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Abstract

This case study argues that even in increasingly unstable circumstances women migrant workers have to con-
tinue to balance their reproductive responsibilities as mothers and daughters with their ongoing roles as wage
workers and economic providers, often managing complex transborder care arrangements. The chapter extends
the global care chain framework to investigate the ways in which Burmese migrant factory workers in Thailand
organize reproduction and childcare in the place of destination and in the in-between places at the international
borders between the two countries. The chapter provides new insights into ways migrant women factory work-
ers adapt and strategize to achieve daily, generational, and biological reproduction needs and the links between
these strategies and the pattern of capital accumulation in Thailand’s border industrialization strategy. The elab-
oration of multiple forms of control and regulation from the state to the factory as well as community highlights
the structures of constraint as well as the ways women negotiate around these constraints. The aim of the chap-
ter is to delineate key issues of social injustice relating to their nationality and legal ambiguity of status (migrant
or worker). Focusing on the individual agency of migrant workers, our research demonstrates that existing anal-
yses of the women’s experiences of work and of harassment in Thailand needs to be supplemented by an under-
standing of their ongoing but changing connections with home and family, in terms of resourcing care for chil-
dren, the elderly, and other relatives in their home country, as well as their community and family obligations
and responsibilities in their place of employment.

Keywords: Women, migrant workers, Thailand, Burma/Myanmar4, social reproduction5, border factories, glo-
bal care chains, nationality, citizenship, graduated sovereignty

4.1 Introduction1 23 4

Over the last two decades it has become clear that the
current phase of globalization has been marked not
just by transborder trade and investment but also by
international mobility of labour. But it is only in re-
cent decades that academic and policy analysis has fo-
cused on women who migrate to seek employment,
rather than on those accompanying other migrant

workers, though of course many women straddle
both categories. A central focus of such research con-

1 Kyoko Kusakabe is an associate professor at Gender and
Development Studies, School of Environment, Resources
and Development, Asian Institute of Technology,
Pathumthani, Thailand.

2 Ruth Pearson is Professor of Development Studies at
the School of Politics and International Studies, Faculty
of Education, Social Sciences and Law, the University of
Leeds, Leeds, United Kingdom.

3 This chapter is based on the research findings of the
IDRC-funded project “Gender, Cross-border Migrant
Workers and Citizenship: A case study of the Burmese-
Thai Border”, project number 103851-001. It is an
updated and expanded version of an article published in
the International Migration Journal (See Kusakabe/
Pearson 2010). It also draws on material discussed in
Pearson/Kusakabe (2012b). The research has been car-
ried out with the support of Naw Htee Heh, Zin Mar
Oo, Naw Eh Mwee, Cecil Khin. Also acknowledged are
support from Kanokporn Jaroenrith, Lada Phadungki-
ati, San Sithilertprasit and Usamard Siampakdee. Sup-
port from MAP Foundation and its director Jackie
Pollock, Yaung Chii Oo Workers' Association and Pat-
tanarak Foundation were also indispensable for the
completion of the research.

69M , Hexagon Series on HumanT.D. Truong et al. (eds.), igration, Gender and Social Justice: Perspectives on Human Insecurity
and Environmental Security and Peace 9, DOI 10.1007/978-3-642-28012-2_4, © The Author(s) 2014.
This article is published with open access at SpringerLink.com.



70 Kyoko Kusakabe and Ruth Pearson

cerns the links between the accumulation of capital
and the processes and networks that provide for the
reproduction of labour power—what feminists have
termed social reproduction. This analysis focuses not
just at the macro level on the structural causes and
process of migration, but importantly on the micro
level, which foregrounds the experiences, subjectivi-
ties, and agency of migrant women involved in glo-
balizing production processes (see Silvey 2004). 

This article explores how Burmese migrant
women workers in Thailand negotiate conflicting re-
sponsibilities for the families they have left at home,
for their new households formed in the Thai cities in
which they now live, and for the paid work which is
the purpose of their migration. It foregrounds
women’s agency and explores how migrant women
workers negotiate with wider social and political
structures (Parreñas 2001; Yeoh/Huang 1998). This in-
volves going beyond the analysis of the vulnerability
to exploitation of migrant women workers, due to the
lack of effective protection from either the sending or
the receiving state, to analyzing the gendered implica-
tions of their responsibilities for reproduction (Tha-
pan 2006: 13; Pearson/Kusakabe 2012a). There is a
continuous struggle between wage earners and the
state to meet the resource and other costs of childcare
and other reproductive responsibilities, which Pearson
(1997) termed the ‘reproductive bargain’. But when
the state rolls back its responsibility for taking care of
childcare, disabled and sick people, and increasingly,
elderly people, it is most frequently women who have
to extend their paid and unpaid work to ensure that
any care deficit is covered. Very often this adjustment
takes the form of unpaid work, which can restrict
women’s participation in the labour force, or the
range of paid work which they can access, or both.
Women’s restricted participation can have negative ef-

fects on the economy, which in many cases has pres-
sured the state to rethink its support for care, as is the
case in contemporary Japan (Osawa 2011).

The situation for migrant workers in terms of sup-
port for childcare and other reproductive responsibil-
ities is generally worse than for other workers. In
most situations neither the state of origin nor the des-
tination state takes any responsibility for the childcare
needs of women migrant workers, who are usually ex-
cluded from any entitlements available to national cit-
izens. Destination states consider migrant workers as
only temporary residents in the country, so see no rea-
son to invest in the reproduction of the next genera-
tion; and sending states, even those which sponsor
the outmigration of women workers, are more inter-
ested in the repatriation of remittances from migrant
earnings than in contributing to their childcare costs,
particularly when the children are raised in another
country. So most migrant workers are left to organize
and finance the costs of bearing and raising their own
children from their own resources without state or
other support. In the face of this situation, which is
coupled with low bargaining power as workers, and
often indifference or even hostility from the receiving
state, migrant workers actively mobilize their family
and other networks in order to juggle their care re-
sponsibilities with the demands of their paid employ-
ment, in spite of the harsh environment they find
themselves in. 

This is the situation for Burmese migrant women
in our study who are employed in the garment and
textile factories in the border areas of northern Thai-
land, and are involved simultaneously in reproductive
as well as productive work. The micro-level analysis of
their experience enables an understanding of the ways
in which migrant women’s reproductive (domestic) la-
bour is linked to the global economy. An important
focus of recent research has been on ‘global care
chains’, which describe the transborder commoditiza-
tion of care work resulting from the migration of do-
mestic and other care workers, mainly from low-wage
developing economies of the global South to the in-
dustrialized economies of the North (Hochschild
2001; Yeates 2005; Sassen 2008). Our research ex-
tends this analysis by demonstrating how care work
and global production are also linked by the repro-
ductive work of women migrant factory workers who
are employed in other sectors of the economy, but
who still retain the responsibility to resource, organ-
ize, and often deliver care work for their own families,
including their parents and siblings as well as their
own children.5

