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Abstract: This paper explores how transnational mothering is practiced through
telecommunication among Filipina domestic workers in Hong Kong. It
investigates the connection between information and communication
technologies (ICTs) usage, especially mobile phone usage, and the practices of
transnational mothering from two aspects: (1) how Filipina domestic workers
in Hong Kong provide emotional support and care to their children through
simultaneous telecommunication and (2) how these transnational mothers
supervise and discipline their children via ICTs. By analyzing various maternal
practices through telecommunication, we argue that the ICTs usage by
transnational mothers strengthens their emotional bonds with their children and
empowers them to discipline their children.

Keywords: Transnational Mothering, Mobile Phones, the Internet, Filipina
Domestic Workers, Hong Kong

SE2AERAREFER
— T e T A A IR SSUE T 5T
HA  H AT AR

B OE:RAELRMNARMEESROY S . BEFFCERNRXETR
FMAFRANEERAZ - FENEREREMLT . EHIFE-NEAN
BEERBE AFRAUIRTFRR ZWRE., AXK T EENEN,
18 % 5 B B F o R R R AL B 15 B B SR (AL B 4R D E B A
MWER, AXETERET 2010 FAFBEH#THIEARKF O IR
ANEAERHARCEL W ERREERBMZ AN X R (DEBHENA

% Author 1: Peng Yinni, Department of Sociology, Hong Kong Shue Yan University (fE# 1.
WANE FEWI K%L ES¥R) E-mail: pengyinni365 @ gmail. com; Author 2.
Wong Odalia M. H., Department of Sociology, Hong Kong Baptist University ({f # 2.
WA FERSRFHEER)

%% This rescarch was supported by Hong Kong Baptist University. We thank our respondents in
Hong Kong, who spent time answering our questions; also, we thank our research assistant Miss

Liu Yao for her help in the ficld.

« 199 -



¥4+ 2012 ¢ 2

WAARFHNAEFRT T RGEMNARYMNZEFEENRTRAS
RAXFAHY; DFENERoAAAAKRCEEANEAIRETHE T X
FHRKGAR, A RELWAEARAFTEL KT FE Mo RAEN
FRBEMEALAELEAN R AEREEFENRE TR AERL
WREAE ARNEGZTEN BT EO ENAY . BIIR ENAL
B B EFFNAERPERANEERTLFER R, £FRET. FH
MA R FHAE G NEE RN ZFRACREAE AR R TRERRL
X HEABGTNRALTO RS BB T EE. FMNFAR AR A
BHAFFETOHRAHANFIRRGWEF IR AR TN — 2
TRATAXTHI AN AR EHFAM T AR, 0EABHFR -
RUETH LB,

KW #BR OFHI OEHER EFH OFE

INTRODUCTION: MOTHERHOOD AND TRANSNATIONAL
MOTHERING

Motherhood is an important topic in family and gender studies.
Social constructionists, especially feminist constructionists. believe
that motherhood is not biologically determined, but socially
constructed ( Arendell, 2000; Miller, 2005). They argue that
motherhood is not only related to race. social class, age, and socio-
cultural location, but is also shaped by the specific social context in
which mothers are living (Collins, 1994; Stack & Burton, 1993;
Arendell, 2000; Miller, 2005). With the rapid increase of migrant
women and transnational families, transnational motherhood has
become a new focus and has created new challenges to motherhood
discussion. Economic globalization and the commodification of
domestic service in developed countries have led millions of women
from developing countries to migrate to advanced countries to seek
better economic opportunities (Castles & Miller, 2003). Because the
immigration laws of most developed nations forbid the resettlement of
families, migrant women have to leave their children in their home
country. Although many transnational mothers have their children
taken care of by their partners or other relatives in their home
country, how to mother from a distance has become a central concern,
as well as a serious problem, for transnational mothers.

Fundamentally, mothering is understood “as a practice that
involves the preservation, nurturance, and training of children for
adult life” (Hondagneu-Sotelo & Avila, 1997. 548). By performing
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maternal duties, mothers “foster and shape a profound affectional
relationship, a deeply meaningful connection” with their children, and
“in this relationship of care, the child has physical, emotional and
moral claims on the mother” (Arendell, 2000: 1194). In other words,
physical support and care, emotional work, and moral duties are three key
elements of maternal work. However, for transnational mothers who are
physically separated from their children, face-to-face practical care is
impossible. This often inflicts feelings of guilt on these mothers. It also
threatens their motherhood construction and, rather unfairly, puts them
“under constant pressure to conform to the image of a °good mother”’”
( Fresnoza-Flot, 2009.: 255). Transnational mothers usually have to
rearrange their mothering practices and reorganize their interactions with
their children due to the physical separation (Hondagneu-Sotelo & Avila,
1997; Nicholson, 2006; Parrenas,2010).

Many studies have stated that transnational mothers maintain
“their mothering ties and financial obligations” to their children by
regularly sending home money and expensive gifts (Hondagneu-Sotelo
& Avila, 1997 557; Parrenas, 2001, 2005; Dreby, 2006; Fresnoza-
Flot, 2009). However, other studies on transnational families have
indicated that children in transnational families are not satisfied with
material compensation and often feel abandoned by their mothers
(Parrenas, 2001; Madianou & Miller., 2011). Another way for
transnational mothers to mother their children is by expressing their
concern and care for their children via communication. Many
transnational mothers used to maintain contact and communicate with their
children through letters, tape recordings, and short-term visits. Yet,
without frequent, instantaneous communication, long-term separation still
makes performing maternal duties a formidable challenge for these migrant
women (Hondagneu-Sotelo & Avila, 1997; Parrenas, 2001, 2005).

Recently, scholars (Uy-Tioco, 2007; Horst, 2006; Silvey, 2006 ;
Wilding, 2006) have discovered that information and communication
technologies (ICTs), such as mobile phones and the Internet, are
becoming significant tools for transnational families and are assisting
transnational mothers with child-rearing. For example, Dreby’s study
(2006) found that phone calls (from both mobile and public phones)
are commonly used by Mexican mothers working in the USA to keep in
contact with their children in Mexico. Similarly, Uy-Tioco (2007)
argued that text messaging enables Filipino transnational mothers to
contact their children frequently at a low cost and allows them to
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maintain their position as mothers. Parrenas (2005) investigated
children in Filipino transnational families and claimed that text
messages, emails, and international calls make children feel close to
their mothers working abroad. In Madianou and Miller’ s study
(2011 ), Filipino transnational mothers reported that mobile
communication helps them to remain involved in their children’s daily
life and to manage their households from afar.

