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In this article, I analyse how Finnish women and their non-citizen spouses 
are affected by deportations. I analyse their accounts of deportability 
from the perspective of feminist geolegality that integrates legal geography 
and feminist geopolitics, enabling the co-constitutional analysis of, on the 
one hand, law and space, and on the other hand, intimate and global 
spheres. Based on my 15 in-depth individual and pair interviews with 
eight Finnish women and their four non-citizen spouses, conducted in 
2022–2023, I enquire how they experience the threat of deportation in 
their everyday lives and in administrative processes. The spouses have 
sought residence permits from Finland first based on asylum and then 
based on family ties. My analysis pays attention to these couples’ 
descriptions of their homes and of their bodies — the two spaces of 
particular importance in the studies of feminist geolegality. My analysis of 
these intimate spheres resonates with the investigation and 
reinterpretation of the concept of intimate war that enables us to focus on 
the issue of power in relation to law and space.
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Introduction
The challenges faced by mixed-citizenship couples during the stressful immigration processes is 
extensively covered in recent studies, for instance, regarding keeping the spouses apart (Charsley & 
Wray 2023), having to live under the threat of deportation (Griffiths 2021), being controlled through 
the discourse of ‘sham marriage’ (Wemyss et al. 2018), or being securitised by the authorities (de Hart 
2022). How immigration law and processes infiltrate their personal lives is a question to be investigated 
further. Existing research has also demonstrated how deportability — the extended fear of being 
deported (De Genova & Peutz 2010) — not only affects the so-called deportable subject, but also 
those close to them, such as spouses and children (Griffiths 2021; Charsley & Wray 2023). My aim is to 
contribute to this line of deportability scholarship through a feminist geolegal approach with a 
particular focus on spatial analysis.
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This study focuses on the Nordic context, particularly the case of Finland. Furthermore, an analysis 
of how citizens are being affected by deportability is rather new in the Finnish context (see e.g., Horsti 
& Pirkkalainen 2023; Siim & Lyytinen 2025; Lyytinen 2026). Academic research on family migration in 
Finland has attended primarily to immigrants’ forced migration and family separation (Palander 2023; 
Tiilikainen et al. 2023) and the best interest of the child in the context of immigration decisions (Hiitola 
& Pellander 2019). Filling the gap in the literature on family migration in Finland, I am bringing new 
theoretical perspectives to the analysis of mixed-citizenship couples. These perspectives are also 
applicable in other national contexts.

Although Finnish citizens do not need to ‘sponsor’ their non-citizen spouse, Finns nevertheless 
struggle to keep them in the country due to the strict interpretation of immigration laws. In Finland, 
residence permits granted based on family ties are currently the most common reason for issuing 
residence permits, alongside with study, work and entrepreneurship (Finnish Immigration Service 
2024). Yet, our research project’s (Intimate Geographies of Bordering: Deportability and Its Effects on 
Finnish Citizens with Foreign Spouses and Their Extended Families, INDEFI) statistical review shows 
that receiving a residence permit based on family ties is particularly difficult for Finnish women 
because their non-citizen spouse has often come to Finland due to another reason than marriage, 
such as seeking asylum, whereas Finnish men’s spouses have often arrived at the country with the 
sole reason of marrying (Suontama 2025). This is also why my analysis focuses on couples where 
female citizen is in an intimate relationship (i.e., living together and/or married) with a non-citizen 
man who has previously sought asylum in Finland. 

In this article, I analyse how Finnish women and their non-citizen spouses with asylum-seeking 
background are affected by and resist immigration processes and deportability. My empirical data 
consist of 15 in-depth interviews with eight Finnish women and four of their male spouses. By Finnish 
woman, I refer to people who identify as women and who have Finnish citizenship, predominantly by 
birth but also by application in one case. With the term ‘non-citizen’ man (Kohl 2023; Suontama 2025), 
I refer to a person who identifies as male and who is not (yet) a Finnish citizen. However, I do not wish 
to imply that my male participants would be stateless, they simply lack Finnish citizenship which is key 
in securing they stay in Finland.

I utilise the analytical framework of feminist geolegality, developed by Brickell and Cuomo (2019), 
which integrates legal geography and feminist geopolitics. My analysis pays attention to these mixed-
citizenship couples’ reflections of their bodies and of their homes — the two often intertwined spaces 
of particular importance in the studies of feminist geolegality. My analysis of the body is divided into 
two sub-sections: fear and safety at home and financial punishment related to home as property. 
Likewise, my analysis of the home is centred on three themes: the embodied mental and physical 
experiences of immigration law in bodies, the body as a site of legal categorisation, and reproduction 
and the body. All in all, these intimate spheres resonate with the investigation of national and global 
migration regimes, and precarities created in them.

Feminist geolegal analysis of immigration processes and deportability 
In the existing literature on migration in general, and mixed-citizenship couples in particular, issues of 
gender, race, and power are emphasised. Bonjour and Duyvendak (2018, 882) have demonstrated 
how “the recent trend towards selective immigration policies is based on the racialization of certain 
categories of migrants into irretrievably unassimilable Others”. According to them, class, culture and 
gender are all used as the basis in the process of racialisation. In the context of unaccompanied 
minors, Cleton (2023) has highlighted that deportation relies on gendered, racialised, and classed 
representations of the family and parenting practices. The feminist geolegal approach has not been 
used in studies on mixed-citizenship couples, and my aim here is to contribute to the existing scholarly 
works on mixed-citizenship families with this approach. 

