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Introduction

Cities in Europe house an increasingly diverse popu-
lation, one with roots in many different parts of the
world. Many European countries have also seen the
growth of anti-immigrant sentiments and new forms
of nationalism. Who belongs to Europe and what such
belonging entails is heavily debated. What comes out of
this paradoxical situation? To explore the concrete nego-
tiation of such belonging, the Reproducing Europe pro-
ject focuses on parenting encounters, that is, encounters
people have in the context of their being parents and
raising children.

The rearing of children is of central importance to
parents, who hold hopes and expectations for the future
of their children and families and devote much time,
energy and emotional resources to realize these hopes.
State and nonstate organizations are also invested in the
new generation of citizens and see the guaranteeing of
the safety and well-being of their child-citizens as cen-
tral to their mission. When people become parents, they
are thus drawn into a range of interactions on account
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Introduction

of their children: public health, education and fami-

ly services assist in the upbringing of children; these
services also monitor families. Everyday encounters—a
parent-teacher meeting, a visit at a social centre, a group
for mothers—take us well beyond the media headlines
that speak of failed integration, negligent parents and
unruly youths, giving us a sense of what Europe is now
and of what it may become.

Reproducing Europe consists of six ethnographic
projects in Amsterdam, Milan and Paris. Ethnographic
research is characterised by the effort to come as close
as possible to the lived realities of a group of people in
order to grasp how they understand their own lives
and why they act in the way they do in the situations
in which they find themselves. The researchers in this
project tagged along with people as they went about
their lives or their work, participating in their everyday
routines. The six projects focused either on the perspec-
tives of professionals and volunteers who provide vari-
ous forms of parenting support or on the experiences of
Egyptian migrant parents.

In each city, a PhD researcher explored how Egyp-
tian migrant parents navigated institutional landscapes
and negotiated both their own claims on the state and
the institutional claims made on them and their chil-
dren. Rather than producing knowledge on migrant
lives per se, they used migrant experiences to document
negotiations of migrant belonging in their particular
city. Egyptian migrants constitute an interesting group
in this respect given that they must navigate societies
with widespread negative views of Muslims and North
Africans, and as such, they are likely to feel the impact
of political debates and governmental interventions.
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Introduction

While predominantly poorer, Muslim and male, the
Egyptian diaspora in our three cities comprises people
from the working class and elites, barely educated and
highly educated people, city folks and those from the
countryside, Copts and Muslims. The researchers are
cognizant of this diversity, even if they worked most
closely with poorer Muslim families.

The researchers were often invited into meetings
with a school teacher, welfare officer or child protection
services agent to help and support parents, often quite
literally translating between the parents and the insti-
tutional worlds they were trying to navigate. Wiebe Ruij-
tenberg researched parenting encounters of Egyptian
families in Amsterdam’s extensive welfare landscape,
documenting, among other things, how fathers were
drawn in or excluded from encounters with various
professionals and institutions. Lucrezia Botton followed
Egyptian women in Milan as they carved out a space
for themselves in a new social landscape and negotiated
their relationship as mothers with the Italian welfare
state. Soukaina Chakkour explored how Egyptian fam-
ilies in Paris raised their children in what she calls a
‘space of hesitation’, unsure about which trajectory to
invest in and which skills and qualities to prioritize.

In each of these cities, a more senior researcher, in
turn, explored the work experiences and perspectives
of the professionals and volunteers who provide various
forms of parenting support to parents who were often
poor and had migrant backgrounds. How did these pro-
fessionals work with a diverse group of parents, many
of whom occupy marginalised positions? How did they
combine a wish to stand beside parents with their own
vision of good parenting and a good society?
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Introduction

The researchers followed parenting support pro-
fessionals throughout the workday, attended meetings
professionals had with colleagues or with families and,
where possible, worked alongside them. Anouk de Kon-
ing, the project leader, worked with professionals of two
Amsterdam Parent and Child Teams (Ouder- en Kind-
teams), through which all youth care is organised at
the municipal level. She explored how they dealt with
their ambiguous roles of support and advisor to parents,
guardian of children’s well-being and gatekeeper to
specialised help. Milena Marchesi, working in neigh-
bourhoods at the periphery of Milan, examined projects
that aimed to address the needs of mothers and families
dealing with recent migration, unemployment or pover-
ty in the context of dwindling public resources. Profes-
sionals and volunteers in these projects worked to ame-
liorate a fragmented and inadequate social state while
enacting and generating a new welfare paradigm that
identifies the potential for generating solidarity among
citizens. Finally, Anick Vollebergh explored parenting
support programs in community centres in deprived
neighbourhoods in Paris. These programs aspired to
support and bring together marginalised parents in
order to address the impact of exclusion and bring about
a more just and inclusive society. Across all three cities,
the support professionals shared a desire to work with
and support parents rather than impose and enforce
their own norms.

While the Amsterdam Parent and Child Teams are
new, centrally located institutions that streamline a
previously fragmented range of professionals and ser-
vices, in Milan and Paris the research with profession-
als focused on a particular and delimited domain of par-
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Introduction

enting support. Delegated to a diffuse set of third-sector
and community actors, parenting support in Milan and
Paris is located at the margins of the institutional land-
scape. The PhD researchers’ ventures into the welfare
landscape were more wide ranging, following parents
in encounters ranging from school, to the welfare office,
to the doctor and, at times, to parenting support pro-
fessionals. These institutions and their representatives
often played a more central role in the lives of migrant
parents and tended to be in a more explicit position of
power relative to them. Institutional representatives
could discipline, provide or withhold material resources;
they could advance or hold back a child. By following
parents, the PhD researchers thus encountered a wider
range of institutions and professional approaches and
attitudes than the relatively egalitarian approaches of
the parenting support professionals with whom the
senior researchers worked.

This book provides a glimpse of the findings of these
projects and of the comparative insights they have gen-
erated with respect to the encounter between migrant
parents and parenting support professionals. It also
speaks to the larger question of the negotiation of be-
longing in the New Europe. It consists of three parts:
the first focuses on the perspectives of Egyptian mi-
grant parents in Amsterdam, Milan and Paris and the
way they pursue a good life for their families and future
for their children. The second part discusses the institu-
tional settings for parenting support policies and pro-
jects and explores the different relationships between
professionals and (migrant) parents in these three cit-
ies. The third part zooms in on parenting encounters
that bring together parents, in their search for servic-
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Introduction

es and support, and professionals, in their attempts to
draw parents into their programs. Each part consists
of an introductory text and a number of stories from
our field research that illustrate our larger conclusions.
The accompanying photos convey a sense of the places
and people that were part of this project, although they
do not necessarily depict the people and situations de-
scribed in the text. Throughout the text we use pseudo-
nyms and, in some cases, have altered minor details in
order to maintain the anonymity of our interlocutors.
Reproducing Europe is made possible by the finan-
cial support of the European Research Council and is
housed at Radboud University, Nijmegen, The Nether-
lands. We are very grateful to our interlocutors in Am-
sterdam, Milan and Paris for their help, support and
generosity in sharing their experiences and insights
with us. While this book may be of interest to a wider
audience, it is written for them.

Pages 18 & 19

Van der Pekbuurt, located on the North bank of
the 1J, just across from Amsterdam Central Sta-
tion, is one of the areas covered by Amsterdam
North’s Parent and Child Teams. This 1920s gar-
den village built for the working classes was,
until recently, relatively poor, dilapidated and
seen as undesirable. Now that it has been reno-
vated, it is gentrifying rapidly, even if, for now,
it still houses a lot of poor families of white and
migrant working class background.

Pages 20 & 21

Two women chat after participating in a group
for mothers in a neighbourhood at the periph-
ery of Milan. Public housing apartments look
onto the piazza, known until a few years ago
as a crime-ridden space. Funding from the
municipality, a private foundation, and an
international NGO enabled new projects, like
the group for mothers, which have sought to
reclaim this space for the neighbourhood’s
families and children.

Pages 22 & 23

The Place des Fétes in the 19th arrondissement.
Community centres and other associations
involved in parenting support activities are
often located in clusters of similarly uniform,
modernist social housing high-rises (cités). Cité
residents, mostly of migrant and working-class
background, invest the semi-secluded public
space of cités with a lively outdoor sociality
and strong neighbourly solidarity, even as
these are often also portrayed as the sites of
youth crime and social problems. The con-
trast between cités and fast-gentrifying areas
marked by 19th-century apartment buildings
or prestigious development projects is charac-
teristic of Paris’ north-east boroughs.
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1. Being a Migrant Parent

Introduction

The aspiration to a good, or at least a better, life for
themselves and their children was an important rea-
son for many Egyptian parents in Paris, Milan and
Amsterdam to bring over or start a family in Europe.
Once in Europe, many parents had to navigate difficult
economic circumstances and restricted and conditional
access to welfare and citizenship status. They also had
to respond to concerns over their parenting capacities—
whether from kin abroad, local communities or social
work professionals. In such a context, family projects
are marked by hesitation and doubt and need to be
constantly readjusted; sometimes, they are thwarted
altogether.

Egyptian parents had relatively high hopes with
respect to welfare in Europe, but in their day-to-day ex-
periences they questioned what they could expect from
the state and felt a nagging doubt about their standing
as citizens and as members of society. Despite the dif-
ferences in resources and welfare arrangements at each
site, to which we will return in more detail in parts IT
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1. Being a Migrant Parent

and III, we saw that Egyptian migrant parents often
found themselves in a precarious position in the hous-
ing and labour market and uncertain as to whether
the educational system was addressing their children’s
needs. The demands, regulations and expectations of
service providers often did not seem to take parents’
precarious positions into account, nor did service pro-
viders seem to recognize their efforts to sustain and
possibly improve family life. Sometimes, bureaucratic
rules and professionals’ expectations even seemed to
exacerbate parents’ vulnerable positions. These strug-
gles led parents to question where their family’s future
could and should be, what allegiances they should cul-
tivate and where and in what to invest their energies.
These welfare landscapes are structured in gen-
dered terms. Even if institutions speak of ‘parents’, they
in fact deal with mothers and fathers in different ways.
Within families, various factors, including work obliga-
tions and language competencies, shape who is likely
to engage with institutions. In turn, many institutions
and programs assume that (migrant) fathers and moth-
ers face different problems in relation to parenting and
societal participation. As a result, parenting programs
often specifically address mothers or fathers. This can
be explicit, as in the case of the Milanese school for
moms or of programs around fatherhood in Amster-
dam, or implicit, for instance when institutions such as
schools opt to deal with one parent, usually the mother,
as the default interlocutor. In addition, welfare resourc-
es and legal arrangements often work along gendered
lines, for instance by focusing on housing mothers and
children in a crisis situation while leaving fathers to
fend for themselves.
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1. Being a Migrant Parent

Most of the Egyptian migrants in Paris work
in two sectors: in the service sector, as ven-
dors in the weekly markets (marchés), or in
construction. In this picture, an Egyptian and
Syrian man put the finishing touches on the
renovation of an apartment in Paris. They have
worked on this job for four months, spending
most of their daytime hours on the renovation.
Yet, they struggle to find an apartment for
themselves.
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Paris:
Raising
children in
a space of
hesitation

Next two pages On the way to the public library on a rainy afternoon in Paris, Um Ahmed walks
holding her daughter’s hand while sharing her worries about her children’s future. Her shadow is
reflected on the wet ground, mirroring the double presence of her current life, split between the
reality of living in France and the hope and longing for an Egyptian future. She moves forward
nevertheless, albeit with hesitation.

1. Being a Migrant Parent

E
(.

Jab¥l a5

L 4 4

3
\6.
Co.