These studies have noted that the frequent contact made possible
by ICTs has increased communication between transnational mothers
and their children and has made them feel close to each other.
However, what needs further exploration is how enhanced
telecommunication assists or facilitates mothering practices.
Maintaining regular contact is significant in mothering from afar, but
it does not automatically guarantee successful transnational mothering.
Fulfilling maternal duties largely depends on what transnational
mothers can do for their children through the use of ICTs. In other
words, transnational mothers ’ maternal practices via
telecommunication are important for us to understand how they mother
their children from a distance.

In order to further explore transnational mothers’ maternal
practices via ICTs usage, we conducted an empirical study on Filipina
domestic workers in Hong Kong. Our discussion of transnational
mothering via ICTs usage focuses on how, via their ICTs usage,
transnational mothers (a) provide emotional support and care to their
children and (b) perform their moral duties. We argue that for the
children of transnational mothers, the simultaneous communication
provided by ICTs usage creates a virtual presence of their mothers. Through
this virtual presence, transnational mothers fulfill their emotional and moral
duties and therefore successfully perform their maternal duties.

THEORETICAL DISCUSSION: MOTHERING AS A PRACTICE

Motherhood and gender are closely intertwined (Glenn, 1994).
Motherhood is regarded as significant to understanding women’ s
identity, their relationship with their family members, and gender
inequality in our society. In the existing literature of motherhood, many
scholars have distinguished motherhood as an institution from mothering
as an experience (Kinser,2010; O’Reilly, 2010). By using motherhood to
signify the patriarchal institution of child-rearing, scholars have investigated
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how the patriarchal ideology of motherhood shapes the societal understanding
of ‘a good mother”’, affects a society’s laws and policies related to the family
and child-rearing, and creates gender inequality and dominance both in the
workplace and in the family (O’Reilly, 2010).

Recently, more and more scholars, especially feminists, have
concentrated on women’s lived experiences as mothers and paid more
attention to how mothers perform their maternal duties in diversified
social contexts and how they “conform to and/or resist the patriarchal
institution of motherhood” through their daily practices (O’Reilly,2010. 2;
Kinser, 2010). Many feminists have pointed out that women’s actual
experience of mothering is different from the patriarchal institution of
motherhood (Ruddick, 1989; Rich,1976; Kinser, 2010). Although affected
by the institution of motherhood, women’s actual experience of mothering is
the product of their persistent practices and complicated interactions with their
children (Kinser, 2010; O’ Reilly, 2010). As Butler (1990) argued,
mothering is a practice which is continuously performed by mothers in their
daily lives. Through their continuous practices, women meet three demands
which define their maternal work: “ preservative love, nurturance and
training”, maintain or alter the ideology of motherhood, and construct their
identity as mother (Ruddick,1989; 17).

Meanwhile, mothering is not homogeneous, but rather is contingent
upon context (Glenn,1994;0’ Reilly,2010). Mothers’ practices vary in
different social circumstances, depending on the social resources
available to them. In other words. mothering is conducted *“within
specific social contexts that vary in terms of material and cultural
resources and constrains” (Glenn, 1994. 3). Therefore, women’ s
maternal practices may be transformed with the change of time and social
context. In the case of transnational mothers, the spatial segregation
between mothers and their children has greatly challenged the
conventional practices of mothering. Transnational mothers, due to
their distance from home, are forced to create new meanings and
practices of mothering. Mothers, in the eyes of feminists, are always
active agents who are able to mobilize the resources they need and grasp
new opportunities to perform their maternal duties and exert their power
in child-rearing. With the development of society and the innovation of
new technology., transnational mothers have found new means to fulfill
their maternal duties (O’ Reilly,2010). The usage of ICTs has enabled
them to transcend geographic distances and construct their mothering
experiences in a virtual world. Through their intensive communication
with their children and their practical help to their children via
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telecommunication, transnational mothers can fulfill their emotional and
moral duties in child-rearing without face-to-face interactions. Since
mothering is widely accepted as subjective, meaning that it is based on
context-specific experiences or practices, in the following section,
transnational mothers’ own narratives will be used to demonstrate their
rich experiences of mothering via telecommunication and how they
mother their children in a new social context.

FILIPINA DONESTIC WORKERS IN HONG KONG

Since the 1970s, millions of Filipinos have moved abroad to work as
contract workers. Many Filipino women work as domestic workers in
more than 130 countries (Parrenas, 2000). Filipino domestic workers
were first introduced into Hong Kong in the early 1980s, and since then,
they have gradually become popular among middle-class and upper-class
families in Hong Kong (Chan,2006). According to the data provided by
the Hong Kong Immigration Department, by the end of June 2010, there
were 133,610 Filipino domestic workers in Hong Kong (47.9 per cent of
the total number of foreign workers in Hong Kong) ., the overwhelming
majority of whom were females. Filipina domestic workers represent a
good group for studying ICTs usage and transnational motherhood.
First, many Filipina domestic workers are transnational mothers who
have left their children behind in the Philippines to be taken care of by
their husbands or female kin. Furthermore. most Filipina domestic
workers in Hong Kong are intensive users of ICTs.

ICTs are well developed in Hong Kong and telecommunication charges
are relatively low compared to other international cities. According to an
international tariff benchmarking study, telecommunication subscribers in
Hong Kong pay as little as one tenth of the telecommunication charges paid
by their counterparts in other big cities, such as London, New York,

Singapore, Shanghai, and Tokyo.! Generally, it costs only HKMYM 0.1 or
HKMYM 0.2 to make a call via mobile phone in Hong Kong. The low cost of
telecommunication has led to heavy usage among the general public in Hong
Kong. Meanwhile, ICTs usage is prevalent among Filipino contract workers
overseas. Paragas’ s (2009) research on overseas Filipino workers
demonstrated that in 2005, about 82.5 per cent of their respondents had a
mobile phone with a host country SIM card and 76. 3 per cent of them owned
a mobile phone with a Philippines SIM card; also, about 70 per cent of

1. Data source: http://www. info. gov. hk/gia/general/201105/08/P201105060293. htm.
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them owned and used two mobile phones simultaneously. Some Filipino
overseas workers are also Internet subscribers. In 2005, about 14 per
cent of Filipino overseas workers subscribed to the Internet and another
52 per cent had access to it (Paragas. 2009). The prevalence of ICTs
usage among Filipino overseas workers and the affordable costs of
telecommunication in Hong Kong have made Filipina domestic workers in
Hong Kong intensive users of ICTs, especially mobile phones.