Brickell and Cuomo (2019) have pointed out that the strength of feminist geolegal approach is in 
integrating both legal geography and feminist geopolitics. Moreover, this approach “disrupts and 
deconstructs spatial and scalar binaries (e.g., public/private, intimate/global)” (ibid., 117). The feminist 
geolegal approach enables the co-constitutional analysis of, on the one hand, law and space, and on 
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the other hand, intimate and global spheres. Both sets of analysis are of particular importance to 
understanding the everyday struggles and agencies of mixed-citizenship couples facing the risk of 
deportation. This is because, “it is important to recognize that global migration is grounded through 
attention to the ways in which such processes are locally lived and produced” (van Liempt 2023, 9). 
Likewise, the burgeoning literature drawing from feminist legal geographies can help us to understand 
the essential tensions between the law and its practice, and to examine the broad range of actors who 
shape laws through their everyday life (Brickell et al. 2021, 557).

As Brickell and Cuomo (2019, 106) write, feminist geolegal research “revels the complexity of the 
legal arena as space of domination, but also as a means of resistance by which women and other 
socially marginalised people strive for transformation.” As feminist scholars have pointed out, the law 
creates legal categories that determine who becomes a citizen or a refugee and who has access to 
certain rights and benefits (Chouinard 1994). Thus, the framework is suitable also to the analysis of 
citizen wives, non-citizen husbands with asylum-seeking backgrounds, and their citizen children. 

My empirical analysis pays attention to these couples’ accounts of their bodies and of their homes 
— the two spaces of particular importance in the studies of feminist geolegality. I see these spaces as 
intertwined analytical tools; thus, it is at time difficult, if not impossible, to separate the analysis of the 
embodied experiences from the events taking place at home. As Brickell and Cuomo (2019, 117) have 
argued, the body and the home can be perceived “as heuristic sites through which to examine the 
range of intimate wars that law and its interlocutors mediate in the more mundane yet also ‘ever-
evolving’ battlefields of everyday life.” These intimate spheres resonate with the investigation of 
national and global migration regimes. Thus, the issue of power is essential in the analysis of not only 
bodies but also of home. 

Moreover, this line of analysis allows us to discuss the concept of ‘intimate wars’ (Pain 2015) in a 
new innovative manner. Here my analysis focuses on the investigation of “intimate wars that law 
mediates in the more mundane battlefield of everyday life” (Brickell & Cuomo 2019, 104; see also Pain 
2015) in the context of mixed-citizenship couples. Subsequently, the analysis of intimate wars at the 
scales of the body and the home enables us to focus on the issue of power perceived as domination 
and resistance in relation to law and space. 

According to Willis (2023), the concept of home has received significant attention from geographers. 
Going beyond simplistic notions of ‘home’ to merely refer to the place where you live, it has evolved 
to produce a critical analysis of power relations. Essential here is what has been called the ‘critical 
geographies of home’ (Blunt & Dowling 2006; see also Brickell 2012, Willis 2023). These include an 
engagement with home as having both material and emotional dimensions, such as feelings of 
attachment or belonging. However, geographers also highlight the politics and power related to home 
— both restricted access to housing and negative emotional aspects of home, such as violence and 
insecurity. Thus, in my analysis of mixed-citizenship couples’ lives, I demonstrate not only the ‘everyday 
geographies of home’ (Brickell 2012) (i.e., the making of home as a safe and private space) but also the 
‘extreme geographies of home’ (i.e., the fear and stress related to the home) that reflect how the state 
and its immigration practices infiltrate the privacy of the home. 

It is also important to remember, in line with Brickell (2012) and Blunt and Dowling (2006), that 
people are differently positioned within the home, and thus experience it differently according to age, 
gender, sexuality, ethnicity, class — and, I suggest, due to their migration status. In terms of geolegality 
in and through the home, the space of the home can also be seen as an intimate scale impacted by 
the immigration processes and deportability. In legal geography, home has been conceptualised as a 
‘nomospheric setting’ (Delaney 2010) where the legal and the spatial are interlinked; here home has 
been perhaps seen more as a property. However, the aim in feminist geolegal studies is to focus more 
on the human consequences of law related to the home, with home perceived as a space where the 
lines of public and private, and personal and political, intersect. 

The body can be perceived as the “finest scale of geopolitical space” (Hyndman 2001, 216) where 
immigration regime and its resistance are experienced. In this examination, following Jeffrey (2020, 
1004), I understand “bodies both in their corporeal terms (as fleshy and vital) and their discursive 
construction (emerging through constellations of language and power)”. Moreover, Mountz’s (2018, 
761) suggestion of perceiving the body “not as passive matter of empirical exclusion but active site of 
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political engagement and resistance” is central to my analysis. In this context, law also acts as a 
mechanism of embodied exclusion. Feminist geolegal analysis also points to the body as a site or 
material of resistance (Jeffrey 2020). The analysis of embodied everyday experiences of immigration 
processes can also benefit from reinterpreting the notion of ‘intimate wars’ felt in the body. Whereas 
Pain (2015) has utilised this notion in relation to, for example, exploring interlinked domestic violence 
and modern international warfare, I reinterpret this concept to reflect on the intimate struggles, or 
‘wars’, that mixed-citizenship couples are experiencing due to the infiltration of immigration processes 
into their private life. Related to this, it is essential to understand

the connections between law and the body as the site where war is waged, a sense of security felt, 
personhood experienced and humanity known. Law has a legacy of marking bodies as legitimate 
and illegitimate (Brickell & Cuomo 2019, 109). 