&&Jg[@«u'&&xu&gm|9|‘5\4~ ‘dedéjmbﬁbdﬁb (dungastl dastl S @JbJI‘_g aadw! mma.ll@
S Sledl (ol Le=dlg cnasi Al Loy pud ‘_,«Jl s zooill sg=oll sy «as¥I e Letabl s ol Ledolsus
,al.o!l ! Bosgio (padl (U3 (o péyl e pae § b Juitiuns JI 2llaillg Luiyd

P

| =7 EsTrErp [Robor 6T € AP |

9

T

<






Paris: Raising children in a space of hesitation

1. Being a Migrant Parent

Um Ahmed tilts her head back, closes
her eyes, and, with a pained look on
her face, recounts how, when she went
to retrieve her son Ahmed from prima-
1y school, the director stopped to tell
her that he needs to go to the library to
read more. She swears she will go back
to Egypt: ‘If I keep getting comments
about his performance in school, and
he will not have a future anyway, I
prefer to be in Egypt, close to family,
rather than here. I can’t ruin his future
in both places. I swear to Allah, the
only thing keeping me here for now is
the paper [residency permit]. As soon
as I obtain my papers, I will take my
kids back to Egypt’

Whenever she is faced with diffi-
culties concerning the performance
of her son in school, Um Ahmed’s first
impulse is to go back to the hometown
(al balad). In fact, her son does well in
school, merely facing the same sorts of
difficulties as his peers, but his mother
still worries. On the way to the Arabic
school, she recites the many reasons
why returning to Egypt would be
better for her children than staying in
France. France promises a good educa-
tion, but Egypt promises the preser-
vation of family values; it guarantees
that her children will be close to her
extended family, including Ahmed’s
grandparents; it ensures that their
religious education will not be compro-
mised in any way and that they will
speak proper Arabic. Like many Egyp-
tian parents, Um Ahmed finds herself
in a constant quest for a worthy future
for her children but is unsure of where
to realize this. Balancing a desire to
stay in Paris and to leave everything
and go back to Egypt and her family,
Um Ahmed fears raising a child who,
in her own words, ‘will resemble nei-

ther his French peers nor his Egyptian
family’

As she arrives at the Arabic school,
Um Ahmed braces herself for a dis-
cussion with the Arabic teacher about
Ahmed’s performance. Her body and
facial expressions are fully alert to
what the Arabic teacher might say.
Instead, nothing happens. Um Ahmed
instructs her son to pay attention in
school and leaves him to join two other
mothers in the waiting area. The other
mothers, an Egyptian and an Algerian,
complain about their issues, give one
another advice and comfort one anoth-
er by drawing on their own experienc-
es. Um Ahmed discusses the perfor-
mance of her son in the Arabic school.
She is afraid he might not do well
enough to advance to the next level.
Rawan, an Egyptian mother with two
children born in France, reassures her:
‘He is not here to advance; he is here
so that he can know about his religion,
so that he grows up as a good Muslim’.
Um Ahmed sighs in relief.

While waiting for the two-hour
Arabic class to finish, Um Ahmed
reluctantly suggests to Soukaina, the
researcher, that they use this time to
go the public library to see if Ahmed
needs to register. As they pass a ballet
class for girls her daughter’s age, her
face fills with guilt: ‘T would like
my daughter to be involved in these
activities too, but next year she will
be enrolled in the Arabic course and
therefore cannot participate in further
activities. I feel I am preventing my
children from engaging in the activ-
ities in which other children engage’
Her worry is profound, even if the reso-
lution of her situation is connected to
elements largely out of her control. For
example, her legal situation requires
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Raising children in a space of hesitation
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1. Being a Migrant Parent

a long bureaucratic process that can
have a positive or negative outcome.
The uncertainty of this outcome alone
is sufficient for Um Ahmed to continue
swinging between settling in France
and going back to Egypt. She doesn’t
really know how to invest in her son’s
education: should she emphasize
teaching him Arabic or consolidate

his French more? As a parent, she goes
back and forth between the unrealised
promises of both France and Egypt.

At the public library, the reception-
ist explains that there is no need for
registration and that everyone is wel-
come to come during opening hours.
Um Ahmed and Soukaina head to the
special section reserved for children.
Um Ahmed notes that the area is full
of children, ‘even blond ones.’ She is
reassured by seeing other children
there; she understands that this is not
only about her son. ‘Well, if the French
children are here as well, this must be
a very good thing. After all, education
here is better, and plus it is for free’

At Um Ahmed’s house, the TV and the telephone
near it are pivotal elements: these digital devic-
es shrink the distance between the family and
the hometown. Watching Egyptian president
Al-Sissi speak on TV is a moment in which
yearning and hesitation manifest themselves.
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1. Being a Migrant Parent

Selma has a busy schedule this morn-
ing. By 9:30 she has to drop off her
youngest child at the kindergarten,
which is far from her home, and by
10:00 she has to be at a meeting at
Becoming Parents, a private, pro-life
family counselling centre located in
downtown Milan and subsidised by
the Lombardy regional government.
Selma is pregnant with her fourth
child, which came as a surprise to
her, since she had taken contraceptive
measures.

Selma lives in a neighbourhood at
the periphery of the city. To Selma,
the neighbourhood and the connec-
tions she has been able to build up
there are crucial resources. She has
become acquainted with many Arab
and Italian mothers through inter-
actions at her children’s elementary
school, in language classes, parents’
meetings, celebrations and festivities.
She meets other Arab mothers on a
daily basis in the streets and in cafés
that Egyptians recognize as respect-
able places for women to visit. The
women talk, share worries and help
one another when necessary. They
also share key information about new
benefits, resources made available by
charitable organizations, employment
orientation programs, or where and
from whom to obtain help with bu-
reaucratic procedures.

At her children’s school, Selma
has taken Italian language classes
and now attends a ‘meeting space’
for mothers. She also participates in
the numerous celebrations and social
events organised by the school asso-
ciation. Her contacts in her neigh-
bourhood and the school have taught
her how to navigate the city and how
to interact with state institutions.

Through her neighbourhood contacts
Selma learned of the Becoming Par-
ents program, which offers material
and counselling support to pregnant
women and help with applying for the
family bonus, a state subsidy.

Normally a very confident wom-
an, when Selma speaks Italian she
becomes unsure. At the Becoming
Parents centre, Selma makes up for
her partial understanding of Italian
by being compliant and respectful.
Shortly after she arrives, she is re-
ceived by Bianca, an elderly volunteer
with a somewhat harsh demeanour,
whom she has met many times before.
As always, Bianca writes down some
basic information: Selma’s age, the
composition of her family, her chil-
dren’s ages and husband’s occupation.
Selma doesn’t object, even if she con-
siders this gathering of information
odd and unnecessary, as it happens
every time she has an appointment,
which is every other month.

After these formalities, Bianca asks
Selma in a disappointed tone: ‘Why
didn’t you attend class last month?’
Bianca is referring to the childbirth
preparation course in which Selma is
enrolled. Participation in the course is
a condition of eligibility for one of the
benefits provided by the centre: a six-
month supply of diapers. Selma knew
from the outset that she would be un-
able to attend. She already has three
kids to look after, and her husband
works long hours. Bianca scolds her: ‘I
don’t understand why you don’t want
to learn when we offer you the op-
portunity.’ She threatens to withhold
the diaper supply, to which Selma
offers no reply. Although she has good
reason not to attend the course, not
least of which is the fact that she has

Gpadi (3S1 § s deghais (il lobiditus
ke s Lo (B g5 Boudlly sty ¢gluw (Sl
&oi Bolell oS . aiy dylds Jof cund il
A1 Layac ok o Olaglell Ay Kily
by lare) cuaisg lIlabi slact «lgi sl
25l @oodl i yusi gisdg cgogll e Laluw
A.CQAJS&AQS)AJSCYM”JJQ ‘gﬁ.b.mx:c
G 0vise JBYI e 5, yo8l liag S, § 0ds
]

i (OSad] 0da cro elgi¥l bl
ks a3 pac e duslly Ao )iy (Sl
il ol I oSl 8398 JAUS sgbdl (1o
«ﬂgbLU).@,Ja.” 8yl S @ 13Uy é\oLU
Bo¥l) slacyl ddiyg J! lia ledlgun WGy yead
sda $ &s;Ladl Jauﬁwlwte,emuﬂ
Jocol) Jaldl o s gl by ddyoll
olalas 38,0 la,dgy i p;ajl el e
UAJ.UJ cilS  Alad] din gl dias Bl JlabAL
Al il adyyall & aS5Lidl (o ST o) Lgil By
Aygb olelu Jass Le>9)9 cJlabi &ty s
doy9 (uid,s 13U p.esl W dasy Kily '.e,uLv.!
el Gy Gy sagi «Slaydgi I Pl.w.ﬂ
e il iz Glas Lalw cllai ¥ (clalsl
PA&JMU')@;M&L@J@N;”
b9y clos Lail lging ygasdl (o gisad
oy Kl Lol gaiuwd (Wl e lda LS
d.'>l.‘)..o umg UAJ.UJ)ALVJ :&La.o-gl d.v'.e.! @
el geiad Gguw lif by oy 285 (Gijr
sl cdoll IS mas 9o L S wlslasdl
«dsygll @ ol 45)'.04.0 pde Wlo dJég&u.uJ'
gl ulnl,;?gl o Jlud! Lol do,all 55 @
el oY snadl

2o9ll i1 sl Al olgiudl gao e
oo sl Js Basy Wyl § wmall gslaidl
doyd 6' u:,wwpwuu 14.1)..al|)w>.¥|
el yolas guaxr Jl egxdll Jl A8LAYL « Jac
(3l deogasdl 8yloll (o cluisl (&l
dolsdl wlabilly lelgily «(JbY lle! Jis
nbiﬂ dusai (o cuilo b gl ada .4 ylg
th.dl go...xu & dagaer @by elga¥lg
N/.U&JI ul.@aﬁlg ;b}” 4 Aoy ‘sd.” u.Qg."
(Jazll goy ye Jolaill el adgslo
Jaidl Joi oo lgod doyall oY lia zEY
ciluiadly pedl datil S5l Loyl yazall
By iy gl lao gilasdnl e I

Jolsy zleall lia pasje Jousr lagad Lalus
laldbs il Lgdde (miy «cailly dmwld] delud!
Bluay s I JabYl dbg) JI y20Yl
0955 ol ladde (Byisl=l] Joloug Lot e dyob
L EHRERY clolg Ui s o glaix @ 3pol>
sl JoT o 385l wydo pols gossay
cllaiy sl 8ylicdly (ol peadly Limd slg
by § 1o dpimll dumandl 0 wxloiy . yg0dl
a0 dogSol J9ai (10 eding (gideo digo
SVl 3o¥ I lglahy Jol> Lalus Laylogld
T gis ey oisdl Y ¢l alalas dyliag el
Jasdl

ddy dgally giole > § olw lusi
lahyy o cuilad u‘" uls)lgilg el Jiad (lg)
u&mw ‘L@J WU l.vgo L))g.o u"-"c.?
Ol Olgadl o wasdl e Gyl oo
aglan ¥l dunyall § gileld) U35 oyl
adsl ‘_,.J| asll w99y JMs-9 J.@JLUS
Qi o JJ..\&”Q Qg.ogl angl wlelaizlg
ul.u)n.ﬂ ul.@.aﬂgnuog.ydiw‘_,o.lmu&/.lj
qu U.Sl.o}”g U.Q'&.U ‘_9 9| &)'.u..\.” ‘_9 elgu
‘4>l>J| die u[g)nll eluill ey do yieo
IS ldye salSty LAz geas olgadl aclud
i J138LYL . dwedl (ranson (obsy o
aliliol e dasdll ologlall cilgedl ¢ lics
o) 8,99ill 8lally Bagandl duelais &ile I
38 oS5 4y s olimas lgoadi Lol
48:S ge of «igll sl zaly e Olaglall
abldg sl Ol JMs sacludl e Jaasdl
Lu9)¢ UA.LJJ u.).:>-i :l.eJLQ.bT duwydo ‘_9 BSoasll
oSloh eubsii  eliS &yladg (Al asll §
Byl pudi e .olgad daasdl «glazsyl
u‘.yuulg Cllais| R Ag.)&." ‘_9 ual..u LJ)LU..U
A8 g yall duman] gabhis il dyelaisdl
JAUT &S Lgiwyang lgi> § leidlail giale
0 Wl Olussbe go Jeldsi LSy diall
oe closlal clogi lailer go liile J3
peddl sady gl cwlolg bl uad oy zaliyy
paadl § acluyg Jolgsl elusill 85l goll
gl peal ol e Jgaml)

G Loie lgudi § g o il e
was B3ssie gead bl dslll ol
Ul e o didyg plald @1 38511 § ol
U= L,(J alyislg plily ualu.; Gpaii c«lolg
(o alaog asy byl dsl il lghes

R o o =g

1™ |

e5:

&4

<o

| o= 65O |RoBop 6R 69 6 MO |

E

3



Resourceful mothers

.
.