In 2010, we interviewed 27 Filipina domestic workers in Hong
Kong, all of whom were transnational mothers with children in the
Philippines. We found these transnational mothers through personal
referrals and and then used a snowball approach to meet others.
Interviews were usually conducted at weekends when these domestic
workers had their days off. In the interviews, we asked our participants
about their history of ICTs usage and their daily communication practices
with their children and other family members via ICTs. The interviews
lasted from one to four hours. All of the interviews were conducted in
English. With the permission of our participants, we tape-recorded the
interviews and fully transcribed them.

When we conducted the interviews in 2010, over 33 per cent of our
participants were in their thirties and about 48 per cent of them were in
their forties; one participant was aged 51 and three were in their late
twenties. In terms of the number of children, 15 had two children, six
had three children, and one had six children in the Philippines. In terms
of the children’s ages, 10 had children who were younger than 12, 11
had teenage children, and nine had children who were aged 20 or above.
Given the influence of marital status on mothering, we intentionally
included Filipina domestic workers of different marital status in our sample.
Among our 27 participants, 17 were married, four were separated from their
husbands, one was widowed, and five were single mothers who had
never been married. Although all of the participants in this study were
intensive users of ICTs, some of them had migrated to Hong Kong in the
1980s and had therefore experienced periods without ICTs.

BEING A TRANSNATIONAL MOTHER IN THE ERA
WITHOUT ICTS

Before the prevalence of ICTs, letters, postcards, and tape
recordings were the main ways for Filipina domestic workers in Hong
Kong to communicate with their family members in the Philippines.
Many transnational mothers kept writing letters to their children, and
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some of them talked, sang, and even cried to their children in tape
recordings. They tried their best to be a presence in their children’s
life. Yet, neither letters nor tape recordings could provide instantaneous
communication for transnational mothers and their children. Transnational
mothers could not get the latest news about their children, nor could they
timely respond to their children’s needs by writing letters or mailing tape
recordings. The spatial segregation and lack of effective instantaneous
communication devices have constrained transnational mothers’ ability to
perform their maternal duties.

In the 1980s and 1990s, making international calls was a luxury
for Filipina domestic workers in Hong Kong. According to the
recollections of some of our participants, they used to make
international calls to the Philippines using public phones. The cost of
making an international call from Hong Kong to the Philippines was
once as high as HKMYM3 to HKMYM5 per minute. Many Filipina
domestic workers only made international calls once a week, or even
once a month, and usually finished a call within 15 minutes. At that
time, making an international call was a tough task for them and also
one which needed great patience.

Making an international call was very expensive. You

had to collect a lot of coins to pay for the call. You dropped

one coin into the phone., and then you could talk for several

minutes. When your time was almost up., you would hear a

sound like “Doo~.” Then, you dropped another coin in.

(Cathy, 51, mother of one daughter)

At that time, we used public phones to call our families.

We called them only on Sundays. We had to wait for two

hours to make a call---A lot of people waited. When you were

dialing the number, people who waited outside the phone
booth already knocked the door (of the booth) to hasten you
finish your call. (Emily, 47, mother of three children)

Due to the inconvenience and high cost of telecommunication,
Filipina domestic workers were unable to have frequent, instantaneous
communication with their children. Without frequent, instantaneous
communication, most of them admitted that it was extremely hard for
them to be a transnational mother.

At first, it was very difficult for me (to be a transnational
mother). My kids were (physically) very far from me. They
were also emotionally far from me. The phone was not a popular
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way to communicate. At the beginning., I didn’t know how to win

their hearts. (Emily, 47, mother of three children)

Many of the transnational mothers we interviewed had
experienced their children’ s emotional alienation and estrangement
from them when they went back home after working abroad for a long
period of time. Some mothers felt that their hearts had been broken
when they finally met with their children but were not recognised by
them. In the era without ICTs, transnational mothering was an
oppressive experience full of helplessness, pain, and frustration.

When I left my children to work abroad, my elder son was four and my
younger son was two and half--- One and a half years later, I came back
home. My younger son didn’t recognise me. He asked, “Who are you?” I
told him, “I am your mother.” He said, “No, you are not my mother!
You don’t look like my mother.” Then, I asked him, “Who is your
mother?” He pointed at my mother (his grandmother) and said, “She
is my mother.” (Betty, 38, mother of two sons)

FILIPINA DOMESTIC WORKERS IN HONG KONG AND
THEIR ICTS USAGE

Since the late 1990s, mobile phones have gradually become
affordable consumer items and the main communication tools for people
in Hong Kong. By January 2005, the penetration rate of the mobile
phone in Hong Kong was a remarkable 118 per cent.! According to
some news reports, in 2009, the mobile phone penetration rate in Hong

Kong had reached 163 per cent,2 which means that, on average, every
Hong Kong resident had more than one mobile phone. Constable’ s
(2007) latest study showed that mobile phone usage has become
indispensable for Filipina domestic workers in Hong Kong. Nowadays,
it is quite common for Hong Kong people to see Filipina domestic
workers using their mobile phones in public. All of the 27 participants
in this study were intensive mobile phone users. About 90 per cent of
them owned two mobile phones, one with a local SIM card and one
with a Philippine SIM card. Some of them even had a third mobile
phone which was reserved for calls to and from their employer and
friends in Hong Kong.

1. Data source: http://www. internetworldstats. com/asia/hk. htm.

2. Data source: http://asiancorrespondent. com/16552/mobile-phone-use-in-hong-kong/ .
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Filipina domestic workers have developed a clever way to reduce
their telecommunication costs. When they are about to leave the
Philippines to work abroad, they purchase a Philippine prepaid SIM
card and apply for the roaming service. By paying 150 peso (about
HKMYM 27) for one year’ s roaming service, Filipina domestic
workers can receive short messages from the Philippines for free, and
it costs only one peso (about HKMYM 0. 18) for their family members
in the Philippines to send a short message to their roaming card. When
they arrive in Hong Kong., they apply for a local SIM card and
purchase another prepaid SIM card from the same local
telecommunication service provider. They mail the prepaid SIM card
to their family members in the Philippines, usually prepaying
HKMYMI10 or HKMYMZ20 as a deposit. When domestic workers send
short messages to their family members in the Philippines, they use
their mobile phone with the Hong Kong SIM card and send short
messages to the prepaid SIM card bought in Hong Kong. It is market
practice in Hong Kong that if both cards are provided by the same
communication service provider, text messaging is usually free.
Therefore, with a roaming card and a local card, Filipina domestic
workers can  enjoy frequent international  text-messaging
communication at an extremely low cost. Twenty-six of the
participants in our study sent short messages to their family members
in the Philippines every day. Six of them described themselves as
‘crazy’ text-messaging users who could not stop texting.

