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Unpredictable protection: young refugees’ experiences with law and internal
bordering in Norway 

Marie Louise Seeberg 

NOVA - OsloMet (Norwegian Social Research - Oslo Metropolitan University) 

Children and young people seeking asylum on their own face legal complexities intertwining immigration, education,
integration, and child welfare legal frameworks. These intersecting legal regimes shape or even determine their rights and
opportunities. Yet they often remain opaque to the young refugees themselves even as they navigate life-altering decisions
without parental guidance. This paper employs a child-first and refugee-first approach to explore how young refugees
perceive and negotiate socio-legal spaces of migrancy, focusing on their agency and the role of temporal boundaries in
shaping their experiences. Drawing on interviews conducted with four young boys in a small Norwegian town, the paper
highlights the boys’ fragmented, incoherent or contradictory narratives in describing how legal frameworks affect their lives.
Using the concepts of migrancy, epistemic injustice, and boundary enactments, the paper challenges adult- and expert-centric
synoptic illusions of legal coherence. Rather than treating their accounts as misunderstandings, the paper highlights how
internal borders are enacted through shifting rules, discretionary decisions, and juridified age distinctions and argues for
recognising the validity and significance of people's own understandings. By taking the boys’ perspectives seriously, the study
reveals how real systemic gaps and shifting boundaries impact young refugees’ security, belonging, and access to rights.
Taking the views of children and other refugees seriously is not just a duty to be performed but may help the adult expert see
how governance through law and welfare operates in practice, systemic inconsistencies, contradictions and shortcomings
often producing exclusion, precarity, and harm within systems that are ostensibly designed to protect.



Affective Constructions of Motherhood in Professional Practitioners’ Narratives
about Family Reunification for Unaccompanied Refugee Minors  

Irmelin Kjelaas 

NTNU 

Affective Constructions of Motherhood in Professional Practitioners’ Narratives about Family Reunification for
Unaccompanied Refugee Minors

This paper contributes to affect- and emotion-oriented approaches to migration by analysing the narratives of professional
practitioners employed in child welfare and related services who work with unaccompanied refugee minors (URMs) in
Norway. Drawing on qualitative interviews with 23 employees in these services, the paper explores how the mother emerges
in professionals’ accounts as a central emotional and affective reference point in their interpretations of young migrants’
needs and experiences. 

Previous research has demonstrated the importance of family relationships, kinship, and transnational ties in the lives of
URMs, as well as their significance in welfare professionals’ assessments and practices (Rishi, 2025; Heimli et al., 2024;
Lønning & Kohli, 2022). While this body of work underscores the centrality of close relationships and family imaginaries,
few studies have examined how the figure of the mother is constructed as a specific relational and affective category in
professional narratives. An analytic focus on the mother is relevant because she often becomes a key interpretive figure
through which professionals make sense of URMs’ emotional needs, vulnerabilities, and attachments, thereby shaping
assessments, interventions, and expectations of care.

The empirical material for this paper is drawn from a broader research project on family reunification and URMs, and
includes interviews with URMs, their siblings, and professionals in health and welfare services. The present analysis,
however, focuses on the narratives produced by professionals when discussing URMs in the context of their family
relationships. All the young refugees in the study have close family members living outside Norway with whom they maintain
contact. In the practitioners’ accounts of the URMs' relationships, descriptions of the mother stand out as being attributed
particular emotional and relational significance. In our analysis of these descriptions, contrasting narratives of the mother
emerge. In many of the narratives, motherhood is presented as a unique relationship of love and care, and the mother fulfills
the role of ‘the good mother’. In these contexts, practitioners express concern about the emotional impact on the URMs of
being separated from her. Other contrasting narratives recounted by the practitioners depict the mother as someone who has
cynically sent the child away to ensure migration for the rest of the family and is thus considered to be a ‘lesser’ or
‘unworthy’ mother. In both types of narratives, the practitioners acknowledge the URMs’ own concerns for their mothers
but view their attitude as stemming from a sense of duty and obligation which they interpret as ‘cultural’.  Theoretically, we
draw on Skrbiš’ (2008, p. 232) framework for investigating the intersections of transnational family life, emotions and
belonging, combined with anthropological perspectives on family, motherhood, and home.

 

 
 

 

 

 

 



Vulnerable children or threatening migrants? The rhetorical struggle over
unaccompanied refugee children in Swedish political speeches 

Malin Ekerstedt 

PhD student, Dept of Sociology and Work Science, University of Gothenburg 

As political ideas concerning refugee reception and the status of migrants has turned increasingly harsh in many European
countries the last decade, the issue of the reception and treatment of unaccompanied refugee children (URC) seems to be
specifically difficult for political decision-makers to handle. Depicted for example in studies of policy formulations, many
receiving nations struggle with whether to treat URC primarily as migrants – with a focus on protection of the state by using
restrictions and control – or primarily as children – with a focus on their status as specifically vulnerable subjects for whom
both international and national rules and regulations ascribe special rights. Challenging simple categorisations, following
political framings of “the unaccompanied refugee child” over time deepens and further problematise research on
refugee/migrant discourses as well as decisions concerning migration policy, when these are confronted with the obligations
of the rights of the child. Not least in Sweden, the notion of “the unaccompanied refugee child” has become a significant
canvas for projections and negotiations of political objectives in relation to, what I call, "protection value" and responsibilities
of the nation.