Milan

50

1. Being a Migrant Parent

already given birth three times, she
continues to remain silent. By the end
of the meeting, Selma leaves partially
relieved. Bianca has intimated that
she will probably grant the supply

of diapers after all. But with all the
time of the meeting being taken up
by the question of participation in the
childbirth course, Selma never had an
opportunity to ask about how to apply
for the family bonus.

The difficult economic situation
in Italy over the past few years has
severely affected many Egyptian fam-
ilies, forcing them to look for any job
opportunity and turn to all possible
sources of support, from public forms
of welfare, such as children benefits,
to private and charitable organiza-
tions. The search for economic sur-
vival has mobilised migrant parents
in new ways. Whereas fathers are
occupied with a sometimes frenetic
search for jobs, mothers have learnt to
navigate a complex welfare landscape
and to make sense of how it directs
economic support to families. In order
to provide for the needs of their chil-
dren, they have gained insights on
how to access state institutions for in-
formation, benefits and services, and
consequentially they have improved
their linguistic skills and knowledge
of the city.

In their navigation of the social
landscape in Milan, mothers encoun-
ter many professionals and volunteers
who encourage them to become more
autonomous, independent and en-
gaged. Some of the educational oppor-
tunities they provide, as in the case
of the family centre, ignore women’s
actual situation and needs and require
something in return, like partici-
pation in their projects. In a land-

scape of scarce resources, Egyptian
mothers’ activities include having to
negotiate programs such as the pro-
life Becoming Parents family centre,
where volunteers like Bianca may
address them in paternalistic and
condescending ways, but also mediate
access to critical state resources.

Photo series, next four pages

Like many other mothers, Faiza Marei looks
after the daily needs of her family while she
works to seize any opportunity to improve their
situation. She fills in applications for benefits
and social housing, raises money through
teaching Arabic and initiates volunteering
activities that may develop into professional
opportunities, such as a class for teaching
sewing. She is also committed to using her
knowledge of the Italian system to help orient
other women in her neighbourhood. The follow-
ing pictures were taken over the course of one
day to illustrate the notion of the ‘resourceful
and active’ mother that is encouraged by pro-
fessionals and programs in Milan, but which is
also often already a reality in the daily lives of
migrant women.

Page 53, top
Working at a neighbourhood café.

Page 53, bottom

Faiza helps an Italian language teacher intro-
duce herself to two newly arrived Egyptian
children. Italian language classes take place
during school hours for new students of foreign
background. During their first two years of
school in Italy, these students follow a lighter
curriculum relative to their peers.

Page 54, bottom

Helping a family register at the school. In Italy,
migrant background students can be enrolled
in school at any point during the academic
year.

Page 55, bottom

Faiza shares information on where to obtain
Italian language classes with two young
Egyptian sellers at the local street market.
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1. Being a Migrant Parent

It is June 2016 when Magdy, a father

of two in his early fifties, becomes
homeless. His wife has divorced him,
and a judge ruled that he has to leave
the house to her and their children,
‘for the sake of stability’. He is down to
homelessness benefits, and his debts
start to accumulate. Magdy sleeps in
his car and eats whatever he finds on
the streets. Child protection services
soon halt his visitation rights, arguing
that it unsettles the children to see
their father like this. Depressed and
frustrated, Magdy leaves for Egypt,
but upon arriving he realizes he does
not want to give up on his children. In
December, Magdy returns to Amster-
dam to get his life back on track and to
reassume his role as a father.

Divorce is remarkably prevalent—
the rate is over 70%—among Egyptians
in Amsterdam. Many consider the high
rates to be one of the main challenges
of life in the Netherlands. However,
the effects of divorce differ greatly for
fathers and mothers. After divorce,
Egyptian mothers tend to become sole-
ly responsible for raising the children,
leaving little space to do anything else.
Egyptian fathers, like Magdy, often
face homelessness, financial insecurity
and mental health problems.

One year after his divorce, at 11:00
sharp on a sunny Tuesday morning
in June 2017, Magdy is called forward
for his urgency statement advice
interview (urgentieverklaring advies-
gesprek). This is a big moment. If this
interview goes well, Magdy gets to
apply for a statement (urgentieverklar-
ing) that would grant him priority on
the waiting list for social housing, and
cut his waiting time from up to fifteen
years to just several months. And after
securing housing, child protection

services should reinstate his visitation
rights.

The interview is held in a small,
closed-off cubicle in the Amsterdam
West municipal office. The intake
officer, a white Dutch woman in her
twenties, walks him through the
procedure. She explains that she will
first ask some questions. Then, based
on Magdy’s answers, she will advise
him whether to apply. In the end, it’s
Magdy'’s decision, she asserts, but her
advice will be part of his application.
The application comes with a €50
charge, which will not be reimbursed
in case of a negative decision. The
interview starts. ‘Where did you live in
the last six months?’, the intake officer
asks. This is a crucial question because
only formal residents of the city are
eligible. Magdy lived in Amsterdam
for nearly thirty years, but after his
divorce, he had to register outside of
Amsterdam and only recently rereg-
istered in the city. Magdy avoids a
direct answer. Instead, he tells the
intake officer about all his attempts to
return to Amsterdam. His approach
seems to work, and the intake officer
moves on to the second crucial ques-
tion: why does Magdy need an urgency
statement? This time, Magdy’s an-
swer is short and to the point: ‘I need
a home to be a father to my children
again.’ The answer appears uncon-
vincing. ‘Sir, I need to warn you that
the non-resident parent is not eligible
for an urgency statement based on the
children’s needs. Are there any other
reasons why you need housing urgent-
ly, like a medical condition?’ ‘Yes, there
is!” Magdy sounds relieved. As a result
of car accident, he suffers from severe
pains in his shoulder, back and legs,
and he struggles to climb stairs. He
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1. Being a Migrant Parent

has a doctor’s statement to prove his
condition. Convinced, the intake of-
ficer congratulates Magdy and advises
him to apply for a statement based on
his medical conditions. ‘But I cannot
guarantee you that they will grant you
urgency’, she adds, as a disclaimer. It
is 11:10 when Magdy leaves the cubicle.
‘Now I have to find €50, he says, as he
walks off.

The Netherlands boasts a range of
programs to get fathers more involved
in family life. Many of these programs
focus on migrant men, who are seen
as being even less involved than white
Dutch men. These programs seem to
assume that fathers either lack the
skills or the motivation to be involved.
However, regardless of skills or mo-
tivation, many Egyptian fathers in
Amsterdam are not in a position to be
involved in ways that reflect their as-
pirations. For example, they may work
seven days a week, ten to twelve hours
a day, or, in the post-divorce context,
they may struggle with homelessness,
financial insecurity or mental health
issues. Magdy’s case illustrates that
such struggles actually constitute a
form of involved fatherhood, even if
these activities are not recognised as
such by professionals, ex-partners or
even the children.
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This Domestic Happiness (Huiselijk Geluk)
board game was developed by Trias Pedagogica
to initiate conversations among and between
parents, and especially fathers, about parent-
ing practices and household roles.
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A group of fathers play the Domestic Happi-
ness (Huiselijk Geluk) board game at one of the
Egyptian associations in Amsterdam
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2. Professional Practices

Introduction

Manifestations of the welfare state differ quite signifi-
cantly across Europe. In our projects, they ranged from
the extensive and wealthier Dutch welfare state to the
more limited Italian welfare landscape, where public
services have increasingly devolved to third-sector ac-
tors, which rely heavily on volunteers. In part because
of these differences, and because of where parenting

as a policy domain was located, our research projects
with professionals and volunteers who offered parent-
ing support differed considerably. Anouk worked with
two of the 26 municipal Parent and Child Teams in
Amsterdam. These spatially organised teams aimed to
support all parents in Amsterdam and to monitor the
well-being of all children ages 0 to 23. The Amsterdam
case combines many services related to children and
parents; in Paris and Milan, these services span numer-
ous separate domains. In the latter two cities, parent-
ing support was the domain of less-institutional actors,
for example volunteers or nonprofit professionals. In
France, parenting support has emerged as a new pillar

400
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2. Professional Practices

of family welfare, which has been added to France’s
already extensive family-focused social security and
social services system and to the universal health care
and child protection services that also attend to parent-
ing in their own ways. In Paris, a majority of parenting
support initiatives are carried out by local nonprofit
associations and community organizations in deprived
‘priority’ neighbourhoods, where they work more
broadly to stimulate neighbourhood life and solidarity
and try to battle against inequality and exclusion. In
Milan, Milena worked with volunteer and professional
initiatives representative of new welfare paradigms.
These projects focused on participation and the forging
of new relationships as simultaneously a form of inter-
vention—a way for parents to experience new lifestyles
and parenting models—and of a new model of welfare
that activates parents to generate solidarity amongst
themselves. This institutional diversity resulted in very
different relationships between parenting actors and
the parents they aspired to support.
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2. Professional Practices

On a Thursday afternoon, members of
one of Amsterdam’s Parent and Child
Teams (Ouder- en Kindteams) gather
in a room at their recently refurbished
centre for a biweekly case discussion
session. These sessions provide a cru-
cial space for exchange in an organiza-
tion that stresses professional ex-
pertise and autonomy. When dealing
with difficult cases, people can seek
advice from colleagues from a number
of fields. The team is organised into
discussion groups of five or six mem-
bers representing different profession-
al backgrounds. This particular group
consists entirely of women, which
reflects the overwhelmingly female
make-up of most Parent and Child
Teams. It includes a youth nurse, a
youth doctor and three Parent and
Child Advisors with pedagogical and
social work experience. The group’s
child psychologist is absent.
Amsterdam’s Parent and Child
Teams came into being in January
2015, when specialised youth services
were devolved from the national to
the municipal level in light of budget
cuts as a way to simplify youth care
and make it more accessible and re-
sponsive. In Amsterdam, these forms
of youth care were integrated with
existing programs, like the exten-
sive youth health programs formerly
known as the consultation bureau
(consultatiebureau) and school-based
social work. The resultant Parent and
Child Teams aim to ensure a happy
and healthy youth for all children.
They present themselves as a sup-
portive resource for both parents and
children. However, if they feel that
the child’s interest is at stake, Parent
and Child Teams can adopt a more
interventionist approach.

As the professionals settle in, Ma-
ria, the youth nurse, introduces the
case of a 4-year-old girl. Mother and
daughter had come in for a regular
youth health consult. The girl had ar-
rived in a stroller and had clung to her
mom throughout the consult, seem-
ingly very fearful. She had given up on
the games used to assess child devel-
opment after just a single attempt to
put a round block into a round hole.

In addition, the girl, who had subsist-
ed on milk until the age of 3, only to
switch to white rice, was overweight.
Maria told the mother that she could
help, but the mother had declined.

‘Where are they from?’, Anke, an
experienced Parent and Child Advi-
sor, butts in. Maria names an Asian
country. This is taken at face value
and does not lead to further comments
or questions. Maria continues her
story. She indicates that ‘mother’, the
common way for professionals to refer
to their clients, returned two weeks
later with ‘father’, who was concerned
about the girl’s continuous crying at
school. The parents finally agreed to
meet with a Parent and Child Advisor.
Maria recalls she really ‘had to moti-
vate them for help’, saying: ‘We can
help make your child stronger.” After
the meeting, she called the parents
daily, without success. Maria grew in-
creasingly concerned and notified the
family’s GP, who promised to check in
on the family.