We are crazy. Texting messaging is a part of our life.

Some of my friends are always holding their mobile phones

and texting :-- Some of them (friends) are so good at text

messaging that they don’t even need to look at the keyboard

when they text. They’ ve already memorized all of the

numbers and characters on the key board. (Alice, 34,

mother of one daughter)

In addition to the low cost of text messaging, employer’ s
surveillance is another factor that leads to the frequent use of short
messages. Foreign domestic workers in Hong Kong are usually live-in
domestic workers, meaning they live in the house of their employers.
Employers in Hong Kong are usually worried that their domestic
workers spend so much time talking on the phone that they will not be
able to finish their work. Thus, many of the participants reported that
their employers had directly or indirectly forbidden them to make
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mobile phone calls in their houses. In order to avoid conflicts with
employers, Filipina domestic workers prefer text messaging to making a
phone call when their employers are present. They usually call their family
members on their days off or when their employers are not at home.

Most Filipina domestic workers in Hong Kong purchase prepaid
international calling cards to call their family members in the
Philippines. Compared to the low cost of text messages and local calls
(HKMYM 0.1 - 0. 2 per minute), the cost of international calls is
relatively high for Filipina domestic workers. At weekends, it costs
HKMYMI1 per minute; on weekdays, the cost ranges from HKMYM1.
49 to HKMYM1.99 per minute, depending on the Ilocal
telecommunication service provider. About half of the participants in
this study reported making international calls at least twice a week.
Even though many of the participants usually completed their
international calls within 30 minutes, their high frequency of making
international calls meant that they had to pay at least HKMYMZ200 per
month for their phone bills. Eight participants reported that their
mobile phone bills were once above HKMYM500. The monthly salary
for Filipina domestic workers is usually the minimum wage (or just
above it) set by the Hong Kong government for foreign domestic
workers: HKMYM3,580 per month. Thus, mobile phone costs of the
participants in this study, which ranged from HKMYMZ200 to
HKMYM1., 000, were surprisingly high when compared to the low
salary they receive in Hong Kong.

Since 2001, Hong Kong has experienced a rapid expansion of the
Internet market. By 2010, the penetration of the Internet in Hong

Kong was about 70 per cent.! Due to the high penetration rate, it is
easy and convenient for Filipina domestic workers to access the Internet
in Hong Kong. Twenty-one of the Filipina domestic workers in our study
were Internet subscribers. Unlike local people who have access to the
Internet in their workplace or household, most Filipina domestic workers
use the Internet in public Internet cafés or through their mobile phones.
Eleven of the participants in this study stated that they regularly visit
Internet cafés near their gathering place or their employer’ s home
where it costs them between HKMYM5 to HKMYM10 per hour to use the
Internet. Four participants were able to enjoy free Internet services in
local churches or in their employer’ s house. After having spent

1. Data source: http://www. internetworldstats. com/asia/hk. htm.
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HKMYM1,000 and HKMYM750 per month respectively on their mobile
communication bills, two participants purchased a laptop in order to
enjoy use of the Internet. Compared to mobile communication, the
biggest advantage of Internet communication for Filipina domestic
workers is that it provides instant video communication at a low price.
Videoconferencing is the most popular Internet function among Filipina
domestic workers in Hong Kong.

Every weekend, we go to the Internet café and chat. I pay
only 5 dollars per hour. You can talk, and you can see each
other. It is better than mobile phone communication. You can
see each other and you can save money at the same time.
(Joan, 25, mother of two children)

In addition to having videoconferences with their family members in
the Philippines, Filipina domestic workers send emails to their relatives
or friends scattered in other countries, search for information they
need, share their pictures on Facebook, and download popular music
from the Internet. With the help of mobile phones and the Internet,
Filipina domestic workers can break the spatial separation and maintain
frequent, spontaneous communication with their children as well as with
other family members and friends.

MOTHERING VIA ICTS: EMOTIONAL BONDS AND INTIMACY

Mothering is shaped by the patriarchal ideology of child-rearing in a
society and the specific social context in which mothers live (Collins,
1994; Stack & Burton, 1993; Arendell, 2000; Miller, 2005). In Filipino
culture, mothers have always been regarded as the emotional heart of
the family (Parrenas, 2008; 2010). They are the people who hold
families together and who can instinctively and naturally respond to the
emotional needs of their family members, especially their children
(Parrenas, 2008; 2010). This ideology of motherhood causes children to
make an emotional claim on their mothers. Due to the powerful influence
of the gendered ideology of motherhood throughout the whole Filipino
society, children’s emotional claims on their mothers remain unchanged
even after their mothers leave their home country and work abroad. As
Parrenas (2010. 1830) pointed out. children in transnational families
“feel abandoned not because they receive inadequate care when their
mothers migrate but instead because they have been denied the provision
of care that follows the traditional gender order of the family in the
Philippines, which is that mothers are the nurturers of children and that
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fathers are breadwinners.” Influenced by the patriarchal ideology of
motherhood, many transnational mothers believe they are still
responsible for emotionally supporting and taking care of their children
after they migrate. Before the prevalence of ICTs, even if most
transnational mothers desperately wanted to maintain emotional intimacy
with their children, they had no efficient way of doing so. With the help
of telecommunication, transnational mothers can now obtain the latest
information about their children and are able to timely respond to their
children’s various needs (Dreby, 2006; Fresnoza-Flot, 2009). Many of
the transnational mothers in our study pointed out that effective
communication is the key to them being able to mother from afar.