My reinterpretation of the notion of intimate war is furthermore linked with existing studies on fear 
of deportability analysed through notions of slow or bureaucratic violence (Näre et al. 2020; Horsti & 
Pirkkalainen 2021), or law’s violence in relation to deportability (Lyytinen 2022), and the resistance 
towards these forms of control.

Mixed-citizenship couples as research participants 
I have used our INDEFI project’s statistical findings as a background information to design my data 
collection with the mixed-citizenship couples. Between 2018 and 2020, residence permit applications 
based on family ties from asylum seekers constituted 9–10 % of all applications ranging between 562 
and 659 first and extended permits. Furthermore, asylum seekers face significantly more negative 
decisions compared to other applicants. The average rate of negative family reunification decisions in 
all applications was 6 % from 2012 to 2020, while for those having previously sought asylum, it was 22 
% during the same period. Again, male applicants are significantly more likely to receive a negative 
decision than women because a non-citizen male applicant for family reunion with a Finnish woman 
is often suspected of being in a ‘sham marriage’ or circumventing entry provisions by having first 
sought asylum (Finnish Immigration Service 2024; Suontama 2025).  

My qualitative analysis is based on 15 in-depth interviews with eight Finnish women and four of 
their non-citizen spouses. The spouses have first sought asylum in Finland and then sought a residence 
permit based on a family tie in Finland. Pursuing a sensitive, multifaceted body of data, I employed 
thematic individual or pair interviews between November 2022 and August 2023. I conducted these 
interviews in person at the participants’ preferred locations (mostly my office or their home) or online 
via a secure Zoom connection. Interestingly many of the participants preferred to conduct the 
interview online from their home. For them, this setting created a safe environment enabling 
discussion of sensitive and private issues. 

In the case of the Zoom interviews, I attempted to arrange a physical meeting later, mostly during 
2024, for informal follow-up and, if so desired, to deliver the anonymised transcripts on paper. This 
reflects efforts to have at least somewhat longitudinal data, which is encouraged in studies of 
marriage-related migration (Moret et al. 2021, 336). Also, as feminist geopolitics emphasises grounded, 
empirical accounts (Hyndman 2001), I aimed to have an ethnographic approach, but in the end a more 
in-depth and reciprocal approach was feasible with only one couple and one woman. Most of the 
interviewees only wished to conduct one or two interviews, typically due to the stressful situation they 
lived in. 

The Finnish women’s spouses came to Finland around 2015 from the Middle East, the area of the 
former Soviet Union, or Africa. I was asked by the participants not to specify the country of origin, to 
avoid identifiability. All of the men, except one who received asylum, later submitted a residence-
permit application based on a family tie. The participants who took part in this study were 20–70 years 
of age, and their education and socio-economic backgrounds ranged, respectively, from vocational 
training to university degrees and from stable employment to being unemployed or retired. 

At the time of the interviews, five of the eight couples were married, and six had either biological 
children from this relationship or the women had children from a previous relationship. Four of the 
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men had been deported during the process of trying to secure their status in Finland. For some, this 
might have involved forced, even violent and sudden, deportation by the police force or having had to 
accept ‘voluntary return’. In any case, all interviewees referred to forced deportation: there had been 
no other option but to leave. Five of the couples were still awaiting decisions on the family reunification 
process. As the research progressed over the course of 2022–2023, one couple married, and two of 
the men who had been deported received a residence permit whereby the couple were able to reunite 
in Finland.

My loose interview script covered themes such as how the relationship had developed, what kind 
of immigration processes they had gone through, and their plans for the future. I let the informants 
speak freely on these topics and others they deemed important. I applied qualitative content analysis 
to the interview transcripts, a method suitable for analysis such as mine, with a clear conceptual 
framework focusing on the body and the home. Most interviews were conducted in Finnish, some in 
English, and translations are mine. With one man, I used an interpreter for his native language. Finally, 
right after transcription, I anonymised the interviews and while writing up I added pseudonyms to 
enhance participant anonymity.

In addition to the interviews, one Finnish woman in a mixed-citizenship relationship wished to 
contribute to the research project with her poetry. She has been using creative writing as a way to deal 
with the immigration process. She kindly shared eight of her powerful poems with our research team, 
and they were professionally translated from Finnish to English. Our INDEFI project recognised her 
creative work by offering her a fair financial renumeration. I have included one of her poems in this 
article as it reflects the themes of the body and the home particularly well. 

Ethical issues are paramount in the study of mixed-citizenship couples and deportability. While my 
research has received official ethical clearance from the University of Turku, this was a starting point 
only. I have needed to reflect on my positionality and ethical issues in a more personal manner as 
well. Firstly, recruiting participants proved rather challenging. This has to do with the fact that many 
of the couples had become extremely ‘broken’, some even traumatised, by protracted immigration 
processes and the fear of deportation. Secondly, I wish to acknowledge my position as a person 
having experienced deportability of people near me and having fought for their right to remain in 
Finland. Throughout my research career, I have attempted to “practice law” (Brickell et al. 2021) or to 
conduct “feminist legal collaboration” (Jacobsen 2021) as a researcher and trained volunteer. This has 
included producing expert statements on attempted law amendments, writing witness statements for 
the courts, filing new asylum applications, finding reliable lawyers, and assisting in asylum interviews. 
Yet, I did not use direct ways of assisting the participants of this particular study because they did not 
request that kind of involvement. 