This paper examines such assumptions about unaccompanied refugee children and their perceived protection value contra the
Swedish national project, as represented in Swedish political debates. It uses a combination of computational methods and
critical discourse analysis to analyse a data set of speeches in the Swedish parliament related to unaccompanied refugee
children, ranging from the first mentioning of the word "unaccompanied", in March 1999, up until March 2026 - all in all
1277 speeches. 
Quantitative computational methods, like topic modelling, are used for sorting the data and to follow changes over time, while
critical discourse analysis is used for in-depth analysis of those speeches most representative within the different topic and
language patterns found by the quantitative approach. 
The aim is to illuminate how discursive constructions of unaccompanied refugee children - a group which both internationally
and nationally has been considered particularly vulnerable - change meaning over time, and the effects such slides has on the
understanding of (all) children's rights.



Migration Research on Migrant Women in Sweden: Exploring How Daily Life is
Addressed in the Literature 

Aynur Uluc Kecik 

Independent Researcher 

Migration Research on Migrant Women in Sweden: Exploring How Daily Life is Addressed in the Literature

 

Abstract

This paper presents an exploratory literature review that examines how migrant women are represented in migration research
in Sweden, particularly in studies published after 2015. The study aims to identify commonly addressed themes, analytical
approaches, and variations in research focus, with particular attention to how migrant women’s everyday life is approached
within literature.

Methodologically, the paper is based on a targeted selection of academic publications identified through keyword-based
searches combining terms such as “migrant women” or “refugee women” with “Sweden”, alongside keywords including
“everyday life”, “social practices”, and “spatial and non-spatial practices”. The selected studies are analyzed qualitatively to
explore how research topics are framed and which aspects of migrant women’s experiences are emphasized.

The preliminary analysis indicates that a substantial share of the reviewed literature concentrates on health-related issues,
particularly reproductive and maternal health, as well as mental health and access to care. Another significant body of
research focuses on labor market participation, institutional access, and economic integration. In addition, several studies
engage with migration policy, gendered inequalities, and broader structural conditions. Also, the review shows that studies
engaging with everyday life, including spatial and non-spatial practices and informal social relations, are present but appear
more dispersed across the literature.

By providing a focused overview of themes and approaches in post-2015 research on migrant women in Sweden, this paper
contributes to offering a descriptive account of how knowledge in this field is currently structured. It also highlights how
different research priorities shape the representation of migrant women’s experiences in the Swedish context. In doing so, the
paper connects to broader discussions on how everyday practices and social relations shape forms of belonging and
participation within different social and institutional contexts.
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What mothers do with what remains – tracing imperial debris in migrant women’s
life histories.  

Johanna Wallin 

Department of child- and youth studies, Stockholm University 

This paper discusses how ‘migrant mothers’ in Sweden navigate the afterlives of empire in everyday family life. Based on
life-history ethnography with three women who migrated from Syria, South Africa and Colombia/Venezuela, the study asks
how colonial histories shape mothers’ decisions about language, schooling, neighbourhoods and kinship, and how these
women actively work to protect, reposition and prepare their children for life in the Nordic welfare state, and broader
European contexts. Rather than approaching migrant women as passive recipients of policy, the paper centres these women
as interpreters and makers of family futures, showing how they respond to institutions, relations and inherited histories with
practical and strategic forms of care.

The paper builds on Nordic (post)colonial scholarship (Benedixsen & Hylland Eriksen 2024; Eriksen et al. 2024), in particular
in regards to ‘migrant mothers’ (Erel 2018; Suerbaum & Lijners 2023; de los Reyes 2022; de los Reyes & Mulinari 2023) and
anthropological work on the ordinary (Das 2012; Abu-Lughod 2015), to develop the concept of maternal sorting. This term
names the selective and at times uneasy labour through which these mothers transmit, mute, and rearrange what I think of as
compromised inheritances: e.g. statelessness, raciliased language regimes, classed occupational expectations, and welfare-
state suspicion. Theoretically, the paper brings together Ann Laura Stoler’s (2008, 2013) notion of imperial debris with work
on everyday life, kinship and migrant parenting, arguing that empire’s remains are not only structural or historical, but lived
and re-worked in intimate family relations.

Methodologically, the paper draws on eight months of patchwork ethnography, including repeated life-history interviews,
informal conversations, and time spent with women and their families in and around the home. The wider material is part of a
4-year PhD project at Stockholm University, and consists of family-ethnographies with 6 families. The material for this paper
follows three focal cases from childhood through migration into motherhood, allowing an intergenerational and life-course
analysis of how colonial histories surface in small but consequential scenes. The expected contribution is twofold: first, to
show how these mothers actively shape family life under conditions of racialisation and welfare governance; and second, to
highlight how collaboration across scales takes place within and around family, as women negotiate schools, health care,
social services, and transnational ties. As such, the paper is relevant to Nordic migration research as it connects migrants’
lived experiences to welfare insitutions, racialised belongings, and family-making in the Nordic region. It also contributes to
current debates by showing how migrant women are not only shaped by exclusion, but actively work across institutions and
social worlds to shape their children’s future belongings.
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