For me., communication is best for my family --- They
(children) always ask me, “Mummy! Can you call? Please!” 1
have no choice. As their mother, I have to call:-- You have to
communicate with them. Talk to them; ask them, “What’s the
problem? What you want? How do you feel?” (Amy, 35,
mother of two daughters)

Through frequent text messages and international calls, many
transnational mothers actively participate in their children’s daily life
and are available all day for their children. They create a virtual
presence or an absent presence for their children (Gergen, 2002;
Baldassar, 2008).

I call them (children) and send them SMS messages (short
messages) every day. I call them in the morning, during
lunch, in the afternoon., and at dinner time. I call them to
make my presence felt there. (Amy, 35, mother of two
daughters)

Every morning, I give my son a wake-up call. I say
“Hello! Morning! Are you awake?” He replies, “Yes, I’ m
getting up now.” I tell him, “Have a bath, have your
breakfast, change your clothes, and then go to school.” He
says, “Yes, mom.” At lunch, I call him again; I ask, “Did you
eat your lunch?”, and he says “Yes.” I feel so good doing this
because it makes me feel that I am very close to him. (Ella,

47, mother of one son)

By making their virtual presence felt by their children and intensively
getting involved in their children’s daily activities, transnational mothers
continue to affect their children’s lives after they migrate and to make their
children feel their mother’s concern and care for them. This may also
provide children with a sense of security, as their mothers can be
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reached by just sending a short message or making a call.

Furthermore, a mother’ s support and comfort becomes very
important in some special situations. For example, when their children
get sick, some transnational mothers frequently call and send short
messages to comfort the ill child. Amy has two young daughters in the
Philippines. Even though Amy admitted that her young daughters are
being very well taken care of by her hushand and parents-in-law, she still
believes that a mother’s care and emotional support is indispensable for
children, especially when they are sick and emotionally vulnerable.
Every time one of her young daughters was ill, Amy’s mobile phone bill
for that month would dramatically increase as she called more frequently
than usual to comfort her child.

When the kids are sick, I always call them. I call them to make

sure they’re OK, to comfort them-:-I always ask them, “Are you all
right?” and “Did (you) take your medicine? If there anything
wrong, you can tell mummy.” I also always tell them. “Sorry
mummy is not there. But, mummy will always call you to let you
know that she loves you. So you don’t need to worry, I’m here. Be
strong.” (Amy, 35, mother of two daughters)

Another transnational mother, Betty, reported that she exchanges
frequent greeting messages with her sons and talks to them as she would
to a close friend. Betty separated from her husband several years ago as
her husband had another woman. When Betty is working in Hong Kong,
her parents take care of her two sons. She stated that telecommunication
via ICTs helps her to rebuild her emotional connection to her two sons.
Before the emergence of mobile phones and the Internet, Betty was
unable to have regular communication with her sons; that was why her
younger son did not recognise her when she went back home after her
first migration. Nowadays, Betty not only calls her sons and sends them
short messages every day, but also sends pictures that she has taken in
Hong Kong to her sons via e-mails. Based on their constant
communication, Betty has developed “friend-type” relationships with her
sons and always helps them to solve the problems they encounter in
school. When her younger son was bullied in school, Betty called him to
express her concern and to teach him how to be a strong boy.

My younger son is very shy. He cries when he is teased by

his classmates. Once, my elder son told me, “Mama, my

brother was crying in school this morning.” I called my

younger son and asked him, “Why were you crying?” He said,

“Because they were teasing me. They said that I am gay. I am
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not gay.” I told him, “If you want to show you are not gay,

you need to be firm.” (Betty, 38, mother of two sons)

When their children encounter serious problems in school,
transnational mothers can directly intervene and solve the problem for
their children via telecommunication. Emily is a dedicated mother of
three children, but her husband is an alcoholic who seldom performs his
parental duties. Emily stated that she is worried about her children’s
growth and development as it is impossible for them to get proper care
and supervision from their alcoholic father. She had decided to take on
all child-rearing duties even though she is physically far away from her
children. Emily said that she maintains intensive communication with
her three children by sending dozens of short messages every day.
Emily’s eldest daughter was a senior college student in 2009. When she
was about to graduate from her university, she was told that she had
failed one of her subjects. The young girl was scared as she knew that
failing her course might jeopardize her graduation and lead to a large
number of delay fees. She cried on the phone when she called her
mother. Emily decided to intervene in this matter directly even though
she was thousands of miles away. Solving a complicated problem such as
this via telecommunication is not easy. Emily first made lots of
international calls to get information about what had happened with
regard to her daughter’s subject.

At the beginning, I didn’t understand the management and
operation of a university. So, I first sought information. I
called the general enquiry number for my daughter’ s
university. After I was connected, I said, “Would you please
connect me to the Engineering Department?” Then. I asked
the secretary (of the department) to give me the telephone
numbers of the department head and the teacher who taught
that subject. They were surprised when they received my
calls. I talked to them and asked them, “Can you fax me my
daughter’s grades?” I asked them to fax them to my employer’

s office. I talked to the teacher and asked “What is the

problem? Why has my kid failed?”

Emily believed that her daughter had been unfairly treated by the
university. From her intensive contacts and communications with her daughter,
Emily knew that her daughter had worked very hard in her subjects.

Every time I called my daughter, she was studying and
doing design work. She studied hard and worked very late at
night. But, in the end, was she going to fail? I needed an
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explanation of why they were going to fail my daughter.

In order to push the university to deal with her daughter’s issue,
Emily even called the dean of the university.

I called the dean, “Good morning, Dean. I am a mother
calling from Hong Kong. You may hear from the teacher about

my daughter failing her subject. How is my daughter’ s

performance in your class?”++-1 told him, “As a mother, I have

the right to know.”--- It turned out that the registry had made a

mistake. My daughter had passed the course. But, according to the

registry, she had failed. It was the registry’s fault. The department
head apologized to me:--My daughter passed the course.

As a result of Emily’s persistent efforts, her daughter’s problem
was finally solved. Emily was proud of the fact that she could protect and
provide practical help for her daughter. As she said,

Making an international call is very expensive. But, you

have to call. If you really want to help, especially with a

critical problem., you have to call---1 always tell my children

that I will support them until I die.

Emily said that she feels greatly rewarded when her children tell her
how much they appreciate her support and help. Compared to the
feelings of helplessness and loss she had experienced as a transnational
mother after her first migration, Emily stated that she is now more
confident about her capacity to fulfill her transnational mothering duties
with the help of mobile communication.