4 Burma is the name of the country, used since British
colonial rule. However, it was renamed by the ruling
military junta as the Union of Myanmar in 1989 and in
2011 the Republic of the Union of Myanmar. The name
remains contested. The UN has endorsed the name
'Myanmar' although many governments still refer to the
country as Burma. Media outlets have a mixed practice.
Opposition groups, especially non-Burman ethnic
groups refuse to recognise the new name because the
term "Myanmar" has historically been deployed only by
majority Burman ethnic group. Our practice is to retain
the name 'Burma' which is universally used by migrant
workers in Thailand in the English-speaking media and
academia but we use Burma/Myanmar when referring
to official treaties, documents or government actions
where relevant
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This chapter analyses the experience of Burmese
migrant women workers in Thailand, looking at the
structure of constraints within which they have to ex-
ercise individual agency, particularly concerning the is-
sue of social reproduction, that is, not just biological
reproduction but also the reproduction of labour
power as daily and generational processes (Mackin-
tosh 1984; Folbre 1994). The existing literature on mi-
grant workers in Thailand has provided a detailed, if
grim, picture of the exploitative conditions where mi-
grants work, mainly in the agricultural, construction,
and manufacturing sectors.6 Attention has also been
paid to the ways in which migrant workers’ labour
rights and human rights have been continually vio-
lated by immigration officials and the police and the
military in Thailand. Our research takes this analysis
further by demonstrating that the workers’ experi-
ences of work and of harassment in Thailand needs to
be supplemented by an understanding of their con-
nections with home and family, in terms of resourcing
care for children, the elderly, and other relatives in
their home country, as well as their community and
family obligations and responsibilities in their place of
employment. Their experiences are also shaped by the
ways in which migrant workers have been regulated
and controlled within Thailand historically, through a
series of registration exercises seeking to “regulate ir-
regular migration” (Traitongyoo 2008), which offer
very temporary permission for ‘illegal migrants’ to re-
main in Thailand to work in specified jobs and eco-
nomic sectors. Although the situation for migrant
workers in Thailand has recently become more regu-
lated with the introduction of temporary passports
and work permits as the result of memoranda of un-

derstanding (MOU) with neighbouring countries, mi-
grant workers in Thailand remain in a precarious situ-
ation. Indeed in some respects their situation has
deteriorated – for instance, workers registering under
the previous system were covered by compulsory
health insurance,7 but under the temporary passport
and work permit system, migrants have to purchase
private health insurance for themselves and employers
no longer have any obligation to provide health insur-
ance for them. 

Migrants’ opportunities and constraints are also
affected by the national and bilateral citizenship and
nationality regimes in both Burma (Myanmar) and
Thailand, which have become more institutionalized
with the introduction of the bilateral MOU in 2003,
although this was not implemented until 2009–10. At
the same time, women face gendered constraints on
mobility, enforced both by the gender regimes of their
communities of origin and destination and by the fac-
tory owners and the police and immigration authori-
ties in Thailand. And in spite of the fact that the ma-
jority of the migrant workers in this case study are of
prime reproductive age, political discourses which
construct Burmese migrants as polluting and prob-
lematic, as well as their economic constraints and lack
of access to health care, education, and citizenship
rights, all serve to further constrain these women’s re-
productive choices and practices. While it is widely ac-
knowledged that global competition since the 1970s
has frequently been based on the search for cheap la-
bour, the gendered ways in which transnational repro-
ductive labour is performed reflect “the ways in which
the globalization of the market economy has ex-
tended the politics of reproductive labour into an in-
ternational arena” (Parreñas 2001: 62). 

At the same time, as this chapter illustrates, the
politics and policies of globalized production and la-
bour markets reach down through regional and na-
tional policy arenas into the households and families
of the migrant workers themselves. This chapter
therefore seeks to explore these issues by tracing the
connections between the experiences of transborder
migration from Burma to Thailand of women factory
workers in the context of the economic policies and
strategies of the Thai government and a rapidly glo-
balizing world. This chapter is organized as follows:
the next section sets out the context of the case study
research, and the details of the research methodology
and data collected in the study. This is followed by a
discussion of the regulation and control of Burmese

5 For a more theoretical treatment of this point see Pear-
son and Kusakabe (2012a).

6 World Vision/Asian Research Center for Migration
(2003); Institute of Asian Studies/Thailand Develop-
ment Research Institute/Institute for Population and
Social Research (2003); Thammasak (1998); Arnold
(2004, 2006); FTUB (2004); FTUB Migrants Section/
Robertson Jr. (2006); Amnesty International (2005);
Hveem/Than Doke (2004); Pearson/Punpuing/Jampa-
klay/Kittisuksathit/Prohmmo (2006); Chulalongkorn
University (2003); Asian Human Rights Commission
(2005); Asian Research Center for Migration/Institute
for Population and Social Research/Thailand Develop-
ment Research Institute (2004); Caouette (2001);
Huguet/Punpuing (2005); Martin/Asian Research
Center for Migration/Institute for Population and
Social Research/Thailand Development Research Insti-
tute (2004); Myint/ Bhumiprabhas/ Kerdmongkol
(2004); Pollock (2006); Punpuing 2006. 7 Bangkok Post, 13 May 2012. 
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migrants working in the export factories of Mae Sot,
in Tak Province, and the constraints on women work-
ers’ mobility. The subsequent sections set out the
ways in which the costs of reproduction of labour,
daily and generational as well as biological, are borne
directly by woman workers who have to resource, and
often deliver, the labour required to care for children
and dependent elderly parents from a wage earned in
precarious and often exploitative employment. To-
gether these processes ensure that Thai factories have
access to cheap migrant labour. 

4.2 Research Methodology and 
Context

The location of this study was the border between
Thailand and Burma: the town of Mae Sot, in the
Thai province of Tak. Mae Sot has been designated
for development by the government of Thailand, and
was named in the context of the twin border cities in-
cluded in the Bagan Declaration for mutual coopera-
tion and development.8 The town has grown since the
early 1990s and is one of the areas in Thailand which
has witnessed a rapid growth in migrant workers from
different parts of Burma. Mae Sot is also the location
of a large number of export garment and textile facto-
ries, many of which have relocated from other parts
of Thailand, and which employ virtually 100 per cent
migrant Burmese workers. These factories range from
large industrial enterprises with a workforce of up to
two and a half thousand, to small “house factories”
with a few dozen workers. Most of the factories are
Thai-owned, and many are subcontractors for East
Asian or Western supply chains producing for the in-
ternational market.

This study draws on eighty in-depth interviews
with migrant workers (sixty-eight women and twelve

men) carried out by Burmese members of our re-
search team in Mae Sot between June 2007 and De-
cember 2010, as well as a semi-structured question-
naire survey of 302 migrant workers (women 211, men
91). Participatory workshops were also organized with
male and female Burmese migrants as well as inter-
views with a number of migrant workers’ organiza-
tions and individuals in Mae Sot between 2007 and
2009. The migrant worker interviews covered life his-
tories, work histories, and working conditions and as-
pirations. This involved the researchers spending time
in pagodas, libraries for migrant workers, and health
clinics and hospitals, where they were able to get to
know migrant workers and establish rapport with
them and engage in informal discussions. The re-
searchers conducted longer in-depth interviews with
some of the workers who indicated that they were
willing to talk at more length. By basing themselves
for several weeks at a time in Mae Sot, the interview-
ers were able to build up relationships of trust with
many of the interviewees, and make the acquaintance
of more migrant workers through a snowballing meth-
odology based on these workers’ networks. 

