ism, notes the author, appears in this case am-
biguous, as it seems obvious that the
experiences of Moldavian women, just like
those of other “global women” from other
countries, actually follow the same model of
neo-liberal oppression. 

The inability of states to supply their own
citizens with an adequate welfare system and
to create life and labor conditions that would
allow them to stay in their home countries

brings together post-socialist and non-post-
socialist women. The public and political dis-
course which condemns mothers allows states
to throw on the latter the guilt of not being
able to draft adequate policies which would
disincentivize citizens from migrating in the
first place.

Keough (2006) concludes her reasoning,
observing how the “neoliberal structures have
influenced Moldovan state policies, prompt-
ing them to shift their policy priorities from
providing jobs and social services to their pop-
ulation to supporting migration as a route to
development (437).” 

In the Romanian case, this phenomenon
is again suggested by the stigmatization of
mothers, the lack of critique for the absence of
fathers and the removal of responsibility for
the state. As Castagnone and others (2007)
state in their research on migrant mothers
from Romania and the Ukraine, in Romania
institutions representatives and civil society
actors referred frequently to “broken family”
as a consequence of the mothers migrations. 

An interesting analysis with regard to the
Romanian context is also the study on
transnational motherhood by Foamete-Ducu
(2011), who highlighted the defamation of mi-
grating Romanian women at the macro, meso
and micro level, which are accused of aban-
donment of their children and portrayed with
negative stereotypes. Indeed, these negative
representations of Romanian migrating
women originate from the contradiction be-
tween the new gender roles played by migrat-
ing women with the social norms of the
traditional patriarchal family. By these mod-
els, the woman is supposed to perform as care-
taker and the male as breadwinner.
Nevertheless, as notes Ionella Vlase (2007) the
feminization of the migratory flow has
brought important challenges to the Roman-
ian household organization and in the struc-
ture of gender relations. In fact, in the latest
decades, women became economic migrants
and their financial independence gave them
power to negotiate their own position in fam-
ily relationships.
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3) Popa M. A. (2011),
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When the “left behind” are in question, the
suffering children experience due to physical
and emotional distance, particularly from their
mothers, is often described. On the one hand,
this kind of discourse was used by  civil society
organizations to alert the public  about the neg-
ative effects that migration has on children,
while obtaining the positive effect of moving
the Romanian political class to confront a phe-
nomenon which affects the whole country and
also promote the debate at a European level
(Castagnone et al., 2007). On the other hand,
however, the stereotyped discourses on the cat-
egory of the “left behind” contribute to create
what I call the “official discourse” which, using
mostly moral and paternal tones, ends in a fur-
ther stigmatization of the lives of children and
their parents. 

As I argued elsewhere analysing the situa-
tions of street children in Romania (Bezzi,
2007a, 2007b, 2012) and of the Romanian un-
accompanied minors in Italy (Bezzi, 2010), the
emphasis that the mass media, EU and inter-
national organization place on Romanian chil-
dren's issues, risks becoming a political and
“official discourse”, as I believe, in which “pity
towards children” obscures other important
factors that impact the children's situation.
Possibly by refocusing the attention and allo-
cation of public funds on broader investments
in social protection in Romania, including
funds from the Romanian government as well
as from European institutions, funding could
actually address the core causes of the problem
rather than merely addressing its symptoms.

In the very definition of the category “left
behind”, it is not hard to discover two elements
embedded in the actual term. The first one is
the fact that children are left by their parents,
and thus they are represented as passive sub-
jects. Many times in the journalistic, but also
scientific, literature, they are represented as de-
pressed children at a risk of joining a bad
group, children abandoned to themselves. Du-
 ring my fieldwork periods in Romania, I had
the opportunity to collect the perceptions of
the people about this phenomenon. I inter-
viewed people and  analysed newspapers and

television. In September of 2011, one girl from
Arad took her own life, letting herself die of
hunger. All national newspapers reported the
news, sometimes accompanying it with an un-
fortunate photo of the deceased girl on a small
hospital bed without blurring her face, as
should be done when dealing with children
whose privacy must be protected. The cause of
this suicide was reported as being suffering ex-
perienced by the girl due to the separation
from her mother, who had left to work in Italy
years before. The news caused an uproar and
Romanian politicians immediately started
again to be concerned by the phenomenon of
the left behind. One Romanian daily newspa-
per, which quotes the words of a woman who
assisted the girl in hospital in the days prior to
her death, described the event in the following
way:

“Can you imagine a life with no one close to 
you and with no one who could hug you
lovingly? How would you react if you were
refused by all your dear ones or if the person
that gave birth to you were to abandon you
forever? Would you still smile? I have
known the soul of a little angel the night
before. A guiltless girl, or perhaps guilty of
having been born in this harsh and immoral
world. Sentenced to solitude because she

made the error of being born."3

The emotive tone portrayed by this kind of
articles contributed to  a negative portrayal of
migrating parents, especially mothers. As ar-
gued also from Foamete-Ducu (2011), the Ro-
manian press has had a very important role in
the creation of a negative public opinion to-
ward the migrating mothers which are often
accused of abandoning their children. In the
villages where she conducted ethnography she
noted as the media opinion toward migrating
mother were assimilated from the local people,
which described the migrating women of the
villages as unnatural mothers and their chil-
dren as troubled children at risk of deviant be-
haviours. 

However, when the researcher was asked
to address some examples of left behind chil-
dren with social or psychological problems,
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they were not able to identify anybody within
the community. 

Also in Borşa, people have a negative per-
ception of the migrating mother in their com-
munity, yet when I asked the Municipal Civil
Affairs official to address some problematic
cases, I received the answer that “in Borşa
there are not situations like those described in
television, because children here are secure
and happy with their grandparents”. Therefore,
I argue that the role played by the media is
very important in the creation of the official
discourse toward left behind children and ad-
versely affects the point of view of the people
towards migrating mothers, even when they
cannot indicate any problematic situation in-
side their community. 

The second element inferred from the
term “left behind”, is that someone (the child)
is left, and someone (the parent) leaves. The
migration of parents is frequently a necessary
and functional condition for the support of a
family, but more often than not, instead of
having their sacrifice recognized, the latter are
made guilty and accused of leaving their own
children alone. For example, here are the
words of a famous Romanian author, Mircea
Cartarescu, from an interview with the Ro-
manian daily newspaper Gandul: 

“Violence does not necessarily mean a belt 
or a club. I think that violence against the 
mind of children means everything that 
stops that mind from developing. I believe 
that parents who leave their children home 
and go abroad, to Spain or Italy, to work, 
apply as such much more violence to their 
children, who remain alone – or, as people 
say, without guidance, than if every day 
they beat or used physical coercion with 

their children”4. 
Usually, the adults leave in order to guar-

antee better prospects for their children, while
in the past, under socialism the State ensured
health, labour, education for all. Now the fam-
ilies must provide all of these things. Fre-
quently, mothers and fathers leave because the
average salary in Romania is not enough to
cover the expenses of a family or to allow their

children to continue their studies, or, many
times, even to afford the otherwise unafford-
able costs associated with medical services.
The public health system is actually very cor-
rupt and, in practice, it works like a private
health system. It is very expensive and accessi-
ble only to those who can pay. 

A woman working in Italy as a domestic
nurse explained to me that the first time she
left to go abroad, it was in order to be able to
pay for a medical surgery for her eight-year-
old son. The boy had a testicle retention prob-
lem and in the public health system, free of
charge in theory, the cost for such an interven-
tion was 500 Euros. As the woman remarked,
this intervention was not even particularly ex-
pensive, as the amount of tips given to doctors
varies with the seriousness of the condition. A
heart problem may on day cost as much as
2,000 Euros. 

Making parents feel guilty for leaving be-
hind their own children, which is similar to
accusing them of abandonment, allows dis-
course to shift away from the root cause of this
problem. Actually, it is not the children who
are left behind by their parents, rather the na-
tional and international society leaves children
and their parents behind, and the families are
abandoned to themselves and must react with
different strategies to inconvenient and diffi-
cult situations.