Internet usage is less frequent than mobile communication among
transnational mothers. However, Internet usage has its unique
advantage in helping transnational mothers to build up emotional bonds
with their children. Videoconferencing, the most popular Internet
function among Filipina domestic workers, enables these transnational
mothers to have visual communication with their children and see their
children’s reactions and facial expressions when they are talking. Many
mothers claim that they can tell the state of their children’s health or
well-being by directly seeing their children on the Internet. This eases
their anxiety or worry for their children. Children are also more than
happy to see a vivid image of their mother via the camera. This virtual co-
presence (Baldassar, 2008) can promote greater feelings of intimacy than
would otherwise be experienced through telecommunication via mobile phones.
This function is especially important for mothers who have young children.
When children are too young to understand the meaning of their mother’s
words or express their feelings by using sophisticated words, visual chat can
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ease their communication with their mothers.

My son is two years old. We can’t talk too much on the
phone. We just say “Hi” to each other-:- But, on the Internet,
we can see each other. I can talk with my son on the Internet
for an hour. He is very happy to see me on the Internet. When
we have a talk online. he always asks me things like “Have you
eaten?” and “Where are you?”---We even pray together when
we chat online. (Barbara, 29, mother of one son)

My daughter is four. Every week, I talk to her on the
Internet for two hours:-- My daughter talks a lot. When she
sees me on the Internet, she doesn’t feel sad. She is so happy
that she sings and dances (in front of the camera). (Fiona, 31,
mother of one daughter)

Through various usages of ICTs, transnational mothers can
continually demonstrate their concern for their children and their ability
to support and practically protect them. Through their intensive
telecommunication and interactions with their children, transnational
mothers believe that they can successfully meet their children’ s
emotional needs, even if they are thousands of miles away from their
children. The emotional bond between transnational mothers and their
children can not only be maintained by frequent communication, but also
by what transnational mothers do for their children via their virtual
presence. Mothers’ practical help makes their maternal practices via
telecommunication go beyond the boundary of the virtual realm and be
regarded as ‘real-life’ interactions. Emotional support and practical help
have become central to transnational mothering.

MOTHERING VIA ICTS: MORAL RESPONSIBILITY AND
DISCIPLINING

In the traditional gender ideology of Filipinos, the father is the
one who displays parental authority and imposes discipline on children.
Filipino fathers keep their expressions of emotional ties with their
children to a minimum and maintain their responsibility and authority
for discipline (Parrenas, 2008). However, this does not mean that
Filipino mothers have no responsibility for disciplining their children.
In many societies, supervising and disciplining children is a key
component of motherhood. Mothering not only refers to “the social
practices of nurturing and caring for dependent children” (Arendell,
2000:1192) but also includes socializing children to become members

« 215 -



4. 20120 2

of society. In the dominant ideology of intensive mothering in Western
societies, mothers are regarded as being fully responsible for their
children’s development. Mothers are judged as good or bad mothers
largely on the basis of their children’s outcomes and misbehaviors.
Due to the hegemonic nature of intensive mothering, people in other
societies also partly internalize the ideology of intensive mothering.
Studies on Filipino transnational mothers (Parrenas, 2001; 2005;
2010) have discovered that these women feel incredibly guilty about
their separation from their children and that people are more likely to
blame these mothers for their children’s misbehaviors. Although the
‘mother-blaming’ attitude has been challenged by feminists in western
societies, this does not change the reality that this attitude still affects
many women in performing their maternal duties. For example, many
of the transnational mothers in our study believed that they should
take, or at least share, moral responsibility for child-rearing. For
single mothers and mothers who are separated from their husbands,
disciplining children is not optional. Without the help of the children’s
fathers, these transnational mothers have to play the dual role of
mother and father. Some of them may be lucky enough to have kin or
friends to help them with child-rearing. How to fulfill moral
responsibilities via ICTs is another question which transnational
mothers have to deal with, no matter whether they can get help from
others or not. Although transnational mothers’ understanding of moral
duties is shaped by the traditional gendered ideology of Filipinos and
the hegemonic ideology of intensive mothering, they are not passive
recipients of these ideologies. Instead, they react to these two
ideologies by their strategic practices of mothering via ICTs usage.
Through their creative usage of ICTs, transnational mothers modify or
reconstruct the proper ways of fulfilling moral duties in a new social
context and reinterpret the meaning of mothering practices.
Moreover, many transnational mothers in our study argue that they
are responsible mothers because they are able to discipline their
children in various forms by telecommunication.

We discovered that many transnational mothers supervise their
children’s homework via emails, videoconferencing, short messages,
and international calls to ensure that they finish it. Jane provided a
typical example. Jane is a mother of two sons. She is separated from
her husband and supports her sons by herself. When she is working in
Hong Kong, she spends more than HKMYM600 every month on
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international calls to supervise her younger son doing his homework.
As she put it, I call him and say “Carlo, have you done your
homework?”, and he usually says “Not yet.” I say to him, “What is
your homework? Can you please read it to me?” As he reads it to me,
I listen, and then I ask him, “Do you understand what you have
read?”, and he replies “Um---not really.” I then say, “What do you
understand about it?”, and he explains what he knows. Then I tell
him, “OK, you need more information. Your explanation is good, but
lacks deep understanding. You need to understand it better.” (Jane,
39, mother of two children)

Some mothers argue that it is very important for a good mother to
teach her children to develop good habits. Mary has one daughter and
one son who are taken care of by her husband. Mary argues that
women are more attentive and patient than men. She believes that as
the mother, she is better than her husband at teaching her children to
cultivate some subtle but important habits. When she is working in
Hong Kong., Mary keeps sending text messages to remind her children
to brush their teeth before they go to bed.

I text them every day (to remind them to brush their teeth):-- At
night, I check up on them; I ask them, “Have you brushed your
teeth?”--- Since I began working here, I keep sending my children
text messages saying “No teeth brushed, no sleep.” They have got
used to this. (Mary, 29, mother of two children)

Purchasing expensive gifts or sending remittances are typical
ways used by many transnational mothers to compensate for their
physical absence from their children (Hondagneu-Sotelo & Avila,
1997; Parrenas, 2001, 2005; Horton, 2009). However. many
transnational mothers have discovered that expensive gifts and
remittances result in their children having desires for endless
consumption and exert a negative influence on their development.
Many mothers wisely use ICTs to discipline their children to control
the consumption desires. In order to provide good guidance to her
children, Amy strictly controls her children’s desire for expensive gifts.
Not only does she tirelessly argue with her husband about this problem on
the phone, but she also talks with her daughters on the phone and directly
teaches them the correct concept of “no pain, no gain”.