The semi-structured questionnaires were adminis-
tered with the help of Yaung Chi Oo Workers Associ-
ation (YCOWA) in Mae Sot. Rather than attempt to
construct a representative structured sample, which
was not possible because of the research context,
which did not allow access to workplaces and lacked
any reliable statistical data, the methodological ap-
proach taken was purposive sampling. Employees at
specific garment factories were targeted based on the
connections that YCOWA had within particular facto-
ries. The survey focused on married women and mar-
ried men who had been working in Thailand for more
than three years at the date of interview. 

In addition, the research used secondary data, in-
cluding academic studies and reports from both Thai
and international NGOs and migrant organizations. It
also drew on two workshops held in Mae Sot in July
2007, one for representatives of organizations work-
ing with migrant workers, and one for factory work-
ers themselves (Kusakabe/Pearson/Naw Eh Mwee/
Phadungkiati 2008).

The demographic profile of our respondents is de-
tailed in table 4.1. It should be noted that the educa-
tion level of migrant workers is not necessarily low,
with most workers having completed primary school
and many with secondary education or above. Many
of our respondents were single when they initially
came to Mae Sot, but had married since starting to
work in the factories there. More than seventy per

8 The Bagan Declaration, adopted November 2003, states
the intention of the four countries involved – Myanmar,
Thailand, Laos, and Vietnam – to collaborate on a range
of development projects over the following decade (in:
Myanmar Times, 17–23 November 2003; at: <http://
www.mmtimes.com>) and was followed by a series of
bilateral projects aimed at strengthening regional eco-
nomic integration and border area development (Tsu-
neishi 2005). The stated aims of this bilateral
cooperation are not only to facilitate flows of goods
and investment, but also to reduce socio-economic dis-
parities. Thailand pledged 100 million baht (US$ 2.5
million) for 2004 and 2005, and was considering ear-
marking 10 million baht over a period of five years
(ACMECS 2004). 

http://www.mmtimes.com
http://www.mmtimes.com
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cent of the women migrant workers surveyed in Mae
Sot gave birth to their first child after coming to Thai-
land. 

The information gathered from these sources
complements a range of previous studies which have
documented the working conditions of Burmese mi-
grant workers in Mae Sot’s border factories (Arnold
2004, 2006; FTUB 2004; FTUB/Robertson Jr. 2006;
Pollock 2006). The information derived from the
workshops and interviews was triangulated with the
views of key specialists within Thailand, particularly
from NGOs and the Thai academic community. This
allowed us to construct a more holistic understanding
of the ways in which Burmese migrant women work-
ers juggled their reproductive responsibilities with the
demands and constraints arising from their working
lives within the factories, and dealt with the gendered
restrictions and constraints they faced in terms of the
labour regimes within the factories, as well as the im-
migration regulations and restrictions on their mobil-
ity and entitlements within Thailand. These are dis-
cussed in the following section. 

4.3 Regulation and Control of 
Migrant Factory Workers in 
Thailand’s Border Areas 

4.3.1 Creating ‘Cheap Labour’ for Thailand’s 
Export Industries

Factories in Thailand have responded to growing glo-
bal competition in export markets by seeking to re-
duce labour costs through the utilization of “cheap”
migrant labour. As has been extensively noted by pre-
vious research on export sectors that involve manual
operations, women have historically provided the
most productive source of cheap labour, and their low
unit costs of production are routinely attributed to
their ‘natural’ attributes as unskilled, docile, and sec-
ondary (and therefore disposable) labour (Elson/Pear-
son 1981; Wright 2006). But they are also cheap in
terms of the ways in which the capital that employs
them, and the state in which they are situated, are
able to avoid any contribution to the costs of repro-
duction of their daily labour power and the genera-
tional reproduction of the workforce. In Thailand as
elsewhere, migrant workers are particularly vulnerable
to exploitation in the form of below-standard wages
and poor working conditions since they are generally
not protected by labour regulation or citizenship
rights. Moreover, they also subsidize capital and the
state through the complex ways in which they manage
their gendered reproductive responsibilities for secur-
ing housing, food, education, and health care and car-
ing for children and elderly and disabled family mem-
bers (Nagar/Lawson/McDowell/Hanson 2002).
Burmese women migrant workers constitute an espe-
cially vulnerable and exploitable source of ‘cheap la-
bour’ in manufacturing. Whilst in other contexts ex-
port factories have migrated to cheap labour
platforms, for example from the United States to
northern Mexico or the Asian Newly Industrialized
Countries (NICs), in this instance Thai capital has re-
mained in the country, whilst the cheap labour has mi-
grated over the borders from Burma. Because of the
economic and political repression in Burma (Fink
2009) and the limited rights of migrant workers
within Thailand, Burmese women migrant factory
workers are protected by neither their state of origin
nor their state of destination, and, as has been exten-
sively documented, are subjected to arbitrary and ex-
ploitative labour conditions including excessive hours
of work, unhygienic living conditions, arbitrary deduc-
tions from their wages, and vulnerability to arbitrary
dismissal, arrest, and deportation.

Table 4.1: Demographic profile of respondents in Mae
Sot. Source: Authors’ analysis of semi-
structured questionnaire.

Women Men

Average age 29.77 29.81

Average years of 
schooling

7.23 8.71

Marital status Married: 89.6%
Divorced: 8.1%

Remarried: 1.4%
Widow: 0.9%

Married: 94.5%
Divorced: 5.4%

Number of 
children

One child: 75.2% 
(227 respondents)
Two children: 21.9% 
(66 respondents)
Three children: 2.3% ,
(7 respondents)
Four children: 0.3% 
(1 respondent)
Five children: 0.3% 
(1 respondent)

Ethnicity Burman: 78.2%
Karen: 11.4%

Mon: 8.5%
Others: 1.9%

Burman: 90.6%
Karen: 1.2%
Mon: 3.5%

Others: 4.7%

Based on questionnaire interview with 211 women and
91 men.
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Since the 1990s, when the policy of employing mi-
grant workers in Thailand’s border industries took
off, there has been a series of government measures
aimed at exercising some control over the influx of
transborder migrants into the country, a process fre-
quently seen as “regulating the irregular” (Traitangyoo
2008). Regulation has sought to reconcile two com-
peting concerns: the fear of migrants’ bringing dis-
ease, criminality, and political unrest into the Thai
polity, and the expressed desire of government and in-
dustrialists alike to access cheap labour in order to ex-
port to an increasingly competitive market where la-
bour-intensive products such as garments and foot-
wear face strong competition from emerging
economies in the region, particularly China and Viet-
nam, who are able to undercut Thailand on the basis
of lower labour costs. According to Chalamwong
(2004), the Thai government’s creation of a formal
category of “registered irregular migrant workers”,
who are granted legal permission to work for a set
and limited period of time, gives the utmost flexibility.
Because they retain their illegal status, registration
represents only a stay of execution of their expulsion
and allows the government to deport them when
their period of registration expires. This formula pro-
vides an opportunity for Thai industries to access
cheap immigrant labour and offers government a
source of revenue from migrant registration fees while
at the same time enabling it to maintain a policy of
controlling immigration and denying Thai citizenship
to a range of foreign workers. The creation of this cat-
egory of ‘irregular’ migrants reflects what Sparke, Sid-
away, Bunnell, and Grundy-Warr (2004) have de-
scribed as a “a clever remedy”, whereby the state cre-
ates a regulatory framework which allows it9 to mete
out different treatment to different segments of its
population, allowing the market to benefit from such
an arrangement. 