All present agree that something
has to be done. They share Maria’s
worries about the child’s physical
well-being and psychosocial devel-
opment. What seems to worry them
most is the parents’ avoidance of the
help extended to them and their non-
responsiveness to repeated follow-up
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Amsterdam: Working with, for and against parents

N

2. Professional Practices

efforts to contact them. All agree that,
since the girl has started school, the
most logical figure to take on the case
is now the school’s Parent and Child
Advisor, Miriam, who is not part of
this case discussion group. Miriam
has not yet established contact with
the parents. Anke again takes the
lead: ‘Miriam should simply tell the
parents: “We’ve been notified of this
situation, and we have serious con-
cerns”’

Parent and Child Team policy
foregrounds parents’ own needs
(hulpvraag), and uses a strengths-
based (eigen kracht) approach that
stresses parents’ own responsibility,
capabilities and network rather than
professional initiative and state re-
sources. Yet, help is voluntary, but not
optional (vrijwillig maar niet vrijbli-
jvend). As Anke points out: ‘Miriam
may want parents to agree on the help
she wants to offer. But if they contin-
ue to refuse help, Miriam has to notify
Veilig Thuis (Safe at Home, the do-
mestic and child abuse hotline), even
if the parents will not like it. This is
a safety issue.’ All agree that Miriam
should take a proactive approach in
school, since these parents will not
come of their own accord. ‘You have to
tackle them’, Esther chimes in.

Members of the Parent and Child
Teams occupy a complex, shifting and
at times contradictory position vis-a-
vis parents: they are there to support
parents, but they are also guardians
of the child and representatives of a
monitoring system in place to ensure
child safety. Maria’s case illustrates
that the interest of the child may well
become a point of conflict between
professionals and parents and the
justification for a more forceful pro-

fessional approach. The possibility of
such interventions haunts meetings
with parents in precarious situa-
tions—those living in poverty, with
migrant backgrounds, low education
or frail mental or physical health. It
highlights the contradictory and am-
bivalent role of Parent and Child Team
professionals.
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Parent and Child Team professionals engage
in a bi-weekly case discussion session in
Amsterdam North.
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Children dress-up clothes hang in a space
dedicated to children’s play and equipped with
a large range of toys and games (ludothéque) in
the north-east of Paris. At an income-depend-
ent tariff, the ludothéque allows parents and
children to come and play and meet outside of
often crammed homes. By including referenc-
es to different cultures and origins, such as
the dress made of African fabric, ludothéque
professionals work to create a space where all
neighbourhood parents and children feel wel-
come and represented. -. -
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Paris: Empowering parents
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2. Professional Practices

‘The school is an institution. And yes,
it needs to change and evolve. But
some people want to change the school
to their standards: that will never
happen.’ Ori, the family therapist who
leads the parents’ discussion group
run by a community centre in a social
housing neighbourhood in the north-
east of Paris, is adamant. He continues:
‘The school never adapts to the child.
It’s the child who adapts to the school’

The topic today is the law and the
responsibilities and rights of parents.
These are urgent issues in a neigh-
bourhood suffering from regular police
raids, drug dealing and high school
dropout rates. Some ten youths and
preteens and a handful of parents
have turned up, all of sub-Saharan or
Maghrebi origins. Together with two
of the Centre’s community workers, an
invited legal expert, and a street social
worker, they sit around tables put
together in the middle of the fluores-
cent-lit, drab room, eating takeaway
pizzas provided by the Centre. The at-
mosphere is informal. This is a neigh-
bourhood where people know one an-
other intimately, and the community
workers, who have been at the Centre
for over ten years, are imbricated in its
social fabric.

The discussion quickly settles on
the school system, as parents tell an-
ecdotes about insulting teachers and
negligent after-school activity work-
ers and ask what they can do when
schools seem overly eager to place
their children on the vocational track,
which parents often see as a relegation
of their children to the lower end of the
educational system. Ori and the legal
expert explain regulations, procedures
and bureaucratic hierarchies, stressing
the rights that parents and pupils have

and what steps they can take. Fatima,
the Centre’s family worker, who is
regularly solicited by parents to assist
them in conflicts with the school or to
accompany them to disciplinary hear-
ings, is diligently taking notes.

Most parenting support projects in
the northeast of Paris are developed
from within a broader focus on ine-
quality and deprived neighbourhoods.
To professionals like Fatima, (literally)
standing by migrant parents in their
dealings with state institutions and
mediating the impact of what some
professionals described as a ‘violent’
system are key aspects of their work.
Though many professionals hoped
that they might eventually be able
to change the system, their task of
helping parents deal with institutions
required more pragmatic balancing
efforts. Drawing on their own experi-
ences as migrant background parents,
Fatima and Ori recognised the parents’
sense of injustice. During discussion
group meetings, they would state
that, yes, the police are often racist,
and, yes, some teachers are ‘assholes’,
and, yes, the school is an institution
that needs to change. Yet they also
wanted to help parents struggling to
keep their children from dropping out
or from getting involved in crime to
retake control. They advised parents
to actively contact the school and
warned them not to legitimize their
children’s negative attitude by them-
selves, making an ‘enemy’ out of the
school. Pressing upon parents the need
neither to give up nor turn against the
system single-handedly, Ori empha-
sised: ‘That’s also how an association
like the Centre can help: you can share
and work together, create solidarity in
the neighbourhood’
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2. Professional Practices

France’s parenting support policy
has a strongly universalist and eman-
cipatory outlook; it aims to facilitate
parents to find support among one an-
other and recognises parents as actors
of parenting support. In Paris, par-
enting support professionals animate
this policy with a distinct ambition:
that of empowering working-class and
migrant parents with whom they work
in their interactions with state institu-
tions. Transforming individual par-
ents’ experiences into a collective and
public one was seen as key because,
as Ori put it: ‘as an individual against
the state, you can only lose.’ This was
how Ori and Fatima envisioned the
aim of the discussion group: to pro-
vide a space for reflection and sharing
resources, where parents could feel
they were not alone. But, paradoxical-
ly, in their attempts to raise collective
awareness and solidarity vis-a-vis
institutional injustice and inequality,
the professionals also reaffirmed the
institutions’ inexorable power over
individuals.

Donated children’s clothes in a community cen-
tre space, one of the many small-scale solidarity
initiatives that the centre runs. As the text on
the window explains, people can ‘take’ clothes
for free, ‘donate’ clothes they no longer use or
‘exchange’ them.
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2. Professional Practices

A suggestion box in a community centre space
that houses a day care facility. The text reads:
‘Your ideas, your wishes, your needs’. Eliciting
families’ needs and turning families into active
participants in the development of activi-

ties and projects - organizing ‘with’, not ‘for’
residents - are important values in the work of
community organizers.
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The office of a family worker in a community
centre. The walls are adorned by administra-
tive sheets, posters and flyers of cultural ac-
tivities, photos of the centre’s family outings,
and drawings and creative projects made by
the children in the homework tutoring classes.
This conveys a homey and personalized feel
that testifies to the affective relationships
between professionals and the families with
whom they work.
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2. Professional Practices

Twice a week, the volunteers, all
women, of an association offering free
language classes to migrant mothers
arrive at the neighbourhood’s elemen-
tary school. In the lobby, they set up a
small table and an attendance sheet.
Soon, their students begin to trickle
in, adult women, most of whom are
of Egyptian or Moroccan background
and who reside in the public housing
complex at the centre of this neigh-
bourhood at the city’s northwestern
periphery. The women arrive carrying
strollers up the school’s stairs, holding
bottles of milk, or leading toddlers by
the hand. Other volunteers have al-
ready headed upstairs to an otherwise
empty wing of the school to set up for
lessons prepared ahead of time with
their co-teachers or to transform drab
classrooms into playrooms or créches
where they will watch the women’s
young children during the lessons.

On this grey November morning,
Marisa, one of the core volunteers,
enters the preschool room, where
four volunteers are playing with the
children. She announces a new preg-
nancy among ‘our ladies’. This will be
the student’s fourth child. Francesca,
the association’s founder and one of
the volunteers in the children’s room,
comments that when her own fourth
child was born she thought, ‘that’s
it, I'll never work again!” ‘But I can do
this’, she adds, referring to the found-
ing of the association.

Francesca has lived in the mid-
dle-class section of this neighbourhood
her entire life. She holds a university
degree in Classical Literature that she
intended to use to teach high school.
Once she started having children, like
many women in Italy, she found it
difficult to combine work with the de-

mands of family life. With the neigh-
bourhood around her changing from
immigration, she decided to put her
energies towards what she perceived
as a growing problem: the marked sep-
aration between Italian and migrant
residents, many of whom originate
from Egypt and the Maghreb. ‘T was
disgusted by the idea that my children
would grow up in a neighbourhood
like this: here are the Europeans, here
are the Arabs.’ Francesca involved her
female friends and acquaintances, all
on a volunteer basis, in the founding
and running of an Italian language
school for migrant mothers. Reflecting
on its impact, she described what she
saw as one of the association’s great-
est successes. Dina, originally from
Egypt, was one of the school’s early
participants. The association, Franc-
esca argued, helped ‘pull Dina out of

a monstrous shyness, poor thing. She
was almost illiterate, and now, I don’t
want to say that she speaks Italian
well, but she was able to become class
rep, alongside an Italian mom.

This effect of drawing women out
of a private space into a more active
role in the community was not limit-
ed to the migrant mothers who came
to study Italian. Francesca described
the transformations that a number of
the Italian volunteers, herself includ-
ed, had undergone. After running the
association for eight years, and with
her children now older, she had start-
ed to work at a nonprofit cooperative.
Her years of unremunerated work had
taught her new skills and enabled her
‘to grow a lot professionally’. Other
volunteers, she noted, followed sim-
ilar trajectories of moving from the
domestic care-taking role for children,
husbands and/or elderly parents into
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a progressively more active role in
the association. Through these roles,
Francesca reflected, they gained ‘a lot
of self-esteem’, ultimately undergoing
‘the same transformation as Dina.’
Volunteers at the school saw them-
selves as offering, for free, a social
service that the state was failing to
provide. Taking care of the children of
migrant mothers drew upon and ex-
tended the volunteers’ own domestic
expertise. Yet volunteering could also
serve as a path to professionalization,
especially for the language teachers,
and to leadership experience, even if it
very rarely led to paid employment. It
also offered some respite from domes-
tic demands. In this sense, volunteers
and participants shared a trajectory
that resonates with new welfare and
citizenship models in Italy and that
leads both of them out of the private
and into the public sphere. The school
for moms illuminates a particular
dynamic of Italy’s new welfare land-
scape. In supporting migrant mothers
to achieve autonomy in a new country,
these volunteers became the benefi-
ciaries of the welfare they themselves
generated.

Volunteer Italian teachers check the work of
students during a lesson.
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Students attending the Italian school for
mothers drop off their children to the care
of volunteers prior to heading to their
lessons.
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3. Dilemmas of Welfare Encounters

Introduction

Encounters between professionals and parents were
rarely the terrain of clear-cut certainties. Instead, for
both the parents and the professionals we worked with,
these encounters were often the object of complex ne-
gotiations and considerable emotional work. The dilem-
mas parenting encounters generated speak to the state
of welfare in Europe today. For parents, encounters
with teachers, youth care providers and social workers
revolved around the pursuit of welfare and their desire
to guarantee a viable future for their children. What
support, services and rights did parents expect from
the state? How did they work towards accessing servic-
es and persuading professionals of their ideas of what
is best for their children? Often parents had to interact
with teachers, social workers or immigration officials
who were in a position to distribute or withhold ben-
efits or other resources. The parenting support profes-
sionals who were the focus of this research were mostly
not in such positions of power. Across the three sites,
these professionals were committed to an egalitarian
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3. Dilemmas of Welfare Encounters

ideology, trying to work with parents instead of impos-
ing norms. Their work was also shaped by new welfare
logics of activation, strengths-based approaches, and
emancipatory goals of participation and community
cohesion. One of the central dilemmas for these parent-
ing support professionals was how to persuade parents
to participate in their projects and how to lead them to
share their objectives.

In each city, however, these general dilemmas were
coloured by specific concerns and questions. In Milan,
migrant parents negotiated a decentralised and frag-
mented social state that has delegated many services
to nongovernmental organisations. Against a backdrop
of limited resources and growing needs, professionals’
work was guided by new policy rationales that identify
solidary relationships among citizens as a financially
sustainable alternative to the welfare state. Profession-
als working with an increasingly impoverished and
diverse public proposed relational welfare practices
aimed at empowering and responsibilising parents.

