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Abstract: 
 

This article examines Gambians’ experiences of educational migration to the UK, 

social reproduction and care, as they organize and map out educational futures 

transnationally.  They do so in order to be in a position to invest in their children’s 

education, with the aim of consolidating and enhancing the family’s accumulated 

wealth and resources across the generations. Access to social, economic and cultural 

resources can facilitate migration and affect the nature of educational decision-

making. Similarly, grandparents may, through transnational care arrangements, look 

after children who are separated from their parents. Building on the literature, I 

highlight the way in which parents’ educational and migratory trajectories are 

entangled with those of their children.  It is argued that this entanglement reveals the 

persistence of the domestic moral economy, informed by intergenerational reciprocity 

and obligation towards kin. In addition, children’s educational futures may be 

contingent on their parents’ educational strategies and migratory trajectories.  

 

 

 

Keywords: Educational Migration, care, domestic moral economy, The Gambia, 

Transnationalism 

 

Introduction 

After completing her A levels in The Gambia, Awa migrated to the UK with her 

husband, Mustapha who had received a scholarship to study accountancy at a college 

in North London. They initially lived in a small flat in Northwest London, 

subsequently moving to a two-bedroom council flat in a quiet and green area of 

Woolwich, southeast London.  Having grown up in a large extended family 

compound in The Gambia, Awa initially found the loneliness of life in London, the 

constraints of a small flat, spontaneity in her social life and and the lack of support 

networks very difficult.  They were forced to send Muhammed, their eldest son who 

is now thirteen, back to The Gambia as a toddler to live with his grandparents because 

of high nursery school costs, lack of care and the demands of juggling work and 

studies.  Yet, they knew their son would be well cared for by Awa’s parents, if not by 

other members of the extended family.  While Muhammed was in The Gambia, Awa 
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studied and worked as a part-time care worker and Mustapha pursued his accountancy 

studies.  At the time of my research in the Spring of 2012, Muhammed was back in 

the UK attending the local secondary school. Mustapha was working as an 

accountancy lecturer and Awa as a carer in a nursing home.  She planned to train as a 

primary school teacher at the local University.  

Awa and Mustapha’s initial migration to the UK, and subsequent care 

arrangements for Muhammed in The Gambia, convey the importance of educational 

migration to social mobility, care and social reproduction, ‘…the material social 

practices through which people reproduce themselves on a daily and generational 

basis’ (Katz 2001, 709).  My understanding of care includes a focus on education, 

broadly conceived as exposure to specific cultural practices and forms of knowledge.  

Indeed, their experiences of educational migration, social reproduction and care, as 

they organize and map out educational futures transnationally, highlight the way in 

which parents’ educational and migratory trajectories are entangled with those of their 

children.  In addition, children’s educational futures may be contingent on their 

parents’ educational strategies and migratory trajectories.   

It is argued that the entangled nature of parental educational and migratory 

trajectories with those of their children, underscores the ongoing importance of 

intergenerational reciprocity and the sense of obligation that underpins kinship 

relations. The following account reveals the persistence of the domestic moral 

economy (cf. Peterson and Taylor 2003) to Gambians’ educational decision-making 

and migration.  As I discuss in more detail, the domestic moral economy is informed 

by intergenerational reciprocity and obligation towards kin. With respect to the 

intergenerational reciprocities that are being mobilized in the context of educational 

migration, I focus on care and social reproduction.  Further, I argue that the domestic 
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moral economy influences decisions to migrate for education.  Such migration may, 

in turn, be facilitated by kin and friendship networks.  Further, the different economic, 

social and cultural resources at each family’s disposal influences their educational 

decision making, the ease with which they move across borders and their ability to 

navigate migration legislation. Significantly, migration and transnationalism are 

resources in themselves.  Indeed, mobility is ‘one of the major resources of 21st 

century life’ and is key to capital accumulation (Creswell 2010, 22). Similarly, 

Brettell (2006, 329) refers to the ‘liberating potential of transnationalism’.  

However, Gambian citizens, who travel from The Gambia to the UK, are 

subjected to strict migration legislation in the form of border controls and visa 

regulations, thereby frequently separating family members and curtailing their 

mobility and that of their children (cf. Waldinger and Fitzgerald 2004).  Despite the 

transnational nature of many people’s lives and celebratory accounts of the 

permeability of borders, borders have an enduring and powerful effect.  This is no 

more apparent than in the case of Gambians who, unable to travel ‘freely’ to Europe, 

travel on ‘the back way’ across the Sahara to Libya and - for those who are able to 

escape detention and imprisonment in Libya - across the Mediterranean to Italy.  In 

contrast, the Gambians in my research were relatively well off, and initially travelled 

to the UK legally on temporary study, visit or family reunification visas.  