As noted above, potential migrant workers are of-
ficially required to go through a verification of nation-
ality in their country of origin and then apply for tem-
porary passports and obtain a permit to work in Thai-
land. The permit is given for two years with the
possibility of a single extension of two years. But this
kind of official state-to-state agreement does not nec-
essarily make the lives of migrants from Burma to
Mae Sot any easier. On the contrary, many feared that

the nationality verification would make them more
vulnerable because of the prevailing political situation
in Burma. They were particularly afraid that their fam-
ilies back home would be harassed by the authorities,
through higher tax collection and so on, if they gave
Burmese officials information about their villages of
origin.10 Even though the current moves towards
greater democracy and political pluralism promise the
legalization of trade unions and extension of workers’
rights within Burma, such changes have not yet perco-
lated through to the rural areas or the border states
where ethnic minority groups are still fighting for au-
tonomy. At the same time, although the MOU states
that those who migrate under this process will enjoy
a full guarantee of labour rights equal to those of Thai
workers (FTUB/Roberston Jr. 2006), there is little
confidence amongst the migrants that this is feasible
or even possible. In fact the procedure is so compli-
cated that workers are having to rely on so-called
‘agents’ to obtain temporary passports on their be-
half, and this involves considerable expenditure, dou-
bling the officially quoted fee for obtaining nationality
verification of 1,050 baht.11 Some migrant workers
who opt to manage the process without the em-
ployer’s help have hired agents to go through the
process for them and have reported paying up to
seven to ten times more than the official rate. 

Meanwhile the flow of migrant workers to Thai-
land continues, though an increasing proportion re-
mains outside any regulatory framework. There are
no reliable estimates for the total number of migrant
workers in Thailand. Martin (2007: 4), citing Rattana-
vut (2006) and Huguet (2007), estimated that in
2006, there were 1.8 million foreign workers in Thai-
land, of which twenty-six per cent were registered.
Other estimates have put the number much higher
and figures of between 2 and 2.5 million are fre-
quently cited (FTUB/Robertson Jr. 2006), with over
sixty per cent from Burma. Of the registered Burmese
migrants, 46.1 per cent are women12. As of March
2011, there were 350,915 migrant workers who went
through the nationality verification process (of which
159,662, or 45.5 per cent, were women), while a total

9 See MAP Foundation website on: “The regulation of
migrant workers following the MOUs”; at: <http://
www.mapfoundationcm.org/Eng/MOUupdate/html>
(accessed 3 April 2009).

10 MAP Foundation website “The regulation of migrant
workers following the MOUs”; at: <http://www.map-
foundationcm.org/Eng/MOUupdate/html> (accessed 3
April 2009).

11 Bangkok Post, 13 April 2012.
12 See MAP Foundation – No migrant worker is illegal

website on: “Registration for migrant worker permit
1996–2008”,at: <http://www.mapfoundationcm.org/
news/registration_new.html> (accessed 3 April 2009).

http://www.mapfoundationcm.org/Eng/MOUupdate/html
http://www.mapfoundationcm.org/Eng/MOUupdate/html
http://www.map-foundationcm.org/Eng/MOUupdate/html
http://www.map-foundationcm.org/Eng/MOUupdate/html
http://www.mapfoundationcm.org/news/registration_new.html
http://www.mapfoundationcm.org/news/registration_new.html
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of 394,903 workers were still in the registration proc-
ess (including 179,779 women).13 However, in Tak
province, where Mae Sot is located, only 889 workers
completed the nationality verification process (441
women), with a further 22,538 (14,917 women) who
were registered.14 There is less incentive for employers
to go through the cumbersome nationality verification
process in a border town like Mae Sot, where the em-
ployers think it is easy to get away with not following
the verification process, despite inspections—the
workers can cross the border and wait on the Bur-
mese side whenever necessary. So after the temporary
passport was introduced, in Mae Sot the number of
workers who have legal status in Thailand decreased. 

The increased employment of migrant workers in
the textiles and garments sector reflects the declining
fortunes of in the industry particularly since the 1997–
8 financial crisis in Thailand. From being the largest
export item for many decades, textiles’ share of ex-
ports had fallen to fifth place by 2003, and had disap-
peared from the top ten export items by 2006 (EXIM
2006). The decline in export importance since the cri-
sis paralleled a fall in employment share, though tex-
tiles still accounted for twenty per cent of the 5.4 mil-
lion industrial workers (Barimbun 2006). Up to eighty
per cent of the sector’s employees are women, a pro-
portion that has remained remarkably stable in the
face of changes in overall employment in this sector
(Chalamwong/Amornthum 2002). And since the
1997 crisis, production of garments and textiles has
shifted significantly to the border areas in the north,
north-west, and north-east of Thailand, which have
seen both a fall in real wages and an increase in the
employment of migrant workers. The growth in the
number of factories and in total employment in this
sector has been especially dramatic in Tak province,
where Mae Sot is located.15

In recent years the Thai government has main-
tained that the objectives of Thai development initia-
tives were to close the economic gap between Thai-
land and its poorer neighbours and to stem the inflow
of foreign workers into Thailand. But if this was the
case, these measures have demonstrably failed, and
nowhere more so than in the area around Mae Sot.
Although a plan to establish a Special Economic Zone
in Mae Sot16 has never materialized, the employment
of migrant workers has expanded in the area. Of the
total of 921,482 registered migrant Burmese workers
in Thailand in 2004, 124,618 or 13.5 per cent were reg-
istered in Tak Province (FTUB/Robertson Jr. 2006),
making it the largest concentration of registered Bur-
mese migrants outside Bangkok,17 and various sources
suggest that this figure should be multiplied by a fac-
tor of two to three to account for the large number of
unregistered workers. Such a high number of migrant
workers in a relatively small border province reflects
the success of the Thai government’s policy of con-
centrating migrant workers in border areas. The
number of manufacturing establishments in the area
has also grown rapidly. According to FTUB and Rob-
ertson Jr. (2006), there were 124 officially registered
factories in 2004 in Mae Sot; approximately two-
thirds (eighty factories) were apparel factories, and
these employed over 14,000 workers.18 If informal
and unregistered factories were included, the total
number was estimated to be greater than 200, again
reflecting the real situation in the town whereby the
registered factories represent less than half the total
number of establishments that rely on a cheap mi-
grant workforce. 

Together with new industrial development poli-
cies which emphasize advantages for Thailand from
cooperation with neighbouring regimes in the Me-
kong subregion, Mae Sot offers a site for Thai indus-
trialists to seek maximum benefit from access to
cheap cross-border migrant labour from Burma with13 See MAP Foundation website at: <http://www.mapfoun-

dationcm.org/pdf/eng/number_Mar2011.pdf> (accessed
28 July 2012).

14 See MAP Foundation website at: <http://www.map-
foundationcm.org/pdf/eng/number_Mar2011.pdf>
(accessed 28 July 2012).

15 According to an interview with the Labour Office of the
Tak province, the 1997–8 economic crisis in Thailand
provided particular opportunities for the province.
Since it borders Burma, it has access to a large quantity
of cheap labour making it attractive for labour-intensive
industries to consider relocation, a view which is rein-
forced by the dramatic increase in the number of work-
ers and number of factories after the recovery from the
from the shock of the economic crisis of 1997 (see fig-
ure 4.2).