ETNOGRAPHIC EVIDENCE FROM
ROMANIA

As previously stated, the experiences and
perspectives of children inside transnational
family varies also in relation to their cultural
and family backgrounds. The suffering caused
by the separation from their own parents may
be solved only by eliminating the distance, but
it nevertheless can be diminished with signif-
icant affectionate relations within the ex-
tended family able to functionally reorganize
the traditional roles taken on by some of its
members. In this section, I will give voice to
the children and highlight that the parents' de-

4) Marcu D. (2013),
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parture sometimes severely affects the life of
children and others, even when children are
asked to take active role inside extended fami-
lies, they are coping with their parents' depar-
ture with strong support from their relatives
which make them to feel less suffering.

Experience and perspective of children

from  Buruineie[ti

When we discuss disorganized families,
the suffering of the child seems not to always
be derived from the distance of parents, be-
cause sometimes, even when the latter are
physically close, they are not always able to sat-
isfy the affective and material needs of their
children. Indeed, it cannot be empirically
proven that the anxiety of the children is
caused by the departure of the parents or if it
originated from the conflict inside the family
even before the departure.

Aurel5, for example, has been living with
his grandparents since he was four years old,
when his mother left Buruineieşti. With the
money that the mother sends home, the father
is building a new home for the family. Al-
though the father lives not far away from the
house of his grandparents, Aurel does not want
to live with him. The grandparents explained
to me that the man has alcohol problems and
that Aurel hides when he sees him because he
is afraid of him. The grandfather, who has a lo-
comotive disability, helps Aurel with his home-
work. The grandmother does the rest. Aurel
communicates with his mother through the
PC, they frequently talk to each other, and they
can even see each other using the camera. 

The grandmother considers that this is
enough to keep an intimate relationship with
the son and wonders why he recently devel-
oped an aggressive attitude. She feels guilty,
thinking that she didn’t manage to offer him
what he lacked. The educator of the kinder-
garten attended by Aurel explained to me that
the child suffers profoundly because of the dis-
tance from his mother and he is frequently
looking for hugs from the educators. Aurel said
to me that his mother will be back immediately

after the new house is finished, but the educa-
tor explained that the mother has no intention
to return to living with her husband and that
she doesn’t think she will return to the village
so easily. Nevertheless, Aurel's anxiety is not
caused only by the mother's distance, but by
different factors, including his father's alco-
holism and conflict between his parents seem
to play a very important role.

In many cases, children became subjects
actively involved in care-taking and household
activities previously assumed by parents until
their departure. It is not rare for big brothers
to look after the little ones and, at a certain age,
it can happen that they are asked to take care of
their grandparents or other family members.
The family, having to react to consequences de-
rived from the gap created by weak social poli-
cies, develops strategies aimed at improving the
situation of the family’s global welfare. 

Inside a transnational family, all members,
even children, are called to actively participate
and support such strategies.  The situations
that children have to confront are very different
depending on the stability of the pre-existing
family network at the parents’ departure. In the
case of a disorganized family, children are be-
lieved to contribute in a very significant man-
ner with an active role inside the family, while
within a family with a strong solidarity be-
tween the members, the engagement  of chil-
dren is very different. 

Antonio, for example, is 12 years old and
looks after his 5-year-old little brother in the
village of Buruineieşti. His mother left for
Spain when Antonio was very young. His fa-
ther lives in Spain, but he is separated from his
mother. The little brother was born in Spain,
where he lived for some time, but then he re-
turned to Romania to live with him. For a pe-
riod they lived in another village with their
grandparents, and then, after they died, they
moved with an aunt who couldn’t take care of
them any longer after getting married. Now
they live around the house of their uncle, who
is out for work all day long, so Antonio has to
take care of everything. He likes going to
school very much and the educator who knows

5) All the names of

children mentioned in

the article have been

changed for reason of

privacy.
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and follows him explained to me that he is
very good. She also said that his mother has
not been answering telephone calls for seven
months and that the little brother has to enrol
in the first grade at school but, without the sig-
nature of his mother this is not possible.

c. Who cooks the meals for you?
The lunch myself and my uncle the dinner.
c. And what does your brother say when 
you cook?
But this is not important because more than 
anything...eating is important…so he eats 
and that’s it.
c. And what do you cook?
I make French fries, some other times 
mashed potatoes with something grilled or 
with pickles. In the morning I prepare some 
milk with biscuits.
c. And do you enjoy looking after him?
Only when he listens, if he doesn’t, I leave 
him here alone, get out and return after
wards. 
c. And how is your mother doing there in 
Spain?
Well, it is nice there, she is accustomed,
people are more polite, they don’t throw 
curses one after another like here, and then 
all the time you see cars on the streets which 
come and go. I think she likes it there and 
she got used to living there, I think.
(Antonio, male, 12 years old, interviewed 
in Buruineieşti in his backyard)

This is an extreme case among the situa-
tions I encountered, because Antonio must
substantially provide for himself and his little
brother, relying only in the evening on the fig-
ure of his uncle, with whom he doesn’t, how-
ever, talk to much, as he explained to me. 