The material I present draws on research carried out from February 2012 to 

December 2013 in The UK and The Gambia, followed up by more recent fieldwork in 

November 2018.1 I have carried out fieldwork in The Gambia since 1996 and worked 

closely with the same research assistant. The latter, as well as a number of informants, 

put me in touch with friends and contacts in the UK, who I interviewed.  All of my 

informants were Mandinka and Muslim, the main ethnic and religious group in The 
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Gambia.  Gambian society is considered to be hierarchical with stratification based on 

caste, class, descent, ethnic, national, religious and gender differences (Kea 2010).   

In both London and The Gambia, I carried out one-to-one interviews, group 

discussions and observations in family homes, and compounds.  I interviewed 7 

Gambian migrants (4 mothers, 2 fathers and 1 male child) in the UK, and 12 adult 

carers, 1 man, 11 women and 5 children (both male and female) in the urban coastal 

areas and cities in West Coast division in The Gambia. In one case, having 

interviewed a mother in the UK, I was able to interview her children and the 

children’s carer in The Gambia. The Gambian migrants can be broadly described as 

middle class in terms of their levels of education, economic position and social status 

(Spronk 2014, 98).  However, the carers in The Gambia were a mixed group: some 

were educated and engaged in skilled work; and others had very little education, did 

not work or worked part-time as traders and/or farmers.  

I begin by briefly situating my argument in the literature on educational 

migration and transnationalism.   Following an overview of Gambian migration to 

Britain, I highlight the centrality of the domestic moral economy to Gambian social 

life, with a focus on fostering and care.  I then present several case studies of 

Gambian migrants to elucidate my argument.  I conclude by reflecting on the 

entangled nature of parents’ and their children’s educational and migratory 

trajectories as parents work to secure their children’s futures.   

 

Educational Migration and Transnationalism 

Research on educational migration highlights the role that education plays in 

social mobility, social reproduction and the development of livelihood strategies.  

This is particularly the case in a context where educational and employment 
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opportunities are limited and the political climate is volatile  (e.g. Olwig and Valentin 

2015; Berg 2014; Waters 2006; cf. Froere and Portishce 2012, 323).  Much of this 

research underscores the benefits of children’s or young adults’ educational migration 

to familial social mobility.  For instance, Boyden’s (2013, 581) research from Young 

Lives, a study of childhood poverty and education in a number of countries in the 

South, focuses on the importance of children’s education and migration to social 

reproduction, familial obligations and social mobility.  Similarly, in capturing the 

centrality of children’s educational migration to familial social reproduction and 

mobility, Orellana (2001) and Katz (2008) refer to ‘parachute children’ and children 

as ‘sites of accumulation’ respectively.  Further, children’s and young adults’ 

educational migration may be central to a family’s‘status and lifestyle’ (Waters 

2015,  285).   

In what follows, I focus on Gambian adults who partly choose to undertake 

transnational educational migration to ensure familial social mobility.  They do so in 

order to be in a position to invest in their children’s education, with the aim of 

consolidating and enhancing the family’s accumulated wealth and resources across 

the generations.  Developing on the existing literature, I highlight the entangled nature 

of parental educational and migratory trajectories with those of their children.  

Educational migration (re) produces transnationalism amongst migrants, 

(Olwig and Valentin 2015, 249; Baas 2006).  Similarly, with globalization, we see the 

creation of time-space compression, characterised by the increasing ease and speed 

with which travel and communication occur (Harvey 1989), further supporting 

transnational practices.  A transnational approach privileges a focus on networks, 

‘cross border relationships and patterns of exchange’ (Vertovec 2001) across space 

and time. Consequently, such an approach is crucial to an understanding of 
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educational planning and migration across generations, at various points in time and 

in different places (Olwig and Valentin 2015, 9).  As we see with the Gambians in my 

research, they initially migrated to the UK and elsewhere for formal education.  

Subsequently adopting transnational lives, they continued their studies, stayed on in 

Europe in order to pursue their careers, returned to The Gambia to visit their children, 

and / or put into place caring arrangements for their children in The Gambia.  