Geolegal homes 

At Home

Bony-fingered longing claws at your throat
The persistence of time brings a sticky apathy to our home
When you open the front door
your nostrils are flooded with the cumin and cardamom
we use to mask the tang of homesickness
All we have is our love
but we don’t know whether it meets all the standards

Poem by ‘a foreigner’s wife in Finland’ (translated from Finnish by Christina Saarinen 2024)

In this poem, ‘a foreigner’s wife’ — who is one of the research participants — expresses her inner 
thoughts about sharing the intimate space of the home with her husband, who is living under the 
threat of being deported. Love is what characterises their home, but at the same time they feel that in 
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the eyes of the authorities love and a shared home might not be enough to keep them together. This 
poem reflects well the fact that geolegality is felt and experienced, not only in the body, but also in and 
through the home as “law seeps in and out of the extra-domestic, multi-scalar home given its porosity 
and transection by public and political worlds” (Brickell & Cuomo 2019, 114). My analysis of home is 
divided here into two sub-sections: fear and safety at home, and financial punishment related to 
home as property.

Fear and safety at home

First, fear and safety at home was discussed in many of the interviews despite the fact that none of 
my interview questions directly touch this issue. The stories of home presented by these mixed-
citizenship couples highlight the overlapping ideas of ‘everyday geographies of home’, but also the 
‘extreme geographies of home’ that reflect how the state and its immigration practices infiltrate the 
privacy of the home (Blunt & Dowling 2006; Brickell 2012; Willis 2023).

The most common home-related account was the conflicting nature of home as a safe space for 
the family, and at the same time as a place of fear due to the threat of deportation. Here my analysis 
shows clearly how the boundaries of public and private life are stretched and pushed at home (Brickell 
& Cuomo 2019). Annukka, in her mid-40s, whose husband after many attempts was deported and has 
not been able to come back, explained the situation of fearing being at home after giving birth to their 
child:

When the baby was born, my spouse was in Finland without a residence permit. He had got [a] 
negative [reply] to his asylum application. The police clearly intended to deport him and they had 
looked for him. So, the situation was rather difficult. What describes the situation well was that we 
had a family room in the hospital. I was afraid to leave that place, because I was thinking that the 
police may come to our home to get him. But then they gave us peace and did not come, but this 
kind of fear I had.

Later on, Annukka’s spouse developed mental health issues and he was placed in a mental hospital. 
Before this she had become exhausted from looking after the baby and at the same time worrying 
about whether her spouse would kill himself. Again, even though Annukka was glad he got to visit her 
and their small baby, she was anxious about the possibility of the police deporting him during a home 
visit:

He got to come home for Easter and then at least once we had a bit of a lighter feeling. We were 
really thinking like what to eat, like let’s eat good food. But then, he had been home for maybe 5 
minutes, and the police came again to take him. So crazy!

Finally, he was deported, and he has never been able to return to his family: “They took him…. Finally, 
they took him. So many rules and laws were broken [in the case of his deportation] that it feels very 
personal.” By this she referred to her understanding that the key principles of international and 
national law (i.e., non-refoulment prohibiting unlawful deportation and best interests of the child) 
were not interpreted by the Finnish authorities according to the rule of law. Also, considering her 
spouse’s mental state, based on the national police guidelines, they should not have deported him so 
suddenly and by force. After the deportation, Annukka was able to receive help. A social worker 
started to visit her home every week and look after the baby so that she could get some time for 
herself. Only then, slowly, did she begin to feel that home was a safe place again.

Elsa, in her 70s, and her husband Viktor, in his 30s, also reflected on the notion of home during 
their individual interviews. They also challenge the state’s perception that marriage should only be 
based on love; something that has been demonstrated to create a racial project of interpreting the 
law (Myrdahl 2010). In the words of Elsa:

We got married in 2018 and in 2023 we got the [positive] decision, so five years. Of course, my 
husband has every day been scared that the police will come to our home and say ‘pick up your 
things and let’s go to your own country’. This has tested his mental strength for sure, and there 
have been all kinds of problems.… There was also this last decision from the administrative court 
where it said our marriage was a sham … Well, I do not think a marriage of reason is a crime 
[laughing].
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Also, in the words of Viktor:
So, Migri [the Finnish Immigration Service, henceforth Migri] did not do any investigation on us or 
they did not even try to find out that our marriage was real; that we lived together and so on.… We 
are really disappointed with Migri, the administrative court, and the supreme administrative court. 
Migri made all these decisions without any investigation. No one, for instance, came to our home 
or anything. They just made their conclusions.

What can be seen is the importance placed by Viktor and Elsa on their home in the investigation for a 
family-based residence permit. This was also demonstrated by the fact that they asked their 
neighbours to sign a letter informing the immigration authorities of them living together in their 
shared home. Again, Viktor’s critique of Migri not conducting a precise examination of their everyday 
life may refer to the notion of ‘myopticon’ (Whyte 2011) that describes the immigration authorities’ 
use of power connected with uncertainty, rather than accuracy.

The memories of having lived together as a family under the same roof was something couples 
wanted to share during the research interviews. In the case of Riitta and Saif, they reflected well how 
it felt like to live together in Finland and what happened when Saif was deported. In the words of 
Riitta:

When we moved in together it was really a different home. The energy was really different to what 
we had before in the old situation, and the kids [from her previous marriage] relaxed and it was 
really too happy for that moment.… We were building a new life; that meant that the kids also had 
a new life, that we lived together.… The kids were relaxed and happy, and there wasn’t problems, 
problems, problems all the time. We had a good time, and then it happened, he got deported.