16 Special Economic Zones were originally proposed for
cities such as Mae Sai and Mae Sot, which are along the
economic corridors.

17 According to the Ministry of Labour, the number of reg-
istered Burmese migrant workers in Tak province in
2007 was 26,911, of which 18,115 were women (Sciort-
ino/Punpuing 2009: 64). They estimated that in 2007,
only twenty-seven per cent of migrants from Laos, Cam-
bodia, and Burma were registered. 

18 Ministry of Industry: “Accumulative number of the reg-
istered factories by province by type at the end of the
year” data on 2006; at: <http://web.nso.go.th/en/sur-
vey/manuind/manufac.htm> (accessed 27 June 2007).

http://www.mapfoundationcm.org/pdf/eng/number_Mar2011.pdf
http://www.mapfoundationcm.org/pdf/eng/number_Mar2011.pdf
http://www.map-foundationcm.org/pdf/eng/number_Mar2011.pdf
http://www.map-foundationcm.org/pdf/eng/number_Mar2011.pdf
http://web.nso.go.th/en/sur-vey/manuind/manufac.htm
http://web.nso.go.th/en/sur-vey/manuind/manufac.htm
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few constraints on how that labour is recruited, de-
ployed, respected, or remunerated. It is to these con-
ditions of work and of life that we turn below. 

4.3.2 Restricting Women Migrant Workers’ 
Mobility

The high concentration of Burmese women workers
in Mae Sot, and industry’s need for cheap and ‘dispos-
able’ labour, has led to practices which govern and re-
strict the movement of migrants in Mae Sot. The ways
in which women migrant workers experience restric-
tions on their mobility comprise an aspect of the gen-
dered nature of “graduated sovereignty” described by
Ong (2000), whereby the state operates a system of
differentiated regulation according to specific aspects
– race, ethnicity, and nationality – of different sectors
of the population. Many women interviewed for our
research reported that they are, or perceived that they
are, restricted to the factory compound and its imme-
diate environs, unable to venture out into the town
and beyond. The restrictions reflect different forms of
constraint on workers’ mobility. Firstly, many workers
are expressly forbidden by the factory managers to
leave the compound, except for specified occasions.
One manager reported to us that the workers were
like family and everything was provided for them; they
had no need to leave the compound except for an af-
ternoon once or twice a month.

Police spot checks and the regulation requiring
work permits are further problems for workers mov-
ing about outside the factory. Registration documents
indicate that a migrant is only permitted to remain
within the province of registration; the authorities use
this as a reason to check the papers of Burmese indi-
viduals, and this serves as a deterrent to workers’ mo-
bility. Even those who have registration papers are
rarely able to keep the original; many of our interview-
ees reported that they were given only a photocopy of
the document, which police usually rejected, and
workers could be fined, imprisoned, or deported
without the relevant papers. The restrictions apply to
all workers, but they are experienced in a gendered
manner. Figures from the Immigration Office in Mae
Sot indicate that more men than women are deported
back to Burma by the authorities, even though
women comprise the vast majority of workers in the
factories. In 2006, women comprised forty-two per
cent of the 69,998 people deported from Mae Sot to
Burma because of illegal entry. One male migrant
worker reported that he had been arrested thirteen
times by police in nine months.19 Our questionnaire

survey indicates that male workers have had to pay off
the police slightly more frequently than women (1.82
times per head, compared to women’s rate of 1.45)
and are also forced to pay a slightly higher amount
than women (men pay 134.2 baht a time, while
women pay 129.4 baht). 

Explanations for this gender difference are that
men tend to be out in the street at night and that they
are viewed by the population at large, as well as the
police, as a security threat. This leads to arrest and of-
ten violence not just from the police and immigration
authorities, but also from groups of youths who are
reported to roam the town harassing and threatening
migrant workers.20 Women too are the objects of
both physical and sexual harassment and violence from
both police and local gangs. This makes women reluc-
tant to take risks in the town. Indeed, we heard several
reports of aggression from officials and local youths.
Moreover, as is the case elsewhere, women, particularly
recent migrants, tended to avoid risking such aggres-
sion and preferred to remain within the confines of the
factory compound (see also Valentine 1989).

Many women and men get accustomed to being
arrested and even deported, especially those who are
involved in workers’ organizations and can access
training and advice from others.21 Moreover, some of
the Burmese migrant workers, particularly those who
had had several years’ experience of living and work-
ing in Mae Sot, expressed some ambivalence about
whether they felt they were worse off than they had
been in their home country. Although they faced con-
straints on their mobility, those who had managed to
negotiate some degree of freedom within the town
valued the relative autonomy they had as workers in
Thailand, in contrast to the strict nature of family and
community vigilance and control which was particu-
larly constraining for young women. However, this
view was only expressed by those individuals who had

19 Interview, in: Mae Sot, 25 August 2007.
20 Ling (2007) noted such harassment by youth groups in

Samut Sakorn, and our interviews in Mae Sot with
migrant workers indicated that they are frequently tar-
geted by groups of Thai youths.

21 This was reported by those participating in the NGO
and Union workshop held in Mae Sot on 6 July 2007
(Kusakabe/Pearson/Naw Eh Mwee/Phadungkiati 2008).
According to our informants from these organizations,
this involved paying bribes to the police, alerting col-
leagues and employers to pay the authorities or produce
appropriate documentation or both, and in some cases
submitting to deportation and then re-crossing the bor-
der. 



Burmese Female Migrant Workers in Thailand: Managing Productive and Reproductive Responsibilities 77

gained confidence over a number of years, and who
were involved in worker organizations or NGOs.22 

4.4 Gender and the Daily 
Reproduction of Labour Power

Low wages and late payment of wages, long working
hours, deduction of living costs from wages, restric-
tions on mobility, poor sanitary conditions in the
workplace and in living quarters, and the confiscation
of identity documents are all commonly cited as prob-
lems faced by workers. According to Punpuing
(2006), migrant workers in Tak province earned only
50–80 baht23 per day, 38–69 per cent of the minimum
wage in Tak province of 130 baht. The wage rate is
much lower in Tak province compared with Bangkok
where migrant wage rates are 100–120 baht a day, rep-
resenting 55–66 per cent of the minimum wage of 180
baht. These figures reflect the higher proportion of
migrant workers in the agricultural sector as well as
the relative freedom of Tak factories to undercut min-
imum wages. Our questionnaire survey showed that
the average daily wage for migrant workers in Mae
Sot in 2008–9 was 97.8 baht compared with the offi-
cial minimum wage of 157 baht during that period.24 

Labour inspection officers said that it is difficult
to detect the underpayment of wages, because on the
books, workers are paid minimum wages, while the
actual payment received by the workers is far lower, as
we explore below. Many workers in Mae Sot work at
piece rates, so that when orders are low this directly
affects their level of earnings. Many workers reported
that some factory owners gave workers twenty baht a
day for food if there was no work, but the notion of
any contractual obligation to pay workers was com-
pletely absent.