Children who are cared for by grandparents and / or other extended family members 

in The Gambia attend school there and are socialized as Gambians.  Some return to 

the UK to attend school.  Such educational decision-making and the transnational 

practices that underpin these decisions and choices highlight the entangled nature of 

parents’ educational and migratory trajectories with those of their children, as well as 

the role of economic, cultural and social resources in influencing transnational 

practices.   

 

The context 

West African elites have a long history of travelling to Europe for education 

(Adi 2012).  In the postcolonial period increasing numbers of Gambians have 

travelled to Europe, particularly Britain, for education and to avail themselves of the 

opportunities that a wealthy economy presents.  A former British colony, The Gambia 

gained its Independence in 1965.  Until as recently as 1999, when The University of 

The Gambia was established, Gambians have had to travel abroad (e.g. to other West 

African countries, the UK, Canada, Turkey, China, Eastern Europe) in order to attend 

University.  Historical patterns of educational migration, and contemporary 

aspirations to migrate to re(produce) social mobility,  affect the educational strategies 
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adopted by Gambian parents and their children, as does the changing political 

economy.   

An agrarian neo-mercantilist state, The Gambia’s expanding tourist industry 

serves as the main earner of foreign exchange.   Increasing desertification and drought 

in the Sahel region, dating from the 1970s, as well as the decreasing value of the 

groundnut has encouraged Gambians to move from rural to urban areas.  Most 

Gambians live in the urban coastal areas of the country, where tourism prevails.  

An unprecedented number of Gambians left the country under Yahya 

Jammeh’s authoritarian regime (1996-2017), leading to further declines in agricultural 

output. (The percentage of skilled Gambians leaving the country rose to the second 

highest in Africa (63% in 2000) (Kebbeh 2013).  Vision 2016, initially developed in 

2007 in which the government set out its policy to enhance agricultural productivity 

and food self-sufficiency, promoted campaigns that encouraged Gambians to ‘Eat 

what you grow and grow what you eat’.   Nonetheless, emigration continued apace: 

Gambians, as a share of the country’s population, were the second largest diaspora in 

Europe.2 Incoming remittances as a percentage of gross domestic product are the 

highest in Africa (Kebbeh 2013). However, with the election of Adama Barrow’s 

coalition government in 2016, many Gambians are returning to the country, as forced 

and willing returnees. 3  Barrow is actively addressing irregular migration by 

supporting initiatives such as the Youth Empowerment Project, (YEP Gambia) which 

gives financial support to budding entrepreneurs.  Although, a number of projects 

have been introduced in The Gambia to discourage mass emigration, many Gambians, 

as in other parts of the world, will continue to migrate in search of better opportunities 

elsewhere.  This sense of alternative futures available elsewhere privileges future time 

and progression, both of which underpin educational planning.   
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Within the Gambian diaspora in the UK there are those who: are classified as 

settled migrants with permanent residency rights; have British or other European 

citizenship; have student, visitor or work visas; are asylum claimants and / or irregular 

migrants, having overstayed their visas.  Most Gambians in the UK live in London 

and other urban areas (e.g. Leeds, Birmingham, Bristol, Manchester and 

Birmingham).4 Many migrate to the UK to fulfill aspirations, including educational 

ambitions – attending University and / or undertaking vocational training -, and to 

fulfill career aspirations.  Some children are left behind with carers in The Gambia, in 

the hopes that they will be able to join their parents in the UK at a future date.  Some, 

as we see with Muhammed, are sent to The Gambia for care and education.  In one 

case, Mariamma, born in the UK but subsequently raised in The Gambia, was sent 

back to the UK to secure her migration status and educational future.   

 

The Domestic Moral Economy and Transnational Care  

Many Gambians undertake educational migration for social mobility, thereby 

ensuring they are able to care for and redistribute accumulated wealth to children, 

parents and extended family members.  A migrant’s initial journey may be funded by 

one or more family members, and seen as an obligation and a ‘collective investment’ 

(Kleist 2017, 330). Similarly, grandparents and / or other extended family members 

may, through transnational care arrangements, look after children who are separated 

from their parents. Both practices reveal the persistence of the domestic moral 

economy.   

The following account draws on Baldassar and Merla’s (2013, 30-32) concept 

of the ‘circulation of care’ in the transnational family.  Here, care is understood as a 

circulating substance in which care may be unevenly dispersed, highlighting 
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differences in the quality of care and relations of power between and within families.  

Further, care is  ‘governed by the moral codes of family and kinship ties, that is the 

moral economy’ (Ibid., 32).  The concept of the moral economy is inspired by E.P. 