In Paris, the communication between deprived
parents and the school was the object of ongoing con-
cern, intense labour and investment. This held true for
(migrant) parents, who face a complex and bureaucratic
landscape in their pursuit of a good education for their
children. It was also a central concern for policy actors,
who saw bringing families and schools closer together
and helping parents become more active interlocutors
in their children’s educational trajectories as crucial
parts of the battle against poverty and inequality. As
parenting support professionals in community cen-
tres and associations tried to address these problems
through support groups, they were faced with the
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3. Dilemmas of Welfare Encounters

question of how to entice into collective action parents
whose lives are characterised by constant duress.

The Dutch welfare state has the ambition of be-
ing comprehensive both in terms of its services and
its monitoring reach. This made it simultaneously the
object of desire and of considerable anxiety on the part
of migrant parents. While Amsterdam’s parenting sup-
port professionals were deeply motivated to help those
most marginalised and in need and aspired to stand
by parents, they also had a potentially intrusive re-
sponsibility for children’s well-being. Parents, in turn,
asked themselves whether professionals really had
their child’s best interests at heart, whether the solu-
tions they were offered were in fact the best ones, and
whether the professionals would live up to their prom-
ises. Moreover, parents’ experiences with various insti-
tutions made them wonder whether they were being
treated fairly or were instead being dealt with in subtly
racist ways. In this context, parenting encounters were
characterised by opaqueness as both parents and pro-
fessionals tried to gauge and influence one another’s
intentions and actions.

Next two pages A volunteer at a psychological association in north-east Paris practices alternative
ways to learn vocabulary homework with a boy and his father at a homework collective for parents.
Families and volunteers also play cooperative games together. The aim is to help parents, especially
those who have little or only negative experiences with the French school system, to support one
another and to foster cooperation between parents and children when school has become a source
of conflict or anxiety.
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3. Dilemmas of Welfare Encounters

Amal, a thirty-something married
mother of three, worked for months to
postpone the impending eviction of her
family from their apartment in Milan.
She made repeated visits to a court
office, social workers and the eviction
centre. Every time the bailiff showed
up at the apartment, she was the one to
negotiate.

The morning the eviction is sched-
uled, Amal waits for the bailiff to come.
As she lets the bailiff into her small
and shabby apartment, she is asked to
confirm her name and the composition
of her family. The bailiff proceeds to ask,
‘Are you ready to move?’ Amal, dressed
in what appears to be pyjamas, replies
firmly, ‘No, we are not’, her homey outfit
speaking for itself. The bailiff states with
poor conviction, ‘But you have to find
a solution. Are you looking for a place?’
‘Yes, we are looking, but no one wants
to rent a house to a family with chil-
dren. The bailiff presses on, ‘If you are
not evicted, you cannot obtain a social
housing apartment. In any case, today,

I can’t do anything, because the police
are not available. This notice gives you,
let’s say, two months from now to leave
the house.” As the bailiff takes off, Amal’s
face relaxes, and she starts talking in

a more cheerful manner. Her husband
enters from the other room and remarks,
in a sarcastic tone, ‘That was it? I had to
take a day off for this?’ Postponing evic-
tions is a common feature of the Italian
system. To Amal, this illustrates how
things work in Italy, particularly the
ongoing negotiation of services, a nego-
tiation that requires skilfully managing
face-to-face interactions with institu-
tional representatives.

In the months leading up to the evic-
tion of her family, Amal was convinced
that the social workers at the eviction

centre in Milan would find a solution

for her. Although they had explained
more than once that they could not, she
interpreted their dismissals as a strategy
aimed at limiting excessive demands
from applicants. When the eviction
eventually does take place, she and her
children are offered temporary housing
in a group facility far from Milan. Amal
is shocked and upset by the inability

of the system to find a more feasible
housing solution. She wonders: ‘How can
they leave me and my children out in
the street?’

Though resources are few, many
migrant mothers similarly held high
expectations of what the state could
offer and of its accountability towards
citizens. Some of these expectations
were fed by inconsistencies in the sys-
tem itself. For example, Amal wondered
‘why are family doctors available on a
daily basis for free, but I have to wait for
months for medical tests?’ She was also
baffled by a health system that covers
everything except dental care and by
housing policies that protect minors
and mothers but not fathers. Finally,
she was convinced that evicted families
could enter social housing after just a
few months because she had heard of an
Egyptian family that did so. However,
even though eviction gives public hous-
ing applicants some priority, the waiting
lists are so long that, in practice, very
few families receive one.

Along with the notion that Europe as
a whole is rich, Egyptian mothers’ ex-
pectations of the Italian social state were
shaped by the inconsistencies that char-
acterize its social services as well as by
the substantial gap that exists between
Italy’s continued professed commitment
to ideals of solidarity and its more sober-
ing reality of limited welfare resources.
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3. Dilemmas of Welfare Encounters

Eight women sit around a table in a
colourful room in a deprived neigh-
bourhood in northwestern Milan. They
participate in a program for mothers
held five mornings a week and run by
an association. Young parenting sup-
port professionals mediate the group,
in which mothers discuss parenting
issues, do yoga, cook together or attend
workshops with a variety of experts.
On this morning in March, conversa-
tions intertwine: a woman from Bang-
ladesh laments the uselessness of her
MBA education in Italy; a mother of
two, originally from Bolivia, is check-
ing out the group as she has recently
become unemployed; and a young Ital-
ian woman, also unemployed, shares
her struggles as a single mother.

The project is funded by an inter-
national NGO concerned with Italy’s
growing childhood poverty rates. The
association also receives support from
the municipality and a large philan-
thropic foundation. Professionals at
the association work with migrant
and Italian-origin families hard hit by
Italy’s prolonged economic crisis. They
operate in a context of overworked
local services, limited public resources
and a new welfare paradigm that calls
upon citizens to generate communi-
ty-based solutions. These professionals
believe in the importance of the social
state. Yet, in practice, a lack of resourc-
es and the notion that new solutions
lie among citizens themselves has
led to a new emphasis on ‘immateri-
al’ modes of support that are said to
bolster solidarity, both material and
social, in the era of austerity.

Isabella, a professional in her early
twenties, works on the menu for a
Women’s Day celebration with two
mothers from Bangladesh. The women

want to contribute a biryani dish but
insist on cooking it at home, to Isabel-
la’s disappointment. ‘Usually we cook it
here, together’, Isabella reminds them,
to no avail.

Creating community and solidarity
is hard work; it is emotional labour
requiring constant investment from
professionals. With an affectionate
greeting, the use of humour to negoti-
ate difficult topics, empathic listening
and a casual, approachable demean-
our, professionals aimed to make the
mothers in their projects feel welcome.
They sought to persuade them to leave
what they envisioned as the isolation
of their homes in favour of joining a
public yet intimate space. Working to
create community through homelike
activities like cooking together, profes-
sionals hoped to bring out the shared
nature of family challenges and to
generate opportunities for identifying
shared solutions and building new
relationships.

Near the end of the session, Fatma,
a woman from Morocco, arrives push-
ing a stroller. She seeks Isabella’s help
in scheduling an appointment with a
specialist for her son’s chronic ear in-
fections. As Fatma joins the rest of the
group, the conversation turns to the
pastry chef training course in which
a number of participants, including
Fatma, have enrolled. The course will
meet three mornings a week, and
Isabella tries to convince Fatma to
continue attending the group on the
other days. ‘What are you going to do at
home the rest of the time?’, she asks.

Professionals working with parents
in this marginalised neighbourhood
in Milan embraced a relational ap-
proach to social work that emphasised
listening to and empowering parents
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with chronic unemployment and .oublgll
severe housing precarity, among other
critical issues. Through phone calls,
during meetings with colleagues and,
at times, by accompanying mothers

in person, professionals also sought to
‘activate’ institutional state actors such
as social workers, teachers, school ad-
ministrators, and health care providers
to attend to the parents in their charge.
overwhelmed and underfunded, local
social services at times pushed back
against such efforts to mediate access
to resources and services for parents

in critical situations. Professionals like
Isabella sought a delicate balance be-
tween enacting the ‘immaterial’ forms
of interventions that are emphasised
in new welfare models and soliciting
public institutions into fulfilling their
114  responsibilities to citizens.
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Professionals working for an association com-
mitted to relational welfare practices approach
mothers participating in their projects using an
informal, listening and eliciting stance.
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Children participate in an after-school program
run by two associations in a neighborhood at
the periphery of Milan
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3. Dilemmas of Welfare Encounters

Rawan came to Paris from Cairo to join
her husband in 2004. She recalls how her
arrival in France had a transformative
effect on her: ‘No one will do your things
for you in France; only you can do them'
Rawan took French classes four times

a week when she arrived. Though she

is not fully fluent, Rawan can handle
herself well when she has to converse in
French. Her schedule is always packed.
She asserts with some pride that, besides
being a housewife, ‘T am the one who
takes care of all the bureaucracy in the
house. I can do it better than my hus-
band, who has been here much longer
than me. To Rawan, her effectiveness at
taking care of bureaucracy is one of her
most important achievements in her life
in Paris.

The mother of a teenage son, Rawan
is often called by the school to discuss
problems or difficulties. This time, her
son, Hisham, had reprimanded one of
his classmates for cheating and received
a beating as a consequence. He took a
blow to his chest, which was particular-
ly problematic because he suffers from
asthma. This time, Rawan asked the
vice-principal for a meeting to discuss
the incident.

In a gloomy office of the school,
Rawan sits down assertively in front of
the tall, blond vice-principal. The school
official, who is aware that French is not
Rawan’s first language, does not appear
to make any effort to slow the pace of the
conversation. The vice-principal speaks
hastily: ‘I don’t know where they acquire
the aggressive attitude and the bad
language. The parents insist it’s not from
them, and I am certain our teachers do
not use these methods, so the school and
the parents are very confused about the
origins of this behaviour, she says.

Rawan is adamant, she reminds the

vice-principal of a previous incident
when her son came home with his hand
broken from a fight. She insists upon
what she sees as a simple and basic
point: when parents send their children
to school, they ‘expect that their chil-
dren come back to them in one piece’
The vice-principal nods in agreement
and promises that she will follow up on
the matter and question the teachers in
order to avoid similar incidents in the
future.

Outside, Rawan asks Soukaina, the
researcher, to explain specific words
that the vice-principal used to refer to
school rules, to make sure she under-
stood everything. This was not Rawan’s
first meeting with school officials con-
cerning similar problems, and she has
learned that such conversations always
take on more or less the same form. As a
result, even without fully grasping the
nuances of the vice-principal’s language,
she knew in advance roughly how the
conversation would unfold and could di-
vine what the vice-principal was saying.

The repetitive nature of encounters
with teachers and other professionals
made it possible for Rawan and other
Egyptian mothers to speculate rela-
tively accurately about what is said.

To an extent, this ability helps them
manage their negotiations with school:
it boosts their confidence and endows
them with a sense of legitimacy in front
of institutions they often do not fully
understand. At the same time, Egyptian
mothers worry that if only their French
were better, they could communicate
with institutions more efficiently. Even
Rawan, who is comparatively fluent in
French and in navigating such institu-
tional encounters, leaves these meetings
uncertain about her ability to advocate
effectively for her son.
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A Family Allocation Office in Paris, known as La
CAF (Caisse d’Allocations Familiales), a crucial
space of welfare negotiations between families
and welfare institutions. The daunting exterior
of the building speaks to the kinds of negotia-
tions and interactions that take place within.
Like the building’s facade, these encounters
can be intimidating, opaque and the logistics
involved extensive.
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3. Dilemmas of Welfare Encounters

On a spring morning, Sophie is pre-
paring the bright, cosy convivial space
(espace conviviale) of the community
centre where she works in order to
host a meeting for parents. The meet-
ing is part of a project, Université
Populaire de Parents (UPP), that aims
to have the voice of working-class par-
ents be heard and to have local institu-
tions and politicians recognize them
as interlocutors. To this end, a group of
parents comes together, supported by
a professional, and carry out action-re-
search on a self-chosen topic. In the
small kitchen, Sophie makes tea and
coffee and arranges the sweet rolls she
has bought for the shared breakfast on
plates. In the week leading up to the
meeting, Sophie has sent a remind-

er email to the regular participants;
others, less likely to be online, she has
called individually. Looking outside
onto the sunny street and blue sky, she
worries whether anyone will come.