It is interesting that the educator who in-
troduced me to Antonio, depicted his mother
as an irresponsible woman but never ques-
tioned the figure of the father, who at the same
time  took no responsibility for his children.
In fact, during the conversation with Antonio,
in the presence of the educator, I had the im-
pression that the child was trying to present
himself as not so much affected by his

mother's departure, and he also often an-
swered in an elusive way to some pointed
questions from the educator toward his
mother, with the aim of defending her reputa-
tion. 

Another situation which shows how chil-
dren are taking part in an active manner in-
side the family is the history of Alina. Her
family is fortunately very united but still expe-
riences a tough economic situation. As a con-
sequence Alina, a 14-year-old, had to leave
school to look after her mother.

Alina’s parents left for Italy when she was
eleven and her little sister was five. From then
on, their parents have been living in Ben-
evento and their mother comes back every
year during the Christmas and summer holi-
days. However, their father returns less fre-
quently, the family cannot afford spending
money for two round-trip tickets, because all
savings must be invested in building the new
home. The two sisters live with their grand-
mother, aged 71 when we interviewed her,
who has been looking after her granddaugh-
ters for all these years. The smaller daughter
has even stayed for a period with her parents
in Italy, but eventually she returned to live in
Buruineieşti with her grandmother because
the parents, who were both working, could not
look after her. Alina has always remained with
her grandmother because she had to finish her
eighth grade and didn’t want to leave. She
would like to continue her studies but now
that she is 14, she is the one who needs to look
after her little sister and the grandmother who
has become sicker and sicker over the years. I
ask Alina whether the reason for not attend-
ing school is because her parents don’t man-
age to help her financially to pay for the shuttle
service from Buruineieşti to Roman (the near-
est city).

But it is not only the money, it is because we 
still have debts to repay for the house, and 
also because ...who would do all the chores 
around the house?
But maybe sometime in the future, if my 
uncle comes back to  Buruineieşti and will 
look after my ill grandmother, I will be able 
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then to continue my school, we’ll see. 
I like school a lot and I would like in the fu
ture to attend the school of tourism in 
Roman. 
(Alina, female, 14 years old, interviewed in  
Buruineieşti by her grandmother house)

In other cases, the children are required to
assume obligations with regard to their
younger siblings but this is part of a context in
which other members of the enlarged family
put a responsibility role on them. This is the
case of two sisters, from a village close to
Buruineieşti aged 12 and 13 who live all week
in a structure administered by catholic nuns in
Roman, where they study. Their mother has
been working for some months each year in
Italy, since the girls were 2 and 3 years old, leav-
ing them to the care of grandparents and their
father. At the time of the interview the mother
just left again to work in Italy, even though she
had to leave at home her third daughter who
was only a few months old. Therefore, the sis-
ters must go back home to take care of the
house and the little baby on the weekends.

c. What do you remember since you were 
young and your mother left?
But it was not difficult back then because, 
you know, it is one thing if your mother 
leaves when you are adolescent, instead we 
were accustomed since we were little kids 
with the fact that she is leaving. 
Then mother tried to make us unaware of 
the burden of distance. When she returned, 
we would spend a lot of time talking in the 
park and she wouldn’t get too angry if we 
did something wrong (laughs). 
Now it is more difficult because we have the 
school and every Friday we have to get back 
home to our sister and we cannot partici-
pate, for example, in the events organized by 
the parish…like the other colleagues.
For instance, we have to cook, to clean, but 
not only this... it is different than when 
mother is here, I don’t know how to say 
this....
Nevertheless, the girls understand their

mother’s sacrifice and are concerned with the

pain she must experience because she is forced
to stay away, especially from the little sister
who is a few months old. As they state, despite
the distance they have a very good relationship
with their mother and they are used to speak-
ing a lot and openly trough telephone or inter-
net.