Thompson’s (1971) work, which examined resistance and protest in relation to fair 

food prices for the poor in 18th century England, and Scott’s (1976) work on the role 

of a ‘subsistence ethic’ in guiding ‘peasant households’ behaviour in Southeast Asia.  

Literature on the domestic moral economy underscores the significance of social 

norms, reciprocity and a sense of obligation in kinship relations.  Drawing on de 

Sarden’s (1999, 25) understanding of the moral economy of corruption in Africa, I 

highlight the importance of ‘social mechanisms’, ‘cultural codes’ and ethical 

imperatives that underpin kinship relations and inform our understanding of the 

domestic moral economy (Kea 2013, 104).   

Within West African societies, there has historically been 'an economy of 

material and symbolic exchanges between the generations' (Bourdieu 1990: 167).  

Ideally, an older generation provide for youth and socialize them with the expectation 

that youth will support them in their old age. The Mandinka concept of dali ('to 

become accustomed'), understood here as 'the complexity of an enduring relationship' 

(Robertson 1987, 252-4), highlights the expectations of endurance, reciprocity and 

exchange that characterise intergenerational relations (Kea 2013).  Although marked 

by endurance, reciprocity and exchange these relations are not without conflict and 

tension, a feature of the power dynamics and competing interests within kinship 

relations.  Nonetheless, part of generating wealth through social mobility involves an 

ability, willingness and obligation to provide financial support.  Indeed, following the 

cultural codes and ethical imperatives of the domestic moral economy, an ability to 

invest in people conveys status and symbolises social and material wealth (cf. Guyer 
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1993).  Further, the same principle is followed in relation to ‘wealth in people’: 

Gambians invest in people and social relations to (re) produce status and social 

mobility because they benefit both socially and materially from the claims to which 

such an investment gives rise (Guyer 1993;  Kea 2010, 9).   

The domestic moral economy underpins the intergenerational relations that are 

central to West African fostering arrangements.  Such arrangements, in turn, facilitate 

educational migration and transnational care.  West African fostering arrangements - 

in which children are separated from their parents and sent to live with relatives or 

friends, in order to attend school, provide labour, affirm relations - is relatively 

common across different ethnic groups and social classes (Goody 1978, 227; Bledsoe 

and Sow 2011, 748).  As well as affirming kinship and friendship networks, fostering 

establishes relations of patronage between adults, and intergenerational reciprocity 

between children, parents and carers (Bledsoe 1990).  Indeed, as previously discussed, 

migration and transnational mobility may depend on the establishment of caring 

arrangements and the management of relations with extended kin:  Gambian migrant 

parents primarily approach their parents, or alternatively other extended family 

members.  Occasionally, grandparents will offer to care for their grandchildren.  As 

grandparents and extended family frequently benefit from migrants’ remittances, they 

feel a sense of obligation to care for their grandchildren.  Indeed, research in Mali and 

the Republic of Congo highlights the importance of care-giving to the maintenance of 

transnational relations (Whitehouse, 2009).   

However, not all migrants remit or are successful in arranging care with 

grandparents, or other extended family members, and are therefore unable to send 

their children back or migrate at all.  The lack of willingness to remit or to care for 

grandchildren challenges the sense of reciprocity and obligation that are central to the 
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domestic moral economy.  Such behaviour can result in “a domestic or community 

anomie” (Watts 1993, 184). By contrast, grandparents and the children who are put 

into their care usually become closer and develop stronger bonds.  As carers work in 

the interests of their children, grandchildren, and extended family more generally,  

they fulfil an obligation to achieve harmony in domestic life  (badingya) (Wooten 

2009, 23).  When they are able to put effective caring relations into place, as was the 

case with Awa and Mustapha, parents and transnational families effectively ‘respond 

to the disruptive potential of economic globalization and parental migration’ (Yarris 

2014, 292 with reference to Olwig 1999).  

Awa and Mustapha initially took the decision to send Muhammed back to The 

Gambia to live with her parents when he was a baby.  Her parents were keen to offer 

support in order to help Awa and Mustapha with their education and careers in the 

UK.  At the time of the interview they had three children, but were not planning on 

sending the other two to live in The Gambia.  

P: ‘How do you think he benefited from being there?’ 

Awa: ‘Discipline wise. He listens to me more than this one. [She points to 

Muhammed’s younger brother Abdullah]. He knows the language 

(Mandinka) as well. He’s aware of the love surrounding him because he was 

brought up by the grandparents, and everybody loves him. The attention. I 

think he enjoyed that. Also, he’s more sociable than the others. You can see 

the difference. When we went for holiday, he was excited, like me. He was 

happy. It’s benefited him by giving him a good foundation in terms of 

behaviour.’ 