To her relief, one after another, four
mothers arrive. Sophie welcomes them
with hugs and kisses, pours them
drinks, and, drawing on her previous
conversations with them, asks them
how they are, how their children are,
and inquires about holidays, schools
and their housing situations. She lis-
tens attentively, nods empathetically
when the mothers talk about difficult
situations, tells funny stories about her
own life and relationship, and allows
plenty of time for the mothers to chat
among themselves. Half an hour after
the announced starting time, Sophie
begins the discussion about the moth-
ers’ everyday difficulties, which was
the aim of the meeting.

Parenting support professionals
like Sophie are well aware that carv-
ing out time to partake in a discussion

group, one of the most common forms
of parenting support in France, is not
self-evident for parents who often do
not speak French fluently and struggle
with demanding care responsibilities,
irregular employment, and problems
with school, housing, and residency:.
As a result, ‘mobilizing’ parents to
participate is one of the most crucial
but also hardest aspects of their work.
It requires not just flagging activities
to parents whenever they could. It also
means finding the words to explain
the activities’ relevance in a way that
resonates with parents and makes par-
ticipation seem attractive and fun.

Affirmative communication is also
an explicit part of professionals’ efforts
to repair the impact of social exclusion;
this is done by building warm and
horizontal relationships with parents
and by granting parents the empathic
listening they are denied by institu-
tions, especially schools. Communica-
tion also figures as an objective: many
parenting support initiatives aim to
help parents from working-class neigh-
bourhoods reclaim confidence vis-a-
vis the school, in the hope of making
schools more amenable to truly listen-
ing to parents.

It is six months later, and Sophie
has succeeded in putting together a
steady group of about ten mothers that
meet every other week. Sophie is no
longer nervous about people showing
up. The UPP meetings, she asserts,
have become the most rewarding part
of her job. Today, financial backers of
the project and potential institutional
partners arrive at the Centre in small
groups to meet the UPP participants.
Sophie and the mothers are sharply
dressed and seem slightly nervous.
The mothers have worked on their

e soislly ol Wyl isy J o ydll covin
(bl ada dwal guo C).u.d sl oLl
claagd (1o yea¥ll Blol oSad I ddy hally
lga¥llg sU¥l Jmod Sy abido¥l adn puadis
Loy omiaiung lade golidi

FSYI IS S ol Lolgd! Sy
Jorl oo ossiall iy Ul ssand] (pad Bydileo
eliy Jds g0 U3 ping . eloizl cingtl s
‘n.exmg ul.eo}ﬂg cb}U ”o0 MIQ &dls wlae
3391 cpaze dibledly pgl slatwdl 40,8
ol Oluwdll yb! § 3990 5 yrisd I
& Bun Jolgdl lin Jiay LS .guslall dolsg
og.}XI ped Olysleo o wasll BGagd 1ild a>
el (o @laga¥lg eU¥l Sucluws J! dogodlg
cauyall slad 3311 Bolsiuwl Lle dlolell dddn]l
AyB 58T dunwsdo BysYl ada S Buagy
ilga¥lg L dsasy el

JiKdd @ Sa0 cn (sl & oy
eilgol sise Jlo> 10 99535 dakiiia degamo
Byisio o0 ol @ .resunl JS 8y ollas
cLu.Ud.U ULCLAD| ul JSQJQ tuﬂS)Lu.Lu e uLu.U
FASY el ool @lgedlly o3 dusidl
day cpodllin & lgiiubg bl § lil) (iass
o5lusdll el yiullg gopisall ol yelgall
2ol @ ol Ladl alal 5,00 I gelaind
S ebi i g oS Ll elgadlly @9,0
cdac .gade ol el elede oo « @il
S 39g2agg Gl S edye e wlgadl
sl (g3 gl.v Baslgll Sl 8 ua0g @Q,o &
cablisil xS Olioly (g oyl 2y & claadl
Wil olS iy die ot Il gudlally (4
lo douas ai . oalabl wlugwe,lsw
uSl @ (Jid gror ilg) Al ALl adn auisi
oo cdegama § 4811 adgy rasl of mabrial
Lo.i.gg ‘&Lojagl A=y «eldd J&Q @)9..\.5.&;4 Qg|
el o=l e wilaodl gotias Gondll oIS
drg e domgdl O cdde clidllg (yaepinas
s34l @g..og Olgod s ¢ I

of Jlall J»o|9~” ol Lddlaje $oo yii
u,Jl JSLad! 5 oy o0 uLeaSlg <L Z)"‘U
Slasdll 2o palolss § ilgalls LY dxlgs
Sl yaals gosuy eedld (lda dglol
Blglull e il (dpamll Jolodl o @l
g0 il Jolodll e yoa¥l cliol 2o aslily
o Bl Mac 4ol (40 lin bty sl

ol ]l slacly Sg0 podi (=) po zluo $
e9alls zull (asll Gelaadl oISl «JluiudisS
d8laial JoT oo Jami cus Lelain¥l 3,00 &

oo £ o slaixdl .ul.@,;a)"g LW &lm._'>|
@il cilgally LU dusid] dmoladl g oo
ilga¥lg L¥ Cgo J slaiwdl JI BGagy
28 S Guagy silly cdlolell 43l o
L3 Bl el el lg dddod] @lunwil
& a1 Joo I ylasdl o GyhsS cilgally
s3:i lgadly Ll (o sus oz @l lin
o oy slach gaegdyy «pedll pgl 901 ige
call bl § paiu o) gl gades Jo>
A Slglsdl Cijig 894dllg glidl a0 pai
S il yohdll Jolid BB e Lo il
4.'L.u) ‘_99..0 eyl cglaid G ‘5.3J| &gm}U
abiill Syl JI SorsI a sl ySG
zolol dabiid dliwg oeSlay ¥ il oyl
B Lasud pgidilgay ‘_99.40 cald (sl JI
‘.cls)) .cLo.u.Jlg oo &)[u..\.” 15)[9«." ‘_J| @go
wasis of S ¥ gl giss

clgol @yl Juad Lok Seo @b ginly
LIl et Go0 oy 653 ol Buslgl
e 2lisg coiligpidl g cuad cxldlly
cod)lax e Jlud «amo diylud! cslislsll
suslally aleY L}c)*u.éiudg ‘U.@.'Lo.bi J|9.>-i9
eigig «plaialy (ed] goiud . AuSudl (eiusdog
eddlas e Olgedl diamis laaic wiblai
loile> oo aSoudn Laad o cdusall
<o)l o Sl dundi ciBoll (§ zuiadg «leilddleg
oo delw ai asy ¢ pgin Loud Grasill algeM
oo gyl die olll glaixdl cay cdg
S (0lgadl duagdl Bligmall Jo> (ilad]
slaixdl g 9890 oIS

Jio clga¥ly sl pes suslars oy
d.(‘.gm@&)b.m.u c.egua.a.obuul @g.»a
g (Eguds fiSY S opo M iy Gl
ol uae) linng g U] el (asy Logd Lusiy
oealsiy ¥ Lo e il claodls oL gy
dasud Ol ggue &85 (illy «d8Mlny duuwd 8]l
alomyl 2o Bac Wliasd (o goilsig pedile e
Sadlg duayall & JSLinlly (Byold) Szl o5
Ql.eowg LY «3.;_1'» U@ Ui dodig dal8Ylg
@ d.m.:bl gl ]15‘ o0 8a>lg R a4 Liwal)
Sy yo8l by ¥ wwuwgwx
LalS 0¥l eldo¥ dansdl dhiidll oo gl

AED: 60 SRy RT3 6| v

UK}

|R<r) e

4

A TTTRD @D |[3)



Paris: The art and politics of listening and speaking

130

3. Dilemmas of Welfare Encounters

presentation extensively with So-

phie and the Centre’s director. Taking
turns, they explain the project, de-
scribing how they got involved and
what themes have emerged—most
prominently, their problems with their
children’s schools. Khadija describes
what participating has meant for her:
‘Before, I wouldn’t have been able to
speak up like this, in a group. But now
I can.’ After the meeting, as the guests
congratulate the mothers on their
presentation and praise the project,
everyone is exhilarated. Sophie and the
parents radiate pride.

Sophie and her colleagues consid-
er failed or hurtful communication
between parents and institutions to be
a major societal problem. To counter
this, they strive to generate instances
of deep, egalitarian, affirming com-
munication with parents and between
parents and institutions. It requires
hard work to persuade parents who
face immediate and urgent problems to
invest a significant amount of ener-
gy and time into changing a system
that often appears resistant to change.
When, as in the UPP case, everything
does come together, this produces mo-
ments of an effervescent sense of col-
lectiveness and possibility for change.

clgalg LY £lidY i Sty owiall Jasy
Jladiwly cdlxleg d1y98 JSLie (yoeles cudll

& 934 plbi usi § cdgllg dSLbJI (1o juS 9
29031 ol gud Lovie (g . yuseil] B8 e Ll
dusid) duwyoal) Al Jiodl ga oS doerl
G of dilds epo s ol (lgadlg L3
somidl (3o dygd illin) die gy (Gylony] 151
st d6(Sal dd pdsd (el yiddl

AED: 60 SRy RT3 6| v

s

|R<r) e

4

A TTTRD @D |[3)



¢ 6y |Rer)3 6| v

.
.

’q(“m'f’

Participants of the Popular University for
Parents listen attentively as one of them
speaks. The professional guiding the group,
on the left, smiles supportively.
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Using cards depicting symbolic landscapes Q_
and figures, participants of the Popular j
University for Parents are invited to reflect E
on their everyday lives. C
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A group of seven mothers sit at a table
in a community centre in Amster-
dam-North, drinking tea or instant
coffee and eating cookies. They have
been discussing the Dutch health care
system for some time when Soraya,
an outspoken mother of four in her
late forties, shifts the conversation to
her eighteen-year-old son, Mohamed.
Mohamed is applying for internships
but is repeatedly getting rejected,
even though his classmates have long
succeeded in securing theirs. This is a
clear case of racism, his mother sug-
gests. Her friend, sitting next to her,
vehemently disagrees. ‘Mohamed is
just lazy’, she exclaims. ‘You don’t even
know if he applied.” Her biting com-
ments start a heated debate. ‘Everyone
knows they won’t take a “Mohamed”,
argues another woman, supporting
Soraya. ‘It took my son a year to find
an internship’, another contributes.
Other mothers are sceptical. ‘Only God
knows what our children are up to’,
someone contemplates. Another moth-
er shares the story of her neighbour’s
son. The boy also claimed he could not
get an internship, but then it turned
out he had been accepted but did not
like it. ‘Can you imagine!?’ she sighs,
shaking her head. Other mothers are
more pragmatic. ‘Maybe he should look
for Muslim businesses’, one suggests.
‘Or just change the name on his CV’,
another adds. ‘No, no, no’, one mother
protests. ‘Our children were born here.
This is their country. Mohamed should
be hired as himself, not as “Jan” or

“Kees”” The women laugh. ‘So, what
am I supposed to do?’, Soraya asks. No
one seems to know, and the conversa-
tion drifts onto other topics.

A few weeks later, racism comes up

again when Ghada, one of the moth-

ers, brings up the situation of her
nine-year-old daughter Yasmin. When
Yasmin was six years old, she was sent
to speech therapy. According to her
teachers, she was a bit behind in her
language development, but speech
therapy would help her catch up. At
first, Ghada was happy and hopeful it
would benefit Yasmin. But as Yasmin
did not catch up, Ghada grew more and
more concerned. Eventually, she had
Yasmin tested for dyslexia, and the
results confirmed that the child had

a learning disability. But to her moth-
er’s astonishment, Yasmin’s teachers
did not believe the diagnosis. ‘These
days you can buy any result you want’,
the teacher had apparently said. ‘That
might be true’, Ghada tells the other
mothers at the table, ‘but if Yasmin
were Dutch, they would not doubt the
results’. This time, the other mothers
unanimously agree, and the conversa-
tion turns to the practical question of
what to do. ‘This is unacceptable’, one
mother exclaims. ‘You should go there
and tell them. ‘Yes, tell them you will
go to the police’, a second mother says
jokingly. The women laugh. ‘No, seri-
ously’, the first mother insists. ‘I think
you should go there and take care of it
‘T cannot just go there and start talking
about racism’, Ghada objects. ‘They will
not accept it. It will only create more
problems for Yasmin.