Terhi also shared her ideas about home, particularly in two regards. One, how she and her husband 
ended up moving to a bigger city due to on-going racism in the small town they lived in, and two, her 
husband’s urge to keep their house clean as a means of making it feel like home: “I had to say many 
times to him, ‘you cannot put water everywhere. Please, clean a bit less.’” Terhi and her husband had 
also created their own home-based traditions to make home a place of their own. This included, for 
instance, their particular winter tradition of washing their carpets together — a habit normally done 
in Finland in the summer. Moreover, they used their home to teach him excellent Finnish by placing 
post it-notes with Finnish words everywhere in their home. 

Likewise, home-based activism was indicated by some of the couples as means to create their own 
sense of home. This again demonstrates how in the everyday life of mixed-citizenship couples facing 
deportability, the public and private spheres are intertwined. Also, activism at home can be understood 
as a form of resistance that these couples use to strive for transformation of tight immigration 
regulations (see also Brickell and Cuomo 2019). Perhaps the most illustrative example of activism 
associated to home was given by Jenni, who explained how she and her husband have used her 
apartment as a site for activism:

When I started to be together with my husband, I spent a lot of time at the reception centre. We 
laughed together, that I was there also as kind of an asylum seeker and we said that my home used 
to be ‘camp number 3’. There used to be two centres in that town, and then my home was the third, 
because often if there was a person who did not know where to go, they could come and sleep on 
our sofa.… 

Jenni and her husband have together assisted several of his friends who have sought asylum. Thus, 
they have had to read their documents through. This volunteering, which has mostly taken place in 
their own home, has been mentally heavy on them giving them at times a conflicting sense of being 
at home.

Financial struggles of living together or apart

Third, the financial struggles of living together or apart are related to home as property. This includes 
situations where the couple is financially ‘punished’ by moving in together or the struggles to keep 
their home after deportation. In the words of Terhi, the financial struggle during her husband’s asylum 
seeking time was difficult as his reception allowance was cut because they moved in together, and on 
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another occasion was cut completely due to a part-time job (which ended up in labour exploitation): 
“We have been in the bread queue to get food, and got some free food. We have been several times 
to the deaconess’ office.…But do we have the strength to ask, to find out?” In terms of social benefits, 
Terhi has been shocked to see the negative impact of her asylum-seeking husband. She says that the 
Finnish Social Insurance Institution (Kela) has only officially recognised her husband as part of their 
household when financially beneficial for the authorities:

[M]y spouse was not accepted in the Kela decisions, unless it meant lower payment for Kela. I 
understand this as I should put my spouse in a closet and take him from there when he received 
his residence permit [laughing].

Laura and Jusuf, a young couple, have has also struggled to the extent that they had to move to a 
smaller apartment due to Jusuf being undocumented for a long time without the right to work. Laura 
also had to take part-time work in addition to looking after their small baby and studying. Thus, the 
home has become a place to aim for more stable financial future and at the same time a place of 
pressure, according to Laura: 

It is difficult because we have also baby at home and I’m studying the same time. I have online 
school [i.e. study from home].… I have school from 8AM to 3PM, and after that I need to work.

Liisa and Mahmud have also faced similar difficult financial times during the combination of her being 
on maternity allowance and due to him being undocumented without the right to work. However, 
after receiving the residence permit based on family ties, their situation got much better and they 
both started to plan for the future, including buying their own home, as Liisa explained: 

Now I see our future as bright when we have the family-based positive decision. Our dream is to 
have more children … and when he graduates this spring, he has been promised a permanent 
position.… We also have dreams about getting a bigger apartment. He really wants our own home 
and garage. 

After deportation, some of the couples also lost the home they had together. This happened, for 
instance, to Riitta and Saif, as explained by Riitta reflecting not only on losing two jobs due to Covid 
and having fallen ill, but also losing two apartments due to her lack of the financial means to keep 
them as an enforced single mother:

At that moment [after Saif’s deportation], I didn’t have space for my own feelings. I felt only that, 
okay, how I can pay for the apartment alone. We should change apartments. We moved two times 
with kids, almost without any help.… And the kids didn’t know what happened. They of course 
became a little bit scared about this situation and what happens now.… And for me, I don’t want to 
share any problems [with Saif], so that should be some happy time, when we talk together. So that 
makes us a little bit apart, because we don’t really know what’s in the other [one’s] life.

Riitta and Saif were able to see each other a few times in a third country Saif lived in after his 
deportation, but as explained by Riitta: “Even when we’re together, something’s still missing all the 
time from my happiness.” Families kept apart by the immigration regime sometimes share the 
consequences of separation even when together again (Charsley & Wray 2023; Tiilikainen et al. 2023). 
Moreover, Riitta and Saif’s example demonstrates clearly how deportation does not only separate 
families physically but also emotionally. This kind of splitting is evidently ‘disturbing intimacies’ (Kohl 
2023) and it may even hurt these couple’s chances of demonstrating ‘attachment’ (see also Griffiths 
2015).

Geolegal bodies 
The body can be perceived as the “finest scale of geopolitical space” where immigration regime and 
resistance are experienced (Hyndman 2001, 216). In this sense both the body of the deportable non-
citizen man and the citizen female spouse is of importance when we analyse how the immigration law 
encroaches on the very personal scale. Furthermore, we can utilise the concept of ‘intimate war’ (Pain 
2015) in order to analyse how resistance against immigration law is felt in the body. Thus, my focus in 
this section is to analyse the gendered, sexualised and racialised subjectivities imposed by immigration 
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regimes and resisted by these mixed-citizenship couples. My empirical data analysis is centred on 
three themes: the embodied mental and physical experiences of immigration law in bodies, the body 
as a site of legal categorisation, and reproduction and the body.