Muhammed had a positive experience of separation because he was well cared for and 

received attention from family and friends.  His grandmother described the routinized 
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nature of daily life – food preparation, clothes washing, cooking, house work, school – 

once he was old enough to attend primary school -, dara (koranic school), home work, 

discipline and managing the flow of remittances – that formed the basis of 

Muhammed’s care and socialization.   A willingness to provide care as well as success 

in the caring relationship demonstrates a strength of character on the part of the carer 

and an 'ability to provide danghkundiro (the calming or easing of others)' (Whittemore 

& Beverly 1996, 53), a feature of the domestic moral economy.  

His parents were also strategic in putting in place the care arrangements that 

would ensure Muhammed would be loved and exposed to specific cultural practices, 

education, forms of knowledge and behaviour.  Here, education includes the cultivation 

of certain attributes as well as exposure to Islamic education.  Significantly, they were 

able to return to The Gambia to leave Muhammed with Awa’s parents and to visit him 

on several occasions. (Those Gambians who are residing in the UK and in the process of 

applying for a visa, or have overstayed on their existing visa and are unable to leave the 

country, may have their children return with a visiting relative or friend).  These visits 

were particularly important because Skype, Facetime and other forms of video chat had 

not yet been introduced at the beginning of the millennia.  Muhammed’s socialization, 

care, and his experiences of daily life in The Gambia were punctuated by these visits. 

Here, migration status - Awa and Mustapha both had student visas - allowed them to 

leave the UK on a temporary basis, travelling back and forth from The Gambia.   They 

were able to visit him on two occasions for several weeks during the six years he was in 

The Gambia, and on a few other occasions for shorter periods - a privilege that is not 

available to all Gambian parents who are separated from their children.    

Once Mustapha had finished his studies, he was successful in gaining a work 

visa to teach accountancy at a higher education college. His experience was unusual 
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because - although a lengthy process involving interviews and documentary evidence to 

support his application - it was relatively straightforward for him to regularize his status.  

This was partly because of his income and support from his future employers. Indeed, 

Mustapha’s ability to obtain well paid employment and a work visa, both economic and 

social resources, meant that he and Awa were in a position to make strategic decisions 

about Muhammed’s secondary education in the UK.  Such educational plans were 

designed to secure Muhammed’s future by giving him the opportunity to attend 

secondary school and University in the UK and, ultimately, obtain professional 

employment as an adult. Yet, such opportunities were only possible because of 

Mustapha and Awa’s educational and employment trajectories.  In this sense, migration 

regulations are, for some, a key factor in influencing educational decision-making for 

themselves and their children. Further, as the conditions for achieving a work visa 

become increasingly stringent, increasing numbers of migrants on student or visitor 

visas may overstay, with those who can afford to enrolling in educational institutions in 

order to renew their student visas and / or to gain qualifications that will help them to 

gain work visas. As the next case reveals, parents and children may be separated 

indefinitely because of migration barriers, with parents having to delay their educational 

plans for their children.  

 

Educational Planning, Migration Status and Care 

Having received a scholarship to study in Germany, Pa, one of my interviewees,  

left The Gambia in 1999. He travelled back and forth between Germany and The 

Gambia, eventually marrying, starting a family and making plans to settle back in The 

Gambia.  However, his stay in The Gambia was short lived because he felt the country 

was unsafe under Jammeh’s rule.   He returned to Germany for a short period, moving 
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to London shortly after, with the intention of having his wife and children join him.  

Binta, his wife, moved to London soon after Pa.  Their children - Alieu was twelve at 

the time of the interview and Fatou was nine - were left in The Gambia with their 

paternal grandmother, Matty, when they were six and four respectively.  Fully aware 

that she was supporting Pa and Binta’s studies in the UK, Matty was happy to care for 

her grandchildren.  As Matty explained:  

‘He wanted them to come one by one.  It is cheaper for them to be in 

The Gambia.  So he decided to bring Binta first, when she settled, 

she too gets a job or studies, then they planned to bring the children. 

And that is what the plan was.  But he never thought to bring all of 

them at once.’  