If they (daughters) want something, they have to
struggle, they have to earn. For example, when they get top
grades in school, they can have an iPod. I told her (younger
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daughter), “If you want something, show me you can be a

good girl; show me you can achieve a high grade. If you

reach the grade, 1’1l give you something you want.” They
have to struggle; they have to work for it (what they want).

(Amy, 35, mother of two daughters)

Another transnational mother, Lida, said that she uses
videoconferencing to teach her daughter how to budget the money she
sends to them. Lida’s daughter is required to get her mother’s permission
first before purchasing any items. She is also required by Lida to report
detailed information of all her purchases. By doing this, Lida believes she
can help her children to develop good consumption habits.

If I send money back (to the Philippines), I have to teach
them how to spend it. So I use online chat to do this. It’s very
convenient --+ Every time she (her daughter) needs to buy
something, she tells me. She says, “Mom, I need to buy
shampoo, books. and pants.” (Lida, 48, mother of two children)

For mothers with adolescent children, disciplining recalcitrant
teenagers is a tough task. The mothers who participated in this study
were especially worried that their teenage children’s puppy love might
have a bad influence on their studies. Betty discovered that her 15-
year-old elder son had a girlfriend at school. Betty was extremely
worried that her son would be distracted from his studies. She called
her son and had a long heart-to-heart conversation with him.

I told my son, “Don’t waste your time on that girl because
you are still too young. When you have finished your studies, you
can find a better one. I am not telling you not to have a
girlfriend. I am asking you to think about your future. Finish
your studies first---You are 15. I don’t want you to have a deep
relationship (with that girl).” I think he was really touched by
what I said. Then., he realised the problem --- Several months
later, they broke up. (Betty, 38, mother of two sons)

Lida also admitted that when her two children were in their
adolescence, they gave her a hard time. Using mobile communication,
Lida always checked on her children and set a curfew for them in order
to prevent them from hanging around outside with bad friends at
night. She made calls to the landline phone in their house; if her
children did not answer the phone, she knew that they were outside
and would scold them for it later.

I am a disciplinarian mother. I didn’t like them doing things that
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I did not like. They always liked to go out and play with their friends.
So, if they went out and came back late at night, I told them, “This is
the last time you do that! Next time, you will not be allowed back into
the house!” Then, they stopped (coming back late at night). (Lida,
48, mother of two children)

When her young daughter went to college and had a boyfriend in
college., Lida was worried that her daughter might get pregnant and
drop out of school. As the mother, Lida believed that not only was she
the appropriate person to talk to, but that she also had a duty to
discuss this issue with her daughter. Lida called her daughter and
directly expressed her worries.

I directly told her, “Don’t ever do that. Don’t get pregnant
and become a single mother.” Actually, some of her friends had
got pregnant and had become single mothers. I was afraid of that.

I told her, “Daughter, please! This is for your future! What we

are doing is for your future. You should be careful. Don’t give up

your future.” My daughter said, “Yes, mom. Don’t worry. I

know that you are working hard for us.”

Lida also took the advantage of advanced communication
technology to contact her daughter’ s boyfriend, for example, by
meeting him on Facebook and talking with him via short messages.
When the boy visited her home in the Philippines. Lida directly talked
to him on the phone.

My daughter didn’t like that, but I told her “Don’ t
worry. I won’t say anything bad in front of him.” I told
him, “Rex, I just want Kate to finish her studies. Please,
don’ t distract her. OK?” He replied, “Don’ t worry,
ma’am, I won’t.” I think they just have a pure relationship.
Convenient communication empowers transnational mothers to

discipline and supervise their children. The use of ICTs has provided
transnational mothers new means to directly monitor their children’s
behaviour and have more say in their children’ s development.
Through their various practices in child disciplining, transnational
mothers have demonstrated that they can overcome the difficulties in
mothering caused by geographic distance and can continue to exert
their power and influence in child-rearing after their migration.
Fulfilling moral duties via telecommunication also helps transnational
mothers to cope with the pressure of being a responsible mother,
which is imposed on them by the Filipino culture and the patriarchal

« 219 -



4. 20120 2

ideology of motherhood.

DISCUSSION

In this article., we have described how transnational mothers have
created a new form of mothering practice to suit their needs in
performing maternal duties in a transnational context. Transnational
mothering via ICTs usage is significantly different from the dominant
intensive mothering in Western societies as well as the conventional
mothering in Filipino culture. In this new form of mothering, ICTs, as
fast evolving technologies, have dramatically changed the way in which
transnational mothers interact with their children. Various forms of
instantaneous telecommunication play a significant role in constructing
the virtual presence of mothers and provide channels for transnational
mothers to provide emotional support and supervision to their children.
Transnational mothering is mainly expressed in the form of emotionally
absorbing and communication intensive practices. Transnational mothers
utilize the advantages of telecommunication to perform their maternal
duties in various ways, such as providing emotional support to ill
children; helping their children from a distance to solve problems;
supervising homework; and imposing strict discipline. Their maternal
practices have not only enriched our understanding of transnational
mothering, but also demonstrated that women’s agency and creativity
can construct empowering mothering experiences in an oppressive
situation. For transnational mothers trying to perform their maternal
duties from a distance, technology is on their side, as devices continue
to get more sophisticated and popular. As long as transnational mothers
are able to constantly adjust their practices and mobilize various
resources to perform their maternal duties, transnational mothering can
be a positive experience for them.