For Egyptian parents in Amster-
dam, racism is elusive. They know
racism exists, they experience it, yet
they cannot pinpoint it. And even if
they can, they are still uncertain how
to act on it. In fact, parents hardly
ever bring up such charges during
parenting encounters, afraid of poten-
tial repercussions. Instead, parents
develop other strategies to minimize

gm0 (o J=ally Slei dahl o laasy o
é'eswcduw»‘-'@»)Muﬁe el §
o o e Bole Lrld @il 1ol ¢ st
5! ol s elifay ‘:bﬁl o4 ‘g» NHE sl @.Lc
u.m:Jl @ Bale &g wouyy slas ‘sﬁ Ao
0053 of Jadsdl on @il ool olgall 2o
(adgn ol cilS 13 (g Buso so¥l lia
casly 8yl adn il & pouwyall elkdy ol
I cyasdl J§g lgmurai e slasly olgad
lian .ol sda § Glac dled coy bo $9d90
coy» :Qteow ‘_g".\b-l il ;«Jg.gjmx.é).oi
a3l (psir «Eaylsly Jla Jl olbdl elle
287 byl I imdins elif pgyyslg cellia
oo uLe,a‘sxu cloud il 4y yhny gy A
Y ol e il adicly :JoY eﬂl_)..w «dydsy
e Bale yaimi el sl cldeg el
& eadly Wlia Jl Oladll Liikas ¥» :lg>lydl
so¥l 1da (U3 Igldy o sl e cuasdl
«hdo WL.J JSLu.LU R .A.D.U ébd cég,u.l
croadll gyl colgaily el gl
p.@." |..\> U.u'.o.u}).ol & il xpléml @
08b320 pgily (Bagras &y paisll of edsmy
s pgilay ¥ el gag gl juail)
lgelhinl of Lizg gy JSdy dpaizll oda
0 038l s alliy ¥ peild elld Jsb
call o «@lyl § lamo Jolsill 488
el da Jio JI olinwdl lgallly U3 e
o0 Bes ( uially ©luwdll 2o paileld J3
¥ Jasiay (U3 oo Yoy dlaisdl oslelad]
Wlais! Jdad gy5- Ol yiwl olgadlg
REVE pgﬁ sl ve Guaill pellabl b=
‘MQXQS M' staald lgguiis ol (uaals

dzalod! J) zololl pasdsd 191355 of elel

el oo pad sa0j0 g Judius glaudg
fols By dypais)] g olb cdseal ain o
lga¥lly L3 3l8g Bos- yuas JSidde

o1 Ul e s el s 50 25000
plo yluwod ddloddl dahill ‘”9 duelaix¥l 3SIL
gl jamy oIS Soadlly gLidl (apdug

6M94J| dadl Gle | sl (pidly (S od)
ass¥ al ag) U 38,55 odie cdgll yamd
Cyasd| ‘(LQ)A.C Y uh.uw)3| _).‘>|9| ‘_9 Jb.bl
Ule e alad ol so @I oo Lol e
] Jorl oo bl 31,55 (5l dase pad)
e ails aady piy (g «0lS pidl gus! (9
0ailo olad o Bas dis 19iai dame edloj
Aullg 7 Al «dypail) dslg Al sdar
Bady uo;w_n el J! gl I < gidyao
ads=i ¥ el « koS JowS dasor 18usy Gl=ig
a.u.e.g &A)L” Le&bl&) .«glb.y 'z.m_y UlS L)l Lo g
|9;\>‘L, o ol pley measdly sl L8l
‘5p| AI)A| RV PRAV-CY M' J.o.'mpl 31
‘_,.u| @)w.wl» Iy '5| @J.w L 5|) 38480
L_)L@Agl UI gl L«dy gl e ke | }lAlS Lle
o pl=y sasg all» 203b Oleiibs pé ol sy
spi ':T Jolis x5 81s0l Jodi («lo¥ol alsdy
| 23 §JJ| gisls ol dad oly,sYl Jylad
& Jid dadsll $ il ccupadll § Ll o
J.g» A2y pjpﬁl laa (g ¢ Cyyail zoliy
Ol Olgadl . lgwly jai LRSS
mlc‘_,m.u Lagy» u.a,l.x>-| ] Alagly yiSi
o gy 'zl G «daluws OIS 1 e Gl
c.ou «d.uldjl 4y ‘_J.c d.A.uJ'_yuSJ 4J|SA|J LQJ)
qnﬂdb lda L l9adg boﬂgl P X» ‘spl 'zl
uudgm.od.ﬂuuhuluk;mmwbg)uhm
Ui Jluse (Olgadl el S of ol
ellay a1 Y aif 9dw .«?J&éi QT SR K\ PAPRRI
85 sl cyasl iy «laflgud Qg
830 cyasdl @i cguluwdl (Amy j950 a2
8] (Balé Chas badie dypaisdl e g5
o0 423 ol ity D> e (cilgal
G Grounly el lodie . Oilgivw gud ja=]l
adg «ghdl gl goliyy Jl lellul @i lgis
& udb 50 o Gl (el 68 (lgpalsl

oo Shill Z3le maliy g o=l Lailyud yohi
dgladl $ .l ,msu e § lacluy of il
ul ais eols l.e.vﬁ 4.[)‘.9.;.09 Boumw Bale il

WL‘QSM‘QJUSJQ JMUAMuwb
3 ‘_9 Bole 318 alajlg (pads ‘sl B oo

sV mcb&.").u.m & olusd Le.wI ol rds

oS ¥ o) |proves o oty

B

!

|R<r) e

4

A TTTRD @D |[3)



Elusive racism

.
.

Amsterdam

140

3. Dilemmas of Welfare Encounters

the possibility of their children being
discriminated against. Most notably,
parents vigorously attend to their chil-
dren’s education, hoping to get their
children on track to university and a
prosperous career. Yet the spectre of
racism prevailed as a source of fear and
anxiety for parents.

A group of women chat after a workshop about
mental health held during their weekly gath-
ering at one of the Egyptian associations in
Amsterdam.
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During these weekly gatherings, the women
discuss everyday family issues, exchange tips
and tricks, and provide moral support to each
other
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The morning schedule at the youth
health section (formerly consultatie-
bureau) of one of the Parent and Child
Teams (Ouder- en Kindteams) is taken
up by routine check-ups for children
between 0 and 4. One appointment
has been made especially to follow

up on a child considered overweight.
Marieke, the youth nurse at work that
morning, opens the file to review the
child’s health records. ‘Mother” had
been referred to a dietician, but she
‘never arrived there’, as professionals
tend to say.

A sturdy woman in her twenties
wearing a headscarf enters the cheer-
ful yet clearly medical consulting room
with a lively, well-dressed three-
year-old boy, who immediately starts
exploring the toys set up in a corner.
The mother, raised in the Netherlands
but with a migrant background, comes
across as quite self-assured. Marieke
asks her how things are and mentions
the reason for the consult: the boy’s
weight. She asks why ‘things have
not worked out’ with the dietician, a
question to which she receives no clear
answer. It is obvious that the mother
has not been interested in pursuing it
further. The youth nurse then proceeds
to weigh and measure the boy and
key the figures into the computer. She
shows ‘mother’ the boy’s development
set against curves that indicate nor-
mal, balanced child development. His
weight had previously dropped a bit,
but it is now up again.

When Marieke asks the mother
what she thinks of this, she merely
shrugs. The boy’s eating habits are
fine, the mother says, except for the
two weekly visits to his grandmother’s
house, when he always helps himself
to sweets. ‘He really is the boss in that

house’, the mother says. The mother
doesn’t see this as a problem. Her son
is at his grandmother’s only twice

a week. At home, she has more con-
trol and locks up the cupboard with
sweets. Despite Marieke’s repeated
prodding, she sees neither a need nor a
way to change his behaviour. Her only
concession is that she promises to go
out more often so the boy can get more
exercise. She clearly does not want any
further involvement.

Although obesity is one of the focal
points of Amsterdam’s current youth
health policy, Marieke decides to
back off. Afterward, she points out to
Anouk, the researcher, that the moth-
er did promise to spend more time out-
doors with the children. ‘“This simply
takes time and requires persistence,’
she sighs. ‘Pushing this will not get us
anywhere. She simply won’t show up
anymore.

This meeting illustrates the opaque-
ness of many parenting encounters.
The mother shrugs off attempts at gov-
ernmental intervention through her
noncommittal, impervious posture. In
a previous meeting, she had apparent-
ly agreed to meet with a dietician but
had failed to follow up on this, casting
doubt on her motivation to tackle her
son’s weight issue. Marieke, in turn,
does not clearly voice her concerns
or opinion but sticks to asking ques-
tions and attempts to elicit a positive
answer. She does not push, as she
feels that she does not really have the
means to enforce anything. Not yet,
at least. Unlike their colleagues in
Milan and Paris, the Parent and Child
Team professionals in Amsterdam are
also explicitly tasked with safeguard-
ing children’s well-being, if need be,
against neglectful parents. If the boy
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continues to gain weight, Marieke may
bring up the case in the biweekly case
discussion sessions discussed in Part
I1. Would Marieke and her colleagues
at some point find it necessary—and
feel they had the right—to intervene

in a more forceful manner on behalf of
the child’s health?

Waiting room of youth health section of a
Parent and Child Team in Amsterdam North.
These youth services are better known as the
consultation bureau (consultatiebureau).
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Youth health consultation room at the same
Parent and Child Team location. On the left, an
eye test. The cupboard is covered with infor-
mational materials that the youth health nurse
can hand out to parents. Echoing the Positive
Parenting Program training offered by Parent
and Child Teams, the written message on the
white board reminds parents to take good care
of themselves as well.
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Next two pages A father returning his son back to his mother at the end of his weekly visitation day
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Conclusion

Across Europe, media headlines and political debates often por-
tray poor migrant families as a burden on, or threat to, socie-
ty. In the Netherlands, Italy and France, there is much public
discussion about the need to reinforce national values and to
make migrants integrate and abide by national norms. When
we set out on the Reproducing Europe project, we expected
that encounters between migrant parents and professionals
would revolve around these questions. Instead of certainties
about who belongs and is deserving of the state’s care, we
found both parents and professionals engaged in tentative at-
tempts to do good and produce good lives in the face of daunt-
ing, unfamiliar and challenging circumstances.

Persuasive encounters

The parenting support professionals
and volunteers with whom we worked
were often minor actors in a larger and
less sympathetic welfare landscape
that parents navigate. They occupied
a relatively marginal role in domains
that for parents are urgent, like hous-
ing, jobs and school. These profes-
sionals and volunteers saw their role
as one of explicitly standing by and
supporting (poor, migrant) parents.
They worked hard not to reproduce
negative and problematic ideas about
migrant families and tried to alleviate
the precarious situation of the parents
who participated in their programs.
They aimed to work together with par-
ents, rather than direct them, and to
minimize power differentials in their
parenting encounters.

Though this positioning seems
to be part and parcel of the domain
of parenting support, the ambitions

and aims of these professionals also
reflect larger policy logics and trends:
the importance of participation, of
self-reliance and ‘own-strength’, of
empowerment and solidarity. We find
these logics across Europe in very
different political contexts, where
they fulfil different goals and aims. In
the Netherlands, the strengths-based
(eigen kracht) model reflects the wish
for a more efficient, less costly form of
government that is also ‘nearer’ to the
people. In Italy, citizens are marshalled
to bridge the gaps in fragmented and
decentralised welfare services during
a time of economic crisis and austerity.
In France, guiding residents of margin-
alised urban areas towards neighbour-
hood solidarity and participation and
emphasising more positive relation-
ships with institutions have become

a key way to counter what is seen as

a threat to the cohesion of the nation
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Conclusion

and the persistent inequality that
Republican institutions seem unable to
redress.