At the time of the interview in 2012, Alieu and Fatou were still living in The Gambia 

with their paternal grandmother, waiting to be reunited with their parents. Although 

Matty explained that Pa and Binta were trying to save enough money for the children to 

join them, Pa’s sister hinted that they could not return to The Gambia for a visit because 

their temporary student visas had expired. They were unable to gain work visas or to 

afford the cost of enrolling in an educational institution in order to renew their student 

visas.  Given the precarity of their positions, leaving the UK would have made Pa and 

Binta vulnerable to forced removal.5  Consequently, they were unable to have their 

children leave The Gambia to join them in the UK.   

In cases where migrants are in a legal position to regularize their status, the 

exhorbitant costs and frequently lengthy nature of the application process, and the 

nature of documentary evidence that accompanies it, make it difficult to do so. This, in 

turn, restricts migrants’ attempts to apply for family reunification.  Such restrictions and 

uncertainty make it difficult for parents to make decisions about their education and 
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work, as well as their children’s education. Indeed, parental educational decision 

making may become ad hoc as they are forced to respond to changing circumstances.  

Here, Pa and Binta, lack the documentation and status, or economic and social resources 

that would help them to fulfil their educational plans for their children in the UK, 

thereby securing their futures and those of their children.  In this instance, Alieu and 

Fatou’s educational futures in the UK are entangled with their parents’ migratory 

trajectories and contingent on their ability to secure visas.   

During this period of waiting and hoping for a work visa, Pa and Binta both 

worked in low paid jobs, yet were able to send money, books, toys and other items via 

friends and family, to Matty, the children and other extended family members. Within 

this context, Pa and Binta have the time to work and improve their qualifications 

before applying for work permits.  Here, we can frame time as a resource that affects 

their ‘choices and opportunities’ (Froerer and Portische 2012, 334).  At the same time, 

they are able to send additional remittances to Matty that cover the costs incurred in 

caring for their children and that are central to social reproduction.  

Fatou has a distant memory of her parents because she was five when they 

left.  Nonetheless, she was able to skype with them and was grateful for the gifts they 

would send:  ‘They normally send us clothes, shoes, books and toys. We can also 

Skype. I tell them about school and that I miss them. But I know they are working so 

that they can send us things and help us here in Gambia.’  Fatou shows me some of 

the clothing her parents have sent, conveying her embodied experience of parental 

intimacy and care (cf. Kea 2016).  Similarly, they send money to Matty to cover 

domestic and childcare related expenses. Yet, Alieu, who has a stronger memory of 

his parents, expresses frustration at having to wait to see them.  
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P: What do you talk about when you Facetime your parents?  

Alieu: Please send me more clothes, paper and pens for school, a 

football. Different things.  

P: Do you talk about anything else? 

Alieu: Still we’re waiting to see them. I want to go to live with them 

in the UK and go to school there. We keep waiting but my parents 

say to be patient that they are working on it.  

 

Despite the uncertainty and precarity of their lives, Pa and Binta not only fulfill their 

parental obligation of material support by covering the costs of social reproduction 

but too ensuring a virtual connection with their children.   

Similarly, Matty, Alieu and Fatou’s grandmother and carer, use this period of 

waiting to positive effect as her relations with her grandchildren deepen with time.  

As Matty explains:  ‘They are waiting for the visa. They have been refused but soon 

they will get the visa, inshallah, and send for the children.’  In incorporating and 

managing the practice of waiting, Matty uses it as a disciplinary tool, and a productive 

resource.  Powerless to the whims of the British state, and its regulatory machinery, 

she converts this powerlessness and sense of uncertainty into a childcare and 

socialization strategy.  Here, waiting becomes a part of the way she cares for her 

grandchildren.  She advises Alieu and Fatou to be good so that they can see their 

parents and go to school in the UK.  But she warns them that if they misbehave, they 

will have to wait for longer before they join their parents.  Such acts highlight ‘the 

ambiguities of waiting … waiting as it is actively experienced, and … the activism 

that takes place in waiting’ (Conlon 2011, 356 with reference to Mountz 2011).  

Matty harnesses and appropriates the act of waiting, using it as a form of care and 
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socialization.  This, in turn, underpins the importance of enduring relations (dali), 

particularly across the generations.  Indeed, when Pa asked his mother to care for his 

children, he invoked the dynamics of inter-generational exchange and support that 

underpin the domestic moral economy, as well as actively affirmed the familiar 

disciplinary culture of his childhood (cf. Bledsoe and Sow 2011, 748–55).  Here, 

disciplinary child rearing, the care and enduring relations that are central to the 

domestic moral economy, can be read as a form of activism that takes place in 

waiting.  She mitigates the effects of a potential loss of an educational future in the 

UK by ensuring they achieve at school in The Gambia, and are socialised and 

disciplined into appropriate behaviour. As well as feeding, clothing, loving, and 

instilling a sense of Gambian sociality, Matty attempts to secure and save their futures 

through a strict Gambian education - formal western education and Islamic (Koranic 

school) - , patience and discipline. Ultimately, such an educational strategy is 

influenced by migration legislation and the children’s inability to move to the UK.  