You know, she is aware of our girlish
problems…for example, she understands if 
we need this or that kind of dress…but I 
cannot say that I haven’t talked to her since 
she left, because we speak on the phone even 
three times a day…but when she is here it is 
different…I don’t know how to say it....it’s a 
question of safety... even she is very stressed 
there and cries all the time....she doesn’t say 
she’s stressed, but she cries....now that we 
have our little sister, it is even more diffi-
cult...she cries a lot.
Moreover the sisters understand that 
through the mother's sacrifice they have the 
possibility of continuing with their studies 
and both of them dream of being able to go 
on with their university degrees. Even if it is 
difficult, they support and approve the 
mother's choice to migrate, aware that with
out this sacrifice their future possibilities 
would be very limited. 
Now she left only for a few months and then, 
when she gets back, our father should leave, 
mother looked for some job for him. But I 
hope they can find something to work, be
cause here there’s nothing they can do.
(Ioana and Mirela, female, 12 and 13 years 
old, interviewed in the hall of the house of 
Catholic nuns in Roman.)

Experience and perspective of children from
Bor[a

In the Borşa reality, the extended family as-
sumed an important role in the care and edu-
cation of children even before the migration of
parents. Actually, during the focus groups with
Borşa children, one recurring element which
emerged from their discourses was their rela-
tion with the enlarged family, particularly with
grandparents, but also uncles and cousins.
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c. What did you miss most when you were 
in Italy?
I missed my relatives, my grandparents, and 
I also missed the air here...because here we 
are, how can I say it... more home, more like 
this....but I also enjoyed it there.
c. And what did you miss?
My relatives. 
c. But weren’t you there with your parents?
Yes, but I missed my relatives, I missed my 
grandparents and my uncle, my cousins.
(Borşa, December 2011, focus group with 
children of elementary school, 8 class)

The role of the enlarged family in Borşa
has a major importance. The grandparents are
rather young in many cases because, as the
Mayor’s Hall registrar made me understand,
traditionally people marry at very tender ages
in the town and so there are families that are
made of up to five generations. Also, the
migration of Borşa inhabitants is characterized
by a strong circularity. Almost all children that
I conducted focus groups with have parents
that go to and return from abroad, only a
handful have a stable residence there, even
though in the first migration period they ex-
perimented with longer periods of staying
abroad. I also found out that about one third of
school children spent at least a brief period in
Italy, Spain and England, and some of them
were actually born there. They have different
reasons for returning. Sometimes the parents
return with all the family due to the economic
crisis of  recent years and the loss of their jobs.
In other cases, the children go abroad only for
some periods, visiting their parents during va-
cations. In still other cases, the children, after
attempting an initial insertion in the parents’
host country, return because of the difficulties
of integrating in the new context. 

Many of them even attended for some
years the Italian school, and then were re-en-
rolled in the Romanian education system.
There are also various cases in which, inside
the same family, some children join their par-
ents abroad and live with them, while the
other siblings remain in Romania. 

I will discuss “transmigrant children” with
reference to those children who lived for cer-
tain periods abroad with their parents and
then returned to Romania. In fact, it so hap-
pens many times that their attempts to rejoin
their parents fail and that children return to
Romania after a longer or shorter period spent
abroad.

Not always the nuclear family abroad can
count on the support of members of the en-
larged family, so the children are completely
under the responsibility of their parents, who
usually both have a job. Because of these diffi-
culties, many children return to Romania. For
example, one of the girls who participated in
the focus group was born in Italy, where her
mother currently works. She, her father and
her brothers have returned to Borşa in the
house of her grandmother.

c. What do you remember from the school 
there?
-We were there from early in the morning 
until five in the afternoon and here we are 
staying until 1 PM, maximum 2 PM. I liked 
it in Italy at first, but now I wouldn‘t return 
there.
c. Why?
-Because I was a lot of time at school and 
then mother and father worked all the time 
and they didn’t spend time with me. 
But it is also beautiful there, in 
Italy...mother would come and pick me up 
with the bicycle...I had a friend who lived 
close and I would go and play with her.....
(Borşa, December 2011, focus group with 
children of elementary school, 8 class)
Contrary to what one might believe, only

few of them say that they regret their life
abroad, in spite of living with their parents.
Their discourses hints not merely of a past of
failed integration with their colleagues, but
more at the solitude and domesticity of living
abroad, compared to the freedom and time
spent with friends and other relatives in Borşa.