The calculation of migrant wages is invariably an
overestimation. According to previous research, as
well as our own interviews, the wages actually re-
ceived by factory workers were well below the noti-

fied rates. This is because deductions were routinely
made to cover the cost of accommodation, food, and
registration25 (see also: Arnold 2004; FTUB/Robert-
son Jr. 2006). The cost of accommodation, which is
frequently a mattress in a shared room of a dormitory
in the factory compound, can range from 50 to 300
baht per month. Alternately, it can take the form of
working in lieu of payment, which often means having
to work without pay on the evening shift between 5
p.m. and 9 p.m. to cover the cost of accommodation.

The cost of obtaining a work permit is shouldered
by the workers through deductions from their salary
over several months. Those who are not eligible for a
permit for whatever reason still have money deducted
from their earnings for the ‘immigration fee’. This can
also cover a fund to bail (or bribe) the workers out
when they are arrested, but many employers levy this
charge simply to cover the fact that they (the employ-
ers) are taking a risk by employing illegal migrants,
though there is little evidence that there are real risks
of penalties in doing so. Some workers report that
there is a further deduction of between two and three
per cent of their earnings, and that they are not aware
of the reasons for deduction, or that it is to cover
something called a ‘landing fee’.26

The working hours are very long in the border fac-
tories, which leaves the women hardly any time for
themselves. A typical working day is 8 a.m. to 5 p.m.
and then 6 p.m. to 9 p.m., with two thirty-minute
breaks, although if there is a lot of work, shifts can ex-
tend late into the night. In theory, there is a six-day
week, with a free day on Sunday, but many workers re-
ported that they only get one or two days holiday per
month. Usually these fall just after payday, and most
of the time is spent arranging to send money and
goods to their families back home. 

Most women workers we spoke to organized their
own shopping and cooking. During their breaks, they
were able to buy vegetables from informal sellers in
front of the factory, and then cook food using the ru-
dimentary facilities in their dormitories. They had to

22 The women who talked about their relative autonomy
were those who attended the workshop in July 2006
(see footnote 21); interestingly, only a third of the dele-
gates from these organizations who came to this event
were women, reversing their representation in the Mae
Sot factory labour force as a whole. 

23 1 baht = US$ 0.03.
24 This does not include the earnings of workers who are

paid at piece rate, who constitute around thirty per cent
of the total respondents. There was a no significant gen-
der difference in terms of earnings. 

25 According to many of our informants, deductions were
made for registration fees, whether or not the worker
was officially registered and incurred costs for this. 

26 This is a term used by a number of migrant workers we
interviewed but does not appear to correspond to any
recognised category. The workers said it was a fee that
they had to pay to be allowed to work in the factories
that was above the charges they paid to agents who
arranged their transportation and introduction to the
factories, though it is not clear to whom they paid this
fee. 
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fit in other tasks including cleaning, laundry, and
bathing within their break periods. Women com-
plained that their working day was too long, and mar-
ried women and those with children27 especially com-
plained of having extensive extra, gendered
responsibilities in addition to their work in the facto-
ries, and of being unable to take sufficient rest, let
alone have any free time for leisure activities. 

It is clear that women experience stress from the
pressure to ensure family survival with low wages and
long working hours. According to a recent inter-
viewee in Mae Sot:

Last week I could not sleep at night and I lost my mem-
ory. I could not remember where I put my things. I put
money in front of me and I was searching for that
money. Then, I told my problem to an Indian-Burmese
woman who came to our compound and she gave me
two tablets of medicines to sleep well. Oh, that it was
very good for me and I slept very well for two nights
and I became normal from that day. The woman said
not to take these kinds of sleeping tablets every day
(Interviewed on 23 April 2009).

The accounts by these women indicate that the
responsibility for their well-being often rests solely on
their own shoulders; but added to this is the burden
of care and family support for family members. It
would seem that their ability to reproduce their own
labour power on a daily basis is compromised not just
by the exploitative conditions of their employment,
but also by the gendered restrictions on their mobility,
as well as their responsibilities for their family’s well-
being. 

4.5 Gender and Generational 
Reproduction of Labour Power 

According to Mushakoji (2003: 152), “victims of ex-
ploitative migration have insecurity built into their bi-
ological reproduction as well as in provisioning for
their caring needs”. Although Mushakoji's research
concerns migrant sex workers in Japan, the point ap-
plies well to migrant women in our study, who strug-
gle with the demands of both biological and genera-
tional reproduction.

The factors that restrict both migrant women’s
and men’s mobility conspire with employer practices

to restrict migrant women’s reproductive choices. The
women migrant workers we had contact with re-
ported that even though they are aware that Thai law
allows a period of paid maternity leave among other
rights for legally registered workers, this is rarely
granted by the factory management. Some make lim-
ited adjustments for pregnant women by shifting
them to a workplace with lighter work or allowing
them to come five minutes later than other workers.
But in practice there are real problems for women
workers who become pregnant. Some women work-
ers did talk about the possibility of maternity leave,
but this usually meant only that they could return to
work after the baby is delivered. Since they are paid
daily wages, this means a loss of all income whilst
they are absent. A number of women reported that
their economic situation made it very difficult for
them to take leave to have children. 

Organizations working with migrant workers in
Mae Sot also reported that many migrant women
who became pregnant were forced into the difficult
decision of seeking a termination, a situation that is
supported by other research (Maung/Belton 2004). A
significant proportion of women respondents in our
study feared that pregnancy would make it more diffi-
cult to find or retain work in the factories, which they
needed to earn remittances for family back home.28

But abortion among migrant women workers in Mae
Sot is a dangerous undertaking. Dr Cynthia Maung
reported that the rate of abortion amongst the Bur-
mese women attending the Mae Tao Clinic29 had
increased over the previous four to five years, and by
2007 some fifty-five per cent of maternal mortality
was caused by post-abortion complications.30 A fur-
ther deterrent to pregnancy is that many employers
do not allow babies or children to stay in the workers’
dormitory. Although some are able to find accommo-
dation in the town, the demands of shift work and
the lack of childcare facilities, as well as the other fac-
tors restricting women’s mobility discussed above, all
make it difficult for women to combine pregnancy
and infant care with continuing employment in Mae
Sot’s factories. 

27 Among the semi-structured questionnaire survey
respondents in Mae Sot (who were all ever married),
64% of them had some of their children living in Thai-
land while a similar number of respondents had some of
their children living in Burma.

28 Other reasons for abortion included abuse and aban-
donment by their partners, contraceptive failure, and
pressure from relatives, friends, and husbands (Maung/
Belton 2004).

29 This clinic was founded and is directed by Dr Cynthia
Maung, and provides free health care for refugees,
migrant workers, and other individuals crossing the bor-
der from Burma to Thailand. See at: <http://www.mae-
taoclinic.org>.

http://www.mae-taoclinic.org
http://www.mae-taoclinic.org
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For those who continue with their pregnancy, an-
other difficult decision concerns whether to have the
child in Thailand or in Burma. According to Dr Cyn-
thia Maung, compared to the previous five years, in
2007 more migrant women were delivering their ba-
bies in Mae Sot rather than choosing to return home
to Burma for their confinement.31 This is not because
they perceive any improvement in the relative attrac-
tions of staying in Thailand in the long term. It is
rather because the insecurity of their employment and
the irregularity of the wages from their factory em-
ployment mean that they can no longer commit the
resources of time and money to returning home. This
view was also supported by the testimonies of our in-
terviewees who reported that the cost of delivering in
the Mae Tao Clinic is cheaper even for non-registered
migrant workers than returning to give birth in
Burma, and others who said that the equipment in
Thailand is better because of the general deterioration
in the health services in Burma. 