Embodied mental and physical experiences 

The embodied mental and physical experiences of immigration law in the bodies of the deportable 
man, citizen wife and their children emphasise the at times negative feelings — fear, anger, trauma, 
exhaustion — as well as the agency and resistance felt in the bodies.  

Most of the Finnish-citizen wives and also their non-citizen husbands, including their possible 
children, faced extreme exhaustion amid the prolonged immigration processes associated with 
extended spans of fearing deportation. State authorities’ intrusion into their private lives had tired 
their bodies both mentally and somatically. These immigration procedures involved not only the 
spouse’s asylum processes but also an application for residency based on family tie.

For the men who had sought asylum, their everyday embodied lives were at times a constant 
struggle due to past trauma. One of the Finnish wives, Terhi, for instance, explained how her husband 
was unable to travel on the local bus or train due to his flight-related trauma: “Every time he travelled 
to work or to school by bus, train or metro, he felt like he was fleeing and it made him feel anxious.” 
Also, the few who got an oral court hearing on their residence permit application based on family ties, 
found those situations to be difficult. Viktor, Elsa’s husband, remembers how he felt like a criminal 
being interrogated by the court during the appeal phase:

We were invited to the administrative court and we were interrogated there. Like we were criminals. 
There was an investigator and a judge, and the interrogation was really tough.… It was embarrassing 
and shameful. It felt like an interrogation. They tried to fool us, into saying something wrong. The 
psychological pressure was really hard on me.

Panic attacks after negative decisions or deportation typified developments for the female spouses, 
such as Viktor’s wife Elsa. She had to visit the emergency services every time her husband received a 
negative decision. For Terhi, the immigration process based on family ties triggered a spiritual crisis 
and also secondary trauma:

I will be forever bitter because Migri triggered a spiritual crisis in me with their questions. This was 
because I had to justify to them how two people who are in love can be of different religions.… I got 
completely exhausted and developed secondary trauma because of my husband’s story and the 
stories of others [seeking asylum].

Besides complete exhaustion, Terhi had to increase her blood pressure medication many times due 
to the prolonged stress cause by the immigration process.

Embodied fear was also felt by some of the citizen spouses in the form of racism. In addition to 
racism and deportability, the stressful immigration processes can also be linked with discussions of 
bureaucratic or slow violence (Näre et al. 2020; Horsti & Pirkkalainen 2021), or the violence of the law 
(Lyytinen 2022). Jenni recalls a situation at a police station that she felt threating to her body because 
of the aggressive behaviour of one of the police officers against her. Annukka too had been shocked 
by the amount and nature of the racism directly experienced:

I sometimes felt like I became so tense and just wanted to hit someone…. This ‘primitive rage’ 
came. I have lived abroad but never thought before about how much shit mixed couples and 
families have to face in Finland.

The authorities’ general suspicion of the couple caused irritation and anger among the interviewees. 
Suggestions that they were in a so-called sham marriage stood out in this regard, particularly if there 
was a substantial age difference. Thus, the biological age of the body mattered. Mainly because of the 
age difference, but also of work-related arrangements, the immigration authorities accused Elsa and 
Viktor of setting up a sham marriage. Recalling how humiliated and deceived they felt, both recounted 
these feelings in their individual interviews, and in the word of Elsa:

They referred to our age difference too, but they did not use this word, as it would have been illegal 
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to use that word. Rather, they used ‘different situations of life’ to circumvent the issue.… This feels 
humiliating, really humiliating…; my family has built this homeland. I have worked and paid taxes. 
And then as a Finnish citizen I am treated like this. This feels outrageous. 

Moreover, some of the couples explained why they had started their relationships, and afterwards 
had been granted residence permits based on family ties, in their understanding partly because of 
their matching appearance, also making this an embodied experience. Liisa and Mahmud thought 
that this could have happened to them. In Liisa’s words:

I have been thinking that we had that advantage, that we are around the same age and also, I do 
not know if this is a stupid thought, but also from outside, we look like we could be a good match. 
If you understand what I mean. And the age. And we wrote [in the application] about our future 
plans, like having more children. 

Furthermore, mixed-citizen couples at times described being ‘forced’ into relocation or into living 
transnationally after a deportation, thereby experiencing their bodies being physically separated (see 
also Charsley & Wray 2023). For some, physical deportation became as shock, and some could not 
even meet each other after detention partly due to Covid restrictions. Sara, in her early 20s — who 
later joined her boyfriend and husband to be in the Middle East and lived there with him for more 
than a year — recalled the traumatic deportation and the effects of Covid on their relationship: “We 
were not given any time; it came as a surprise.… I could not even say goodbye to him.… He was in 
detention for more than a month, but I could not visit him.” 

In addition, the prolonged physical separation had impacted the everyday life of both , even their 
habit of eating or being able to feel emotions. Bodily separation was very tangible, for instance, in the 
case of Riitta and Saif who had to live a forced transnational life and could only see each other a few 
times a year in a third country. Annukka and her child also experienced the physical distance as 
unbearable after her husband and the father of their Finnish child had been violently deported: 

Only last year we managed to see him again [in the European Union country he escaped to], so 
there was a very long pause. And our child felt that although he has been speaking with his father, 
he said after the trip that ‘I actually have a father’. He said this in the kindergarten, that ‘I have a real 
father’. 

As seen, it is apparent that for these mixed-citizenship families, the physical presence and embodied 
living of everyday life together were high on their priorities amidst deportability. 