c. But what would you think is the 
biggest difference between living here and 
in Italy?
For me it is, how do you call it....it is more..., 



Romanian “Left Behind” Children? Experiences of Transnational Chilhood and Families in Europe

71

you have more things to do, you can have 
more entertainment there, you have the 
amusement parks, the pools... here you are 
more free, you are more home, you can go 
wherever you want, but in Italy you can only 
walk with mother and father, because we are 
strangers there. (Borşa, December 2011,
focus group with children of elementary
school, class 6 and 7)
The contrast between the two views, of

feeling more at home in Borşa and of being
strangers in Italy, manages to express well a
condition of inconvenience in the experience
abroad belonging both to children and, implic-
itly, to their parents, highlighting the difficul-
ties encountered by the family and by children
within it through the migrating process. 

This discourse also stresses two different
ways of living one’s childhood, a more free one
in which it is possible to move and act, and a
more domestic one in which the parents’ su-
pervision is always necessary. The “domestic-
ity” that children complain about is associated
not only with the solitude experienced in the
host cities, but also to a limit in their agency
within their families and their social context.
The Borşa children perceive themselves in op-
position to their peers abroad, smarter and
more independent, and claim with a certain
pride their autonomy from the adult world,
emphasizing at the same time their participa-
tion in activities connected to the household
and work environments.

c. May I ask you whether you think there is 
anything that Italian children cannot do?
.yes! work! (General laughter). 
Another child: for example, in Romania 
children take better care of themselves, they 
are more independent.
c. What does it mean for you to be more in
dependent?
For example, we go to the shop alone, we are 
smarter, because we think faster, we know 
how to sort things out first.
Another child: For example, we know how 
to cook, we make bread, 
A girl intervenes: yes, but in Italy they 
also brought us in school to see how bread is 

made. 
Another girl: yes, but it is different here, in 
Romania, because you do things, you can do 
them, there are the cows, we know how to 
milk them. You couldn’t do these things in 
Italy, you just go to the supermarket and buy 
some milk....
(Borşa, December 2011, focus group with 
children of elementary school, 8 class)

It is a recurring fact for children to have a
discourse that highlight the contradictions: “I
want to stay here because I feel better, but I
want to go there to stay with my parents,”
which highlights not only the experience of an
idealized childhood in Borşa, but rather their
being trapped between two dimensions: being
here and being there. These are the words of a
girl in the focus group which was for a period
in Italy by her mother, who worked there, and
then returned to live in Borşa, and going to
visit her mother only in vacations: 

c. And where do you like most?
Here, but also there. It is beautiful there be-
cause I don’t go to school (because she only
goes on vacations). But here because ...it is
more beautiful and here are my friends.
c. But where is the most beautiful?
Here, because I have my friends...there are
no kids there and then mother works and
the few kids there are distant and I cannot
go and find them there…but here I can. 
After a brief interruption:  But it is also
beautiful there. (Borşa, December 2011,
focus group with children of elementary
school, class 6 and 7)
This discourse also emerges from children

that have never been abroad because the di-
mension of being there is actually present and
lived through the remote relationship they have
with their parents in the transnational social
field which creates a means of contact between
parents and their children through move-
ments, a transfer of resources, frequent phone
calls, and video conference.

Therefore, the children themselves live and
animate a social field which connects two or
more places, either physically crossed like in
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the case of “transmigrant” children, or part of
their imagination through the links they cre-
ate. Within this filed, however, their identity
representation doesn’t seem to be placed in a
“here” and “there”, but it is more suspended
between a “home”, where they are “more free”
but experience the distance from parents, and
a “there”, where there is more beautiful enter-
tainment but they experience the feeling of
being “strangers”. 