As we have indicated above, women migrant work-
ers incur hardship with pregnancy and childbirth;
these hardships in fact go well beyond immediate
birth and infancy. Mothers are responsible for a
child’s welfare until the child is of working age or be-
yond, and older women frequently take responsibility
for parents and other relatives who are beyond work-
ing age. For many Burmese migrant women workers
in Thailand, the generational reproductive responsibil-
ity extends beyond bearing and rearing their own chil-
dren. The very limited employment and income-gener-
ating opportunities faced by many households in
Burma (Fink 2009) mean that the decision to migrate
to Thailand is frequently a family strategy involving
immediate and continual responsibility for the family
back home. So the generational responsibilities of

women workers include the responsibility to remit
money to their families in Burma. 

Our research, together with other studies (see Kit-
tisuksathit 2009), indicates that single women univer-
sally send money to their parental homes. Most
women migrants report that the obligation to support
birth families financially continues after marriage; in
contrast, men are more likely to discontinue remit-
tances after marriage. The single women respondents
we interviewed for our research reported remitting
quite large sums to their families in Burma, despite
earning very low wages, which as we have seen are
then further depleted by a range of deductions. One
respondent who said she earned between 2000 and
4000 baht per month reported remitting between
2000 and 3000 baht per month, leaving almost noth-
ing to cover her own living expenses in Mae Sot, a pat-
tern common among women we spoke to. The semi-
structured questionnaire also shows that women do
not always reduce remittances even when their in-
come decreases or they become unemployed. Forty
per cent of women respondents in Mae Sot said that
they would reduce remittances when their income de-
creased, while more than forty-eight per cent of men
respondents said the same. During the global eco-
nomic crisis in 2008–9, both women and men de-
creased their remittances from the level of previous
years (when they remitted nearly 10,000 baht per
year), but women respondents still maintained their
remittances at an average of 8,702 baht per year, while
remittances from men dropped to 7,510 baht. 

Another ongoing responsibility that women who
have children have to deal with is decisions about how
and where to care for these children. Whilst some
women decided to withdraw from their jobs if keep-
ing the child was not compatible with work, others re-
ported changing their employment to a workplace
where they were allowed to have their infant with
them in the dormitory, if not in the factory. Some
women are able to find older Burmese women in Mae
Sot to care for their children in Thailand, but as the
cost of paying caregivers to look after their children is
expensive for low-waged women, this is normally the
last resort or only a temporary arrangement. Many of
our informants instead sent or took their children
back home to Burma to be cared for by grandparents
or other female relatives. Another common strategy is
to support other relatives – usually parents or older
siblings – to come to Mae Sot from Burma to care for
infants. However, childcare by parents and other rela-
tives coming to Thailand is an available option only
for those who are relatively settled in Thailand, espe-

30 This figure was provided by Dr Cynthia Maung during
an interview on 9 July 2007. Maung/Belton (2004)
reported that of the fourteen pregnant women who
died in the Tak hospital in 2001/02, none were Thais
and three of the deaths (twenty-two per cent) were due
to unsafe abortions. Available statistics indicate that
there is a much higher maternal and peri-maternal mor-
tality rate for migrant workers than for the general Thai
population. Thailand’s maternal mortality rate was rela-
tively low in international terms: 44 per 100,000 live
births in 2000 (WHO 2006). Around five thousand
pregnant Burmese women register at Mae Tao clinic
each year. The cost of an illegal abortion is 1000–4000
baht (Buschmann 2011). 

31 Interview, 9 July 2007.
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cially those who are registered, or have access to bet-
ter housing, or both. Table 4.2 summarizes the re-
sponses of our interviewees concerning arrangements
made by Burmese migrant workers in Mae Sot to pro-
vide for the care of their children.

As table 4.2 indicates, arrangements for the care of
migrant workers’ infants and children reflect the rela-
tive economic security and family situation of the
migrant workers, and are frequently amended in
response to changing circumstances. Depending on
their situation, which itself is subject to change,
arrangements for childcare reflect the available
resources. For example, one informant’s parents came
to Myawaddy (on the Burmese side of the border)
when her child was two months old. But the inform-
ant found travelling across the border to visit them on
her day off was expensive, and the parents also
incurred the costs of obtaining residence permits
since they were not residents of Myawaddy. After a
few months she brought the child back to Mae Sot to
be cared for by a neighbour, and when it was eight
months old, she arranged for her parents to come to
Mae Sot to provide ongoing care.

Another woman’s account illustrates the complex-
ities involved in making appropriate arrangements for
infants:

I got pregnant while I was working there. … I worked till
eight months of pregnancy. When I cannot work they
gave me leaves but no payment. … When my baby got 4
months old, I went back to Burma with her to bring

back my elder son, eight years old during his school hol-
iday to look after my last baby. After three months, as
my eldest son needed to attend the school, I sent him
back to Burma, went with my little baby again and
brought back my mother with me to look after my little
baby. I moved the job to home factory, where I can stay
with my baby. I kept my baby near me in the cradle
while I was working. I can give breast feeding to her
while I was working (Interviewed 22 March 2008).

Decisions about childcare are always complicated,
and the costs fall on the shoulders of the women mi-
grants themselves. Some women are lucky to have bet-
ter-off parents or siblings back home, who will be able
to give good care to their children, but in some cases
this arrangement breaks down. One of the migrant
workers interviewed reported that her mother was re-
sponsible for the care of five grandchildren including
this worker’s own daughter. She remitted 40,000 ky-
ats32 per month, which covers less than half of the
minimum estimated cost of such a household, al-
though other siblings probably made a contribution.
But her ageing mother was unable to manage all five
children, and this worker had to bring the child back
to Mae Sot where she boarded her with a non-related
Burmese women. Another migrant woman reported
that she had to leave her baby with her mother, in
spite of her mother’s health problems. Another mi-
grant woman who had left her baby in the care of her
mother-in-law reported that when her mother-in-law
passed away, she had to make an arrangement with a
neighbouring woman in her home village to take care
of her child. 

A further aspect of generational reproduction is
the education of children. Most of the women inter-
viewed had high expectations for the education of
their children. Even when infants are sent to Burma
for care, many of them are brought back to Thailand
once they reach school age. The Thai education sys-
tem is, in theory, generous to migrant residents and a
government decision in 2000 indicated that all chil-
dren within the country regardless of nationality and
status are permitted to attend Thai schools. However,
in practice few do; attending school requires a house-
hold registration, which is rarely available to migrant
children except when their parents have good connec-
tions to some Thai citizens.

In practice the majority of Burmese families in
Mae Sot send their children to the numerous migrant
schools in the town, which are supported by the over-
seas diasporic communities and by international

Table 4.2: Childcare patterns for children under six years
old for respondents in Mae Sot who had had a
child after coming to Thailand. Source:
Questionnaire survey.

Number of 
respondents

Childcare by oneself in Thailand 19 (9.2%)

Childcare in Thailand with paid caretaker 18 (8.7%)

Childcare by oneself in Thailand then send 
child to Burma

78 (37.7%)

Childcare by oneself in Thailand then invite 
parents to come to Thailand

96 (46.4%)

Childcare in Burma 31 (15.0%)

Total number of respondents 207 (100%)

Note: This analysis is only for the 207 respondents who
had their first child after they came to Thailand. It
includes all the children of these migrant workers. Thirty-
one of the respondents had two children and two had
three children. 