The body as a site of legal categorisation 

The body as a site of categorisation refers to the various legal categories imposed on the bodies, and 
the resistance related to highlighting people’s own priorities and at times also identities. Here I 
understand legal categories in line with Gorman (2017, 44), who has concluded that legal definitions 
are

dynamic sites that both respond to and produce socio-spatial relations, delineating the threshold 
of humanitarian categories and thus the meaning and consequences of cross border movement 
for specific groups of people.

In the same vein, Moret, Andrikopoulos and Dahinden (2021, 329) have demonstrated how the “logic 
of the nation-state influences how cross-border marriages are framed, discursively constructed and 
politically controlled.” As I will show, this is also the case with those couples who took part in my study. 
The discussion in my data culminates on the conflicting categories of asylum seeker vs. husband/
father, regularised vs. unregularised status, female citizen body vs. male asylum-seeking non-citizen 
body.

For instance, Mahmud, in his late-20s at the time of the interview, explained how he felt that even 
after having submitted his residence permit application based on family ties, he still wanted to apply 
for asylum as it had been the primary reason for fleeing to Finland:
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We submitted the application based on family ties. Then after some few months, came that [new 
evidence on his asylum case], and then we applied again [for asylum]. I was thinking that it is my 
right. It is the reason why I have left. I should get my own residence permit. Even though this does 
not really make any difference as I have a permit based on family ties.

Mahmud never mentioned Liisa’s pregnancy to the court when he had the oral hearing related to his 
asylum case but preferred to keep these processes separate. Both of them also argued that they 
decided not to get married, despite advice given to them by their lay assistant (e.g., a person who does 
not have a legal degree but who has unofficial training and expertise in assisting in immigration 
matters), as they felt they were pressured to do it. Currently, they are engaged to be married but are 
doing this on their own schedule. Mahmud thinks about the next step, which is to get Finnish 
citizenship — as a refugee he could have got it quicker in comparison to residency based on family 
ties. 

Jenni and her husband also wanted to wait until he received refugee status before getting married. 
Her husband finally, after several years and applications, was granted refugee status, and then they 
got married. Jenni recalled her reasoning around this:

He had his own reasons why he was in danger in his home country, and he believed that the truth 
would finally win and he would be granted asylum.… We both did not want people to think that he 
would somehow use me and be in this relationship to be able to stay in Finland.… We only married 
after he got asylum.

Some of the participants made the decision to marry, perhaps quicker than they wished, mostly due 
to identity papers expiring, particularly in cases where either a passport or the ‘singles paper’ 
(document from the country of origin demonstrating that the person is not married) was to expire. 
Renewing them would have been difficult, particularly for those still completing the asylum process as 
this might be interpreted by the immigration authorities as turning to the protection of their country 
of origin, and thus the person would not be suitable for international protection.

Some participants felt that Migri perceived their family as a problem that should not have happened 
and that it was self-caused trouble. This is related to the conflicting idea of ‘welcome’ presented by the 
state and the people (Gill 2018), where keeping one’s family together was made impossible by 
unwelcoming immigration policies. Kohl (2022) has pointed out how, by this line of argumentation, 
the authorities refuse responsibility and hold non-citizens personally responsible for being separated 
from their spouses and children. This interpretation can be extended to the citizen spouse as 
demonstrated by Annukka who argued against the unfair statement by Migri that she should have 
never started a family with a man whose residency was uncertain. According to her:

Migri tells you that you should have understood not to start a family when the residence permit is 
not clear. And … also then some official tells you that you should not have kept this child, almost 
like this.… Or it meant that you should not have ever started a relationship with a person seeking 
asylum.

Whereas most non-citizen men recognised the immediate danger of deportation disappearing after 
having been granted a residence permit, and particularly Finnish citizenship, some experienced a 
mental breakdown only after gaining citizenship. Jenni narrated how having been granted asylum and 
citizenship did not automatically change her husband’s everyday life nor his embodied daily rhythm 
and sense of belonging to a place that was not his home:

I remember that after he received his asylum, we moved to another city, but he would still go back 
to the other city, because he was so used to being in this reception centre. He used to go back there 
just to be with his friends, and somehow continued the life that he got used to there — sleeping 
during the day, and staying up until late in the night. His anxiety continued, and he could not calm 
down in one place. 

Subsequently, the issue of distrust had become central in the mixed-citizenship couple’s intimate 
wars. Deep-sensed distrust is a phenomenon not only evident in the contexts of asylum-seeking but 
also in the related anti-deportation activism (Pirkkalainen, Näre & Lyytinen 2022) and family 
reunification (Lyytinen 2026).



FENNIA 204(1) (2026) 51Eveliina Lyytinen

Reproduction and the body

The issue of reproduction and the body is essential in these mixed-citizenships couples’ descriptions 
of how immigration law and its implementation have impacted their personal space, also at its most 
intimate scale of the body. In this section, I highlight particularly the women’s narratives of their 
pregnancies and raising their children alone after their spouse was deported from Finland.

Laura, the wife of Jusuf, experienced the difficulties of taking care of a residence permit application 
while she was pregnant. This task is often left for the native spouse as hardly any official support is 
given to do this. Jusuf had applied several times for asylum in Finland, but he kept receiving negative 
decisions. It was difficult for both of them, as Laura explained: “The last time [the negative decision 
came], I was pregnant. I was still pregnant. I was angry. So angry. I was crying and angry.… All the 
trouble.” 