Similarly, the choice of where to give birth can serve as a long-term strategy in which 

Gambian parents, through their own educational and migratory trajectories, attempt to 

secure their children’s migration status and educational futures, as the following case 

reveals.  

 

Migration, reproduction and educational futures  

Ama, a forty year old mother of four, lives in The Gambia with her four 

children and her husband Sheriff.  He trained as an accountant in the UK and now 

works for a Bank in The Gambia. Ama received a scholarship from the Gambian 

government to study computer programming in the Middle East for her first degree 

and met Sheriff in the UK while working there as a casual farm labourer in the 
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summer.  She now works for a telecommunications company in The Gambia.  Both 

are Gambian citizens. Ama gave birth to Mariamma, her eldest daughter who is now 

thirteen, while they were living in the UK.  She subsequently travelled to the US on 

two separate occasions to give birth to her third and fourth children, thereby securing 

their American citizenship.  (The US remains one of the few countries where those 

who are born in the country are automatically entitled to citizenship). Ama was 

fortunate in that she was able to stay with close friends for several months. However, 

as a Gambian with a well-paid professional job, it was always her intention to return 

to her life and family in The Gambia.   By giving birth to her children in the US, she 

sought to secure their educational futures because of the choice to study and live in 

the US that American citizenship affords.   

Reproductive decisions that involve considered calculations about when and 

where to have children, can be read as an act of political expression. In Binta and 

Sheriff’s case such decisions can mitigate the effects of draconian migration 

legislation by providing clear paths to citizenship for their children.  Binta timed her 

visit to the US to ensure that she would give birth to two of her children there.  

Similarly, they made the decision to have Mariamma in the UK, while Sheriff 

completed his accountancy training.  In so doing, they challenged the injunctions that 

are dictated by an unfair migration regime, simultaneously mapping out educational 

futures for their children.  Both reveal the entangled nature of parents’ migratory 

trajectories, informed by their past educational decision-making, and their children’s 

migration status and educational futures.  

Mariamma, who was born in the UK, is not automatically entitled to British 

citizenship because neither of her parents are British. In order to have been granted 

British citizenship at birth, either Ama or Sheriff would have needed permanent 
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residency.  Alternatively, Mariamma would had to have lived in the UK for the first 

ten years of her life, spending no more than ninety days outside the country, or 

returned to live there for five years, after which point she would be able to apply for 

permanent residency.   Yet, citizenship remains a privilege and a commodity because 

of the exorbitant cost.6  

In an attempt to ensure Mariamma would be granted permanent residency, 

Ama sent her to the UK when she was eleven to attend school.  She lived with Angel, 

Ama’s close friend, and the daughter of close friends of Ama’s parents.  This 

arrangement illustrates the ‘wealth in people’ principle, which underpins the domestic 

moral economy, where Gambians benefit both socially and materially from their 

extensive social relations and their investment in people, as well as rely on the mutual 

exchange and reciprocity that are central to these relations.      

She attended the local state comprehensive school in Woolwich.  ‘I went to 

school in the UK for two years and really liked it,’ Mariamma proudly states in her 

half British / half Mandinka accent. ‘There was so much to do, with lots of friends 

and you could visit so many places.’  Yet, Mariamma had to return to The Gambia 

after two years: Ama had initially travelled to the UK with Mariamma to ensure that 

she was settled at school and at home with Angel, who became Mariamma’s carer.  

According to Ama’s account, a social worker from social services had approved this 

informal arrangement. Yet, in the middle of Mariamma’s stay, a new social worker 

began to question the arrangement, visiting Angel and her family on several 

occasions.  She threatened to take Mariamma into state care if Angel did not become 

her legal guardian and fill out a vast array of paperwork in attempts to formalize an 

arrangement that was modeled on an informal West African fostering arrangement of 

care.   ‘The situation was so difficult’, Ama states.  She travelled to the UK with the 
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intention of ensuring that Mariamma could continue with her education there.  Yet, 

she was also aware of how stressful her friend Angel found the situation, particularly 

because she and her husband had five of their own children to care for.  Faced with 

the inflexibility of social services, Ama had to bring Mariamma back to The Gambia.  