32 1 USD= 950 kyat. 
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organizations.33 Some Burmese parents consider the
quality of the migrant schools in Thailand to be better
than the alternatives; many schools recruit from non-
migrant families in the bordering provinces. They
hope that the trilingual system of education – Bur-
mese, English, and Thai – will be advantageous to
their children’s futures wherever that may be. One of
the women migrant workers remarked: 

I will keep my children in the school here until they get
some level of education for their life to work here. At
least if they can write and speak Thai and Burmese well,
they can get good jobs here (Interviewed on 8 May
2008).

Where to raise the children is always a difficult deci-
sion and one that causes a great deal of anguish for
women who are not just concerned about their chil-
dren’s access to education, but who also have the
responsibility of maintaining their kin networks, even
from across the border: 

After giving birth, I left the children with my parents,
but since my mother came to Mae Sot, I left my children
with my parents-in-law. Now I am thinking of bringing
my children to Mae Sot. My mother is already looking
after three grandchildren [her sister’s children]. I do not
want to burden my mother. But I want to be with my
children and give children good education. But my work
is unstable, and I am afraid that if I do not have job, I
cannot afford children’s education in Mae Sot. Then, I
have to send the children back to Burma, and that will
affect their education. I also have to convince my
mother-in-law who is now attached to the grandchildren
(Interviewed on 23 March 2008).

But whatever decision is made, it is unlikely to be per-
manent, sustainable, or satisfactory. And as we discuss
below, the situation is becoming more problematic
for migrant workers and their children. Moreover, the
opinions of Thai officials and the public are often
hostile to facilitating the education of migrant chil-
dren in Thai schools. In this excerpt from a newspa-

per report (Ekachai 2007), a police officer expresses
an attitude that is widespread in the country:

Having migrant children studying in the town centre is
also not appropriate, due to potential security problems.
For safety, the migrant population should be in a
restricted zone under state control. Also, if they want to
study, their older peers should do the teaching, not our
people…. I cannot see how educating these children can
benefit our country in any way. We have to think about
the burden society must shoulder if these children
decide to stay on.34 

A further aspect of women’s responsibility for genera-
tional reproduction concerns access to health care for
family members as well as themselves. Health services
especially in the border areas are also in theory rela-
tively generous to registered migrant workers, since
they, like other low-paid workers in Thailand, can use
the universal health care scheme to access health
care,35 although government officials fear the burden
this places on Thai public services and finances (Ar-
chavanitkul 2002). However, the non-registered mi-
grants or family dependents of registered migrant
workers have difficulties accessing this service, which
requires its own identity documents. In practice, mi-
grant workers rarely attend public hospitals or health
facilities; instead they tend to purchase medication di-
rectly, or attend NGO- or diaspora-funded clinics such
as the Mae Tao clinic wherever available. Migrant
workers are rarely aware of their entitlements to pub-
lic health services in Thailand, and their restricted
mobility and lack of knowledge of the Thai language
further limits their possibility of using such services
(Ling 2007). Many workers report returning to their
home country if they or their family members have se-
rious or chronic illnesses, and women’s earnings are
frequently central to the family’s ability to access
health care in Burma. 

33 Except for the migrant schools and nurseries organized
by NGOs and Buddhist monks, care of the children of
migrant workers depends directly on the individual
agency of the workers, especially of the women workers
and their female relatives. In general the more collective
actions undertaken by NGOs and trade unions are con-
cerned with the migrant workers’ working conditions
and legal status. More recently there have been calls
from Thai unions and human rights organizations for
more attention to be given to the issue of the childcare
of migrant children, but the limited resources and con-
strained situation of the migrant workers themselves
make it difficult for these workers to organize collective
childcare in Mae Sot. 

34 Recent research by this project indicated there was ide-
ological resistance by teachers to accepting the children
of migrant workers in their schools, as well as bureau-
cratic and financial obstacles, despite clear government
policy for integration.

35 The scheme was launched in 2001, and was called a 30
Baht Universal Health-care Coverage Policy. Those who
were not covered by any other health insurance scheme
were given a card that would allow them to use health
services with a payment of 30 baht per visit. In 2007, it
was changed to be free of charge. However, migrant
workers were still required to pay the 30 baht. 
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4.6 Women Migrant Workers in Mae 
Sot’s Export Factories: 
Negotiating Political, Economic, 
and Gendered Constraints 

As the economic situation in Thailand worsens as the
result of the current global credit crunch and the fall
in export demand for garments and textiles, the situa-
tion of migrant workers is uncertain, increasing the
difficulties faced by women migrants seeking to
secure the well-being of their children and other fam-
ily members.

Changes in the registration of irregular migrant
workers in Thailand referred to above indicate that
the Thai state is unlikely to take on additional costs
associated with the supply and employment of mi-
grant workers. If for any reason the situation of a mi-
grant worker were to change – for instance, if she
were to lose her job or become unable to work due to
health or other reasons, or if she became pregnant –
under the terms of this agreement the worker would
be repatriated. Under the previous registration
scheme as well as the current temporary passport and
work permit scheme, documentation and entitlement
applies only to individual “workers” with no provision
for families or dependents, which would include both
existing children and adult relatives. Strict enforcement
of these terms would disallow the strategies currently
employed by many migrant workers to meet their re-
productive responsibilities by bringing in older relatives
to provide childcare for children, or bringing elderly de-
pendants to Thailand to support them there. 

Ongoing economic difficulties in Thailand also
raise the fear that hostility against migrants will be
boosted for reasons of political expediency. A study
by the Institute of Asian Studies (ISA), the Thailand
Development Research Institute (TDRI) and Institute
for Population and Social Research (IPSR) (2003)
reported that hostility from the business community is
well established. Opposition focused not only on the
potential for migrants to displace Thai citizens in the
economy, but also on the claim that migrants ‘pollute’
local society. Sizeable proportions of those inter-
viewed considered that migrants were a threat to
national security, life, and property, and that they
carry transmittable diseases. As we have seen above,
male migrants have long been seen as a security threat
and blamed for social and political unrest. Women
migrants are currently being constructed as the cause
of a ‘population explosion’. When the former Deputy
Prime Minister Sonthi Boonyaratkalin visited a Bur-
mese migrant community near Bangkok in November

2007, his response to the presence of pregnant
migrant women and migrant children was that
migrants should be prohibited from giving birth in
Thailand.36

Such statements reflect the ongoing ambivalence
of the Thai government towards the conflicting objec-
tives of meeting demand for migrant labour, which
may well increase during the current recession37, and
addressing popular fears of migrants as threats to
national employment and security. This ambivalence
reflects the tensions resulting from the ongoing har-
assment of migrant workers and the policy of confin-
ing migrant workers to the border zone areas (FTUB/
Robertson Jr. 2006). 

However, as we pointed out in the introduction, it
is important to understand how migrants negotiate
the structural constraints they face, not least in secur-
ing the care and well-being of their children whilst
they continue to engage in waged work to support
their families. Our research has indicated that there
are many ways that migrant women navigate the con-