There were important differences
in the location of parenting support:
whereas in Amsterdam it was situated
at the heart of the state, in Paris and
Milan it was at located at its margins.
The goals of the parenting support
programs in each of these cities also
differed significantly. In Amsterdam,
professionals worked under the general
umbrella of ‘youth care’. Even if par-
enting support was based on a strong
ethic of working with parents and
honouring parents’ will and consent,
it was ultimately geared towards the
well-being of the child. And while ideas
about children’s well-being were not
absent in Milan and Paris, the goal of
parenting support activities extended
beyond a focus on parenting practices
alone. Parenting support was less an
end in itself than a means towards the
creation of a more inclusive, cohesive
and solidary society.

Despite these differences, in all
three cities, parenting support pro-
fessionals strove to create horizontal,
mutual relations with parents. They
put much effort and emotional work
into creating relations with families,
for instance by remembering children’s
names and the details of parents’ lives,
by making time for them, and by being
approachable and available.

Building these relations was critical
to the support that professionals aimed
to provide, for two related reasons.
Professionals in all three sites saw
parenting support as something that
should not be enforced but that should
be based on the voluntary participa-
tion of parents. Nurturing warm and
affective ties was an important way for

professionals to honour this profession-
al ethics while working to reach par-
ents and get them on board with their
projects and vision. Parenting support
professionals invited parents to take
part in the activities they could provide
from within the limited domain of par-
enting support. The experiences of the
Egyptian migrant parents showed that
the services, solutions and ambitions
of parenting support professionals,
however well intended, did not always
align with the often urgent, concrete
needs and worries of parents. Securing
parents’ participation often relied on
professionals’ ability to persuade and
entice them and to draw on the warm
relationships they had nurtured rather
than on hierarchical and dependency
relations.

Parenting support professionals
invested significant time, attention
and emotion in creating warm, collabo-
rative relations. Yet, to parents, they of-
ten remained representatives of a larg-
er system, and their larger institutional
position of power irrevocably shaped
the encounter. This held true for the
choice of collective activities and sup-
port groups in Paris, which, though
aiming to provide support to work-
ing-class parents, also expected them
to create neighbourhood solidarity and
to engage actively with institutions
and politics. It was expressed even
more clearly in the fear of state disci-
plinary power that haunted encounters
in Amsterdam and in the negotiations
of access to crucial welfare resources in
the Milan case. The perspective of the
migrant parents gives us a sense of the
challenging nature of such encounters:
the struggles to negotiate unfamiliar
practices, conditional benefits and even
potentially hostile officials.
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Conclusion

Mothers, fathers and the
search for welfare

While professionals invested much
on a personal and affective level,

the Egyptian migrant parents we
worked with were even more strong-
ly involved in their children’s future,
which was the object of deep worries
and anxieties. A viable life in Europe
for themselves and their families

did not simply materialize. Parents
encountered national structures that
were simultaneously empowering and
limiting. They were perpetually un-
sure how to serve their children’s in-
terests and often feared that they were
putting their children’s futures at
risk. As parents worked hard to make
a better future possible, they sought
out various forms of state support,
for example in the form of a family
bonus and free diapers in Milan or of
extracurricular tuition for a dyslexic
child in Amsterdam. In Amsterdam,
parents also feared the state and were
particularly afraid to unleash powers
beyond their control. In Paris and, in
particular, Milan, where the state is
less omnipresent and dominant than
in Amsterdam, these fears were less
prominent.

In all three cities, the parents we
worked with recognised that it mat-
tered which organizations and profes-
sionals were involved in their chil-
dren’s lives. In Amsterdam, parents
actively involved ‘good’ organizations,
for example organizations providing
extracurricular tuition, and actively
tried to keep out ‘bad’ organizations,
most notably child protection services.

In Paris, parents hoped to encounter
‘good’ professionals—that is, a profes-
sional willing and able to go out of his
or her way to help—and hoped to avoid
‘bad’, unrelenting professionals. Par-
ents felt the need to be strategic when
they engaged with professionals, in
order to convince them to provide
services. Some parents dressed up
when they went to a meeting. Parents
also brought us researchers along,
hoping that our presence would help
their cases. In Milan, where welfare
resources are more limited, parents
presented themselves as ‘worthy’ and
‘deserving’ of help, hoping to persuade
professionals to use their discretion-
ary powers. But, above all, parents
were strategic in the information they
shared or withheld. Parents were espe-
cially careful to leave out (domestic)
violence and abuse.

As time passed and parents gained
experience with the welfare state,
they started to recognize patterns in
their parenting encounters. In Paris,
this allowed non-native French-speak-
ing mothers to engage in conver-
sations with people like the school
vice-principal, and in Milan mothers
followed sometimes illogical scripts
in order to get what they wanted. In
Amsterdam, some parents grew scep-
tical of the promises made by welfare
professionals because previous prom-
ises had gone unfulfilled.

Searching for and accessing welfare
proved to be frustrating, time-con-
suming and difficult work that mobi-
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lised mothers and fathers in different
ways. While at first, in many cases,
fathers were the primary interlocutors
for institutions and services, many
professionals tended to assume that
this was a role more proper to moth-
ers. Various institutions and programs
also directed themselves, implicitly

or explicitly, to women, while welfare
resources and legal requirements often
worked along gendered lines, as the
case of the divorced father in Amster-
dam makes painfully clear.

Moreover, the professionals that
Egyptian mothers and fathers en-
countered were overwhelmingly
female and middle class and, at least
in Amsterdam and Milan, mainly of
white Dutch and Italian origin. This
gave the welfare state a particular face
(white female), and it also affected the
nature of parenting encounters, for
instance when professionals presented
themselves as fellow mothers rather
than foregrounding their professional
status and expertise. In all three sites,
programs of activation and participa-
tion explicitly or implicitly targeted
migrant women, who were assumed
to require guidance towards more
public and autonomous lives. Howev-
er, these programs generally did not
recognize women’s extensive and dai-
ly search for family welfare as a form
of activation. This disconnect between
the work of migrant mothers and the
participation expected by parent-
ing projects could result in an added
burden for migrant mothers seeking
services or resources, as it added addi-
tional tasks to their already full days.

While gender plays a prominent
part in the public debates on migrants
and integration, these dynamics illu-
minate the gendered nature of Europe-

an welfare states, in how they address
their public and in the programs that
they offer.

An arts and crafts project adorning a wall in
a community centre in Paris. Made by the
parents of the centre’s daycare facility, it
depicts the diversity of the countries of
origin of the families attending the centre.
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Norms and differences

We set out expecting to find the reso-
nance of public debates about migrant
families reflected in parenting pro-
grams across our sites. To our sur-
prise, in our work with parenting pro-
fessionals and in parenting programs,
these public debates rarely appeared
explicitly in professionals’ practices.
We mostly encountered ideas about
ethnic, cultural or social difference in
understated and indirect ways.

Parenting support professionals
were minimally directive and disci-
plining of parents and of the way they
raise their children. While a non-nor-
mative, egalitarian stance was part
of their professional ethics, this was
also related to the voluntary nature
of the services provided and the fact
that parents could easily opt out. In
Amsterdam, professionals did work
with clear norms about a healthy
childhood and good parenting in
mind. However, professionals rarely
communicated these norms directly
in encounters with parents nor im-
posed them in terms of what parents
should or shouldn’t do. They instead
tried to get parents to reflect on their
parenting by posing questions and
suggesting alternatives. In Paris and
Milan, professionals eschewed uni-
versal norms for raising children and
being parents, even if their programs
did convey notions and ideals about
parenting, such as the importance of
cooperation or the value of positive
parenting (éducation bienveillante).
Moreover, parenting support profes-
sionals in these cities linked parent-
ing with broader ideals of societal

engagement. Like their colleagues in
Amsterdam, they tried to ‘sensibilise’
parents to their norms and ideals.

In contrast with public debates and
political demands that stress the need
for migrants to integrate, in Amster-
dam, professional discussions glossed
over parents’ diverse backgrounds
through the use of general terms,
such as the abstract ‘mother’ and ‘fa-
ther’. Rather than employing preva-
lent ideas of cultural difference, they
focused on generic family systems.

In Milan, where the sphere of social
services is informed by an ‘intercul-
tural’ approach, parenting profession-
als worked to recognize and celebrate
different cultural backgrounds among
parents. And in Paris, ethics of non-
judgement and inclusiveness led pro-
fessionals to a sometimes awkward
combination of valorising the cultural
backgrounds and knowhow of par-
ents while strongly disapproving of
tendencies among parents to confine
themselves to their ethnic or religious
community and identity. While they
expressed a desire for an equitable
practice, care for marginalised groups
and a society open to diversity, these
professional attitudes in Amsterdam,
Milan and Paris may also obscure
subtler power dynamics between
middle-class professionals, often with
white ‘native’ backgrounds, and most-
ly poor migrant parents.

To our surprise, Egyptian par-
ents in Milan and Paris, in turn,
rarely voiced concerns with racism
and discrimination. Many did worry
about their children’s—as well as their
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Conclusion

own—relation to various institutions,
particularly the school, and wondered
whether Europe would give their chil-
dren a fair chance in life. In Amster-
dam, parents did discuss racism and
discrimination with one another, but
they were often unsure about its con-
crete manifestations and reluctant to
bring it up during parenting encoun-
ters out of fear of repercussions.

In place of moralizing and stig-
matizing debates about migrant
parents, our exploration of parenting
encounters led us to deeply invested
yet tentative negotiations of welfare.
Professionals worked hard to persuade
parents to participate in the initia-
tives that they had devised for them,
while parents tried to enlist profes-
sionals in their efforts to secure a
good life and future for their families.
These were uncertain encounters,
where parents feared their search for
a decent life may not be successful
and where professionals tried, but
could well fail, to persuade parents of
their vision of a good life, a healthy
childhood and a more equitable fu-
ture.
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Mural decorating a space where ot
programs take place in Miian. The wo
(pace) and the sewing of various national flags
into one fabric evoke one of the aspirations of
professionals labouring in these projects: to
create cohesion out of a diverse public.
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The research team

Anouk de Koning

Project leader - Amsterdam

‘Every Thursday, I was allowed to sit in
on discussions of complex and gripping
cases, and to see how much the profes-
sionals of the Parent and Child Teams
cared about the families in difficult cir-
cumstances with whom they worked.’

=ideS g9 Wyl

.Pléﬁmi.&gﬂl XYL

uLuasl.m@uugl:Jbul @m.u cuns> A9 JSLg»
S0 dS)mg ‘PLA.&)U bf.LUg 3ad=ll el Jg_'>
28l elis¥lg Ll cilegams o ruigll laial
Ao 5o, i il o leme glsniy I

Wiebe Ruijtenberg

PhD researcher - Amsterdam

‘For over a year, I accompanied Egyptian
parents to their meetings at different
welfare offices across Amsterdam. This
allowed me to get an insight into par-
ents’ strategies, as well as their hopes
and expectations, and their disappoint-
ments.
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Milena Marchesi

Postdoctoral researcher - Milan

‘For ten months, I had the privilege of
participating in the deeply engaged
efforts of volunteers and professionals
working in neighbourhoods located

at the social and economic edges of
Milan. This vantage point enabled me to
experience the urgency, intensity, and
compelling nature of this work.’
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Lucrezia Botton

PhD researcher - Milan

‘For over a year, I followed a number of
Egyptian mothers in their daily en-
counters with professionals, volunteers
and other parents, sharing in joyous
moments of socializing, as well as in
distressful confrontations, such as evic-
tions. The women’s resistance to eco-
nomic precarity and their rarely voiced
hopes for the future speak to both their
strengths and fragilities and illuminate
their daily struggles as migrant par-
ents.
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Anick Vollebergh

Postdoctoral researcher - Paris

‘T was generously welcomed to partic-
ipate in discussion groups and other
activities for parents in community
centres and associations in working
class neighbourhoods in north-east
Paris. In these settings, parents and
professionals showed me that extend-
ing kindness and a listening ear are not
just important parenting skills, but also
crucial citizenship practices and rights
to aspire to in creating a more humane
and just society’
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Soukaina Chakkour

PhD researcher - Paris

‘Many Egyptian families gave me the
opportunity to be present during their
stressful, joyful, and dull moments for
over a year in Paris. Their willingness to
open their homes and their life to me of-
fered me the opportunity to grasp some
of the nuances and different meanings
and materializations of being a parent in
Europe’
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