In stating that her daughter will ‘make her way here in The Gambia’, Ama 

expresses relief that she is safely at home in The Gambia, mixed with a sense of 

disappointment and resolution that her daughter will not be able to gain permanent 

residency in the UK, attend school there and avail herself of the opportunities that life 

in the UK could provide.  At the time of my research, Mariamma was attending a 

local private school near their home in The Gambia and seeing a tutor who would 

visit their home several times a week.   

While Mariamma was living in the UK, separated from her parents and 

siblings, the family were in a state of limbo, unsure as to whether educational plans 

and strategizing for the future would come to fruition.  During this period, it was 

hoped that Mariamma would secure her permanent residency and, subsequently 

become a British citizen.  Part of her imagined future, Ama told me of her plans to 

join her two youngest children in the US or the eldest in Britain later in her life.  Here 

again, we see the way in which parental migratory trajectories are partly undertaken 

in order to secure particular educational futures for their children, revealing the 

entanglement between the two.   

The return and transition to life in The Gambia were difficult for Mariamma: 

‘All I do here is study, go to school (local private school), go to dara (Koranic 

school), see my tutor and sleep.’  Mariamma is forced to readjust her expectations and 

adapt to living with tighter parental controls. Ama tells me that they argue a lot 

because she doesn’t do as she is told: ‘Here, you have to organize all their time so 
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they do not get into any mischief.  They have to have a tutor so they do well in school. 

Hopefully, she will get a scholarship to study elsewhere. So, she has more 

opportunities.’ Undeterred by Mariamma’s experience in the UK, Ama carefully 

maps out an alternative educational future for Mariamma that involves University 

study abroad.  It was always Ama and Sheriff’s intention to give Mariamma the 

transnational educational opportunities that she and her husband had had in order to 

secure her eldest daughter’s future.  Indeed, their experience of educational migration 

and transnationalism has served as a template for their children’s educational futures, 

and, in this sense, is foundational to it.   

 

Conclusion 

Gambians’ experiences of educational migration, as they undertake 

transnational journeys, and plan for their and their children’s educational futures, 

underscore the entangled nature of parents’ educational and migratory trajectories 

with those of their children. I have argued that the entangled nature of their 

educational strategies and migratory trajectories highlights the persistence of the 

domestic moral economy, marked by a sense of obligation and reciprocity in kinship 

relations.  As parents migrate to the UK, send children back or leave them with their 

grandparents, they mobilize intergenerational reciprocities: grandparents provide care 

for their grandchildren and migrant parents support them through increased 

remittances.  Further, the domestic moral economy, in which kin invest in and support 

kin - and the principle of wealth in people that underpins it - , is central to culturally 

specific notions of status and social mobility (Forere and Portische 2012, 334).  

Parents position themselves in such a way as to invest in their own educational 

futures and those of their children.  In this sense, parents’ perceived ability to secure 
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their children’s futures depend on their own educational and migratory trajectories.  

An ability to migrate, stay in the U.K. or develop translational lives – traveling freely 

to and from The Gambia – is central to securing particular futures.  Further, access to 

economic, social and cultural resources can facilitate such mobility and the 

opportunity to extend educational opportunities that support the development of 

careers in the UK (cf. Olwig and Valentin 2015, 247).  Ultimately, the availability of 

various resources (e.g. an educational scholarship, well-paid employment in the UK 

or The Gambia, a UK work visa or supportive transnational care arrangements) 

affects the nature of educational decision-making and futures.  Yet, Gambian migrants 

in the UK may be subjected to strict migration legislation, which potentially curtails 

their mobility and that of their children, thereby affecting their ability to plan for their 

children’s educational futures. In this sense, parents’ educational and migratory 

trajectories are entangled with those of their children partly because of the way in 

which they are forced to navigate migration regulations.  

Valentin (2012, 430) calls for the need to see  ‘…the social and geographical 

space of migration as a learning environment in itself’ and refers to ‘a variety of 

learning practices’ (Ibid.431) that influence experiences of migration as well as future 

mobility choices. Indeed, the ‘transformative potential’ (Valentin Ibid.,) of migration 

- with its enhanced opportunities as well as various constraints - means that the 

Gambian parents, and carers, involved in my research were adept at reworking 

educational strategies and care arrangements to suit developing work opportunities 

and changing circumstances, even in the face of strict migration legislation which 

rendered some immobile.  
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