Realistically, one would expect transnational mothering made
possible by ICTs to be a positive development, but in some ways it could
magnify existing problems or even create new ones. As Wilding (2006
133) argued, the disjuncture between the imagined proximity brought
about by telecommunication and the actual separation between mother
and child creates new opportunities for conflict. Some transnational
mothers have reported that it is painful for them when they talk with
their children on the phone but feel the connection between them
gradually fading. Other mothers have complained that the ubiquitous
connection gives them nowhere to hide from bad news about their
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children (e.g., sickness or poor academic performance in school). Five
of the transnational mothers in our study admitted that their attempts at
transnational mothering had failed due to various factors. ICTs are only
tools for transnational mothers to keep in contact with their children.
The key in performing transnational mothering lies in women’s active
agency in, and creative usage of, telecommunication. Since mothering is
always regarded as mothers’ practices and experiences within their
specific social context, it is not surprising to discover that some mothers
grasp the transnational mothering opportunities provided by ICTs and
benefit from them, while others fail to do so. The complicated factors
which shape the different results of mothering from afar via ICTs usage
need further exploration. Due to the limitations of our data, some other
important questions also remain unanswered in our research, for
example, how do children in the home country interpret the relationship
between ICTs usage and transnational motherhood? As those both
receiving the care of transnational mothers and acting as the other party in
telecommunication, the perspectives of children are important. Another
related question is “What are the key factors shaping various maternal
practices in transnational mothering via ICTs wusage?” In addition to
transnational mothers’ strategic use of ICTs, their demographic characteristics
and the collaboration of the caregivers in the home country may also affect the
pattern of transnational mothering. In our future research. these questions
will be further explored and discussed.

REFERENCES

Arendell, T. 2000. * Conceiving and Investigating Motherhood: The Decade’ s
Scholarship. ” Journal of Marriage and the Family (62): 1192 —1207.

Baldassar, L. 2008. “Missing Kin and Longing to be Together: Emotions and the
Construction of Co-Presence in Transitional Relationships.” Journal of
Intercultural Studies 29(3) : 247 — 266.

Butler, J. 1990. Gender Trouble. Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. New
York: Routledge.

Castles, S. and M. J. Miller. 2003. The Age of Migration. New York: Guilford Press.

Chan., A. H. 2006. “The Effect of Full-Time Domestic Workers on Married Women”’ s
Economic Activity Status in Hong Kong, 1981 — 2001.” International Sociology
(21): 133 - 159.

Collins, P. H. 1994. “Shifting the Center: Race, Class, and Feminist Theorizing about
Motherhood.” In Mothering . Ideology, Experience., and Agency ., edited by E. N.
Glenn, G. Chang, and L.R. Forcey. New York: Routledge:45 — 65.

Constable, N. 2007. Maid to Order in Hong Kong. Stories of Migrant Workers.
Ithaca, NY. Cornell University Press.

Dreby. J. 2006. “Honor and Virtue: Mexican Parenting in the Transnational Context.”
Gender and Society 20(1): 32 —59.

. 221 -



¥4+ 2012 ¢ 2

Fresnoza-Flot, A. 2009. “Migration Status and Transnational Mothering: The Case of
Filipino Migrants in France.” Global Networks 9(2) . 252 — 270.

Gergen, K. J. 2002. “The Challenge of Absent Presence.” In Perpetual Contact .
Mobile Communication , Private Talk, Public Performance, edited by J. E. Katz
and M. Aakhus. Cambridge, UK. Cambridge University Press:227 — 241.

Glenn, E. N. 1994. “Social Constructions of Mothering: A Thematic Overview.” In
Mothering : Ideology , Experience, and Agency . edited by E.N. Glenn, G. Chang,
and L.R. Forcey. New York: Routledge:1 — 29.

Hondagneu-Sotelo. P. and E. Avila. 1997. “I’m Here. but I’m There: The Meanings of
Latina Transnational Motherhood.” Gender and Society 11(5) . 548 — 571.

Horst, H. A. 2006. “The Blessings and Burdens of Communication: Cell Phones in
Jamaican Transnational Social Fields.” Global Networks 6(2): 143 —159.

Horton, S. 2009. “A Mother’s Heart is Weighed down with Stones: A Phenomenological
Approach to the Experience of Transnational Motherhood.” Culture. Medicine and
Psychiatry (33): 21 —40.

Kinser, A. E. 2010. Motherhood and Feminism . Berkeley, CA: Seal Press.

Madianour, M. and D. Miller. 2011. “ Mobile Phone Parenting: Reconfiguring
Relationships between Filipina Mothers and Their Children in the Philippines.” New
Media and Society 12 (1) . 457 — 470.

Miller, T. 2005. Making Sense of Motherhood : A Narrative Approach. Cambridge,
UK. Cambridge University Press.

Nicholson, M. 2006. *“ Without Their Children: Rethinking Motherhood among
Transnational Migrant Women.” Social Text 8824 (3): 13 — 33.

O’ Reilly, A. 2010. “Introduction.” In 21" Century Motherhood : Experience, Identity,
Policy. Agency.edited by A. O’Reilly. New York: Columbia University Press:1 — 20.

Paragas. F. 2009. “Migrant Workers and Mobile Phones: Technological, Temporal and
Spatial Simultaneity.” In The Reconstruction of Space and Time., edited by R.
Ling and S. W. Campbell. New Brunswick, NJ. Transaction Publishers:39 — 66.

Parrenas, R. S. 2000. “Migrant Filipina Domestic Workers and the International Division
of Reproductive Labor.” Gender and Societyl14(4) . 560 — 581.

Parrenas, R. S. 2001. “Mothering from a Distance: Emotions, Gender, and Intergenerational
Relations in Filipino Transnational Families.” Feminist Studies 27(2): 361 — 390.
Parrenas, R. S. 2005. Children of Global Migration . Transnational Families and

Gendered Woes. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.

Parrenas, R. S. 2008. “Transnational Fathering: Gendered Conflicts, Distant Disciplining and
Emotional Gaps.” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies34(7) . 1057 —1072.

Parrenas, R. S. 2010. “Transnational Mothering: A Source of Gender Conflicts in the
Family.” North Carolina Law Review(88): 1826 — 1855.

Ruddick, S. 1989. Maternal Thinking: Toward a Politics of Peace. Boston: Beacon.

Silvey, R. 2006. “Consuming the Transnational Family: Indonesian Migrant Domestic
Workers to Saudi Arabia.” Global Networks (6):. 23 —40.

Stack, C. and L. Burton. 1993. “Kinscripts.” Journal of Comparative Family Studies
(24) . 157 - 170.

Trask, B. S. 2010. Globalization and Families . Accelerated Systemic Social Change .
New York: Springer.

Uy-Tioco. C. 2007. * Overseas Filipino Workers and Text Messaging: Reinventing
Transnational Mothering.” Journal of Media and Cultural Studies 21(2) ; 253 — 265.

Wilding. R. 2006. “Virtual intimacies? Families Communicating across Transnational
Contexts.” Global Networks 6(2) . 125 —142.

FTHEREE . F B

. 222 -