The ideal solution that children find to
solve this contradiction is to “stay here, but
also there”. Although this is only a verbal solu-
tion, which cannot be concretely realized, it is
on the other hand an interesting idea which
reflects how the views of these children are
perhaps neither here, nor there, positioning
their own identity in a future space, uncertain
and still open to new possibilities. Neverthe-
less, the transnationalism of their lives, as well
as their parents’ lives, is not considered here as
much by opportunity than as a necessity. I
agree in this respect with the conclusions
drawn also from Boccagni (2009) in his study
on migrants, Ecuadorians in Trentino, that ar-
gues :  “This conclusion (…) it follows an
opposite direction from the unilaterally cele-
brating visions which would make from
transnational migrants neo-cosmopolites able
to elude the regulatory systems in the national
states (or at least to lead a “double life” indiffe-
rent to geographical distances), still implicit in

part of the writings on this topic6” (39).

CONCLUSIONS

The term “left behind”, used in newspa-
pers as well as in academic papers to refer to
those children who remain home following
the departure of one or both parents, is criti-
cally considered here both theoretically and
through the empirical evidence of the ethno-
graphic research I conducted. In my opinion,
this term is founded on constructs of gender,
childhood, and family which are firstly not
universally valid and, secondly, are used here
in an instrumental and compliant manner to

make parents feel guilty and remove responsi-
bility from society, including at an interna-
tional level, regarding their existence.

The implicit contents of the notion of this
category subtend a childhood model which, in
line with the literature on the anthropology
and sociology of childhood, is not universal.
This childhood model which sees the child as
a subject completely depending on the care of
adults, vulnerable, and characterized by “do-
mesticity”, is not always useful to describe the
lives of children that I had contact with, and it
also limits a proper understanding of their ex-
periences. In the same manner, the model of
the nuclear family is not the only possible one,
but one among many others. In the context of
the extended family, the education of children
is not taken exclusively by parents, but also by
other members who, following the departure
of parents, are called on even more to perform
such a task. Although this cannot cancel the
pain caused by the distance between parents
and children, it is very important to attenuate
it.  

Therefore, using the ethnographic mate-
rial, I highlighted how different experiences of
the so-called “left behind” are very different
and how they frequently question the very def-
inition of the “left behind”. Using a diachronic
perspective to analyse the movement of sub-
jects, both adults and children, from tradi-
tional Romanian families that I contacted, and
repositioning the category in the largest mi-
grating context, one can infer how the left be-
hind frequently rejoin their parents abroad or
become themselves transmigrant subjects
which cross many times the national borders
to position themselves in a “here” and “there”.
I talked about them as “transmigrant” children
because many of them, even only for the holi-
days period, have frequently rejoined their
parents abroad, while others were actually
born abroad and still others have attended Ital-
ian schools for some periods and then re-
turned to Romania. 

Finally, I conclude by observing how the
term “left behind”, in my opinion, strengthens
a discourse of stigmatization with regard to

6) Translation from

Italian to English by

Cristina Bezzi.



Romanian “Left Behind” Children? Experiences of Transnational Chilhood and Families in Europe

73

parents and, in particular, the mother, allow-
ing to throw on the latter the guilt of “abandon-
ing” these children, obscuring the real
responsibility of national and international
policies. It is not the parents who abandoned
their children, but the international society
which abandons families to themselves.

Therefore, I consider that it is more correct
to talk about a “transnational childhood” when
describing the lives of these children, either
when there is a concrete physical relocation on
their part, or when family members are the
ones to relocate. The contradiction stressed by
the children’s words, on wanting to be “here”,
but also “there”, or perhaps “not here” and “not
there”, highlights in my opinion a condition in
which these children and their parents are
trapped, rather than their effective integration
in the two contexts. Despite the fact that fami-
lies considered were able to find strategies to
face a situation otherwise unbearable in the
country, and despite their ability to elude the
regulatory systems in the national states by
means of such strategies, creating transnational
social fields, one cannot forget that this condi-
tion is dictated by the necessity to migrate and
by the inability to ensure a satisfactory exis-
tence to their families even if they remained
home. As a result, even children, while being
active subjects capable of agency within their
families, actually suffer the consequences of a
context of structural poverty in which families
are left alone to provide for the well being of
their members. In such a context, migration
becomes a strategy and a choice, but from a
very restricted range of possible choices. 
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