Other couples, such as Liisa and Mahmud, had been given advice by their lay assistant that Liisa 
should not get too involved with Mahmud’s residence permit process, especially during pregnancy as 
the processes can be extremely stressful. According to Liisa, the most stressful situation happened 
when Mahmud lost his right to work because he was undocumented and at the very same time the 
baby was about to be born. Another process to deal with was for Mahmud to officially be recognised 
as the biological father: he had to go through DNA testing to prove it and get joint custody of the child. 
Even though this was a normal procedure in Finland for any couple who were not married, it represents 
a form of direct intrusion of the public into the private sphere. 

For some couples’ the physical separation after deportation had created a situation in which they 
could not enjoy normal family life with their child anymore. Annukka felt strongly that her normal 
family life had been taken from her due to their fear of deportation and later the violent deportation 
of her spouse: “And you have a child and you should be focused on him. Live in a baby bubble and 
have that kind of normal time.” Yet, this wish to experience and embrace the unique time of living in 
the baby bubble was never possible for her due to the endless fear of deportation.

Some of the embodied and reproduction-related experiences occurred in places that ought to have 
been safe. Jenni and her husband experienced behaviour that she interpreted as racist in the hospital 
where she gave birth to their child. Also, after the baby was born they had been trying to get couple’s 
therapy for their challenges. They have not been able to access couple’s therapy in years, which 
according to Jenni has to do with various institutions perceiving their mixed-citizenship family as 
atypical

I see that we are a rather normal couple, but then when they find out that one of us is a foreigner, 
and above else with a trauma and asylum-seeking background, then it comes that ‘we do not know 
how to help you’. And the end result is that we do not get help from anywhere.

As seen, it remains a profound question of who are allowed to define what is normal or abnormal 
when it comes to intimate relations and family life. 

The issue of having children is considered by some of the couples as key in their residence permit 
application based on family ties. At times, this was essential, even for those no longer able to have 
biological children. Elsa, in her early 70s and married for the first time, brought up the matter of 
children as part of trying to convince the immigration authorities of the ‘correct’ nature of their 
marriage: 

At the court hearing, they asked us about having children. But how could someone my age have 
biological children? But luckily, we had been speaking about adoption, and then we both mentioned 
that we have been more or less seriously discussing adoption. But having a child is not the only 
criteria in marriage.

This shows how deeply rooted the idea of having children as a verification of a ‘true marriage’ is in 
society. Related to this, Elsa’s husband Viktor expressed his thoughts on their long and exhausting 
immigration process:

We did not speak [about the immigration process] to anyone. We did not talk to anyone. We did 
not want anyone to find out. It is just the two of us against the Finnish system. A long, five-year war 
against a system that was against us.… Two small people in a war against the whole state.
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This statement resonates with the notion of ‘intimate war’ (Pain 2015), at least if reinterpreted in the 
context of mixed citizen couples’ everyday lives. What can be seen from many of the interviews is that 
these couples felt that they were in a ‘war’ against the Finnish immigration law and administrative 
system, and that they had to develop various mechanisms to fight against this. These mechanisms 
often had to do with their very intimate scales of the body and the home, as demonstrated in my 
analysis.

Conclusions 
Utilising the feminist geolegal lens, this paper has analysed multi-scalar and intersectional power 
across intimate and global scales in the context of immigration processes. The couples I interacted 
with ended up questioning the binaries of local–global, public–private, and immigrant–citizen. The 
analysis focused on two imperative spaces where geolegality was experienced by mixed-citizen 
couples, namely home and body. These are important sites because body and home can be perceived 
as “social spaces, lived places, and landscapes [which] are inscribed with legal significance” (Braverman 
et al. 2014, 1). Moreover, feminist analysis enables not only gendered, but also racialised and sexualised 
analysis of mixed-citizenship couples’ everyday lives.  

I demonstrated how geolegality in and through the home was manifested in two areas, namely fear 
and safety at home, and the financial struggles of living together and apart. The space of the home 
allowed me to examine how the public immigration-related processes infiltrate the privacy of the 
home and how these mixed-citizenship couples feel about, and often also resist, this. Overall, my 
findings of the home resonate with the ideas of ‘everyday geographies of home’, the making of home 
as a safe and private space as well as the ‘extreme geographies of home’ reflecting the fear and stress 
related to the home (Blunt & Dowling 2006; Brickell 2012). 

The analysis of the body emphasises three interlinked aspects of the embodied subjectivities of the 
citizen wife, non-citizen spouse, and their citizen children: first, embodied mental and physical 
symptoms, second, the body as a site of categorisation, and lastly, body and reproduction. The couples 
often experienced what can be described as ‘intimate wars’ (Pain 2015) when rethought more as 
bureaucratic or slow violence (Näre et al. 2020; Horsti & Pirkkalainen 2021) or ‘the violence of the law’ 
(Lyytinen 2022) and the resistance to it.

Based on the analysis I suggest that understanding intersections of not only gender, race and age, 
but also socio-economic situation and family and legal status mattered when mixed-citizenship 
couples’ embodied and home-based experiences were examined. Subsequently, what being engaged 
in an intimate war meant and how it impacted on their everyday life depended on my participants’ 
standing with regards to the immigration system.  The nature of ‘violence’ imposed on their body 
varied from bureaucratic control to actual physical harm depending if they were a citizen wife or a 
deportable non-citizen spouse. However, based on my feminist geolegal analysis, it seems that the 
mixed-citizenship families, children included, had to create common ways of ‘fighting’ back in the 
midst of the ‘intimate war’ of trying to preserve their right to family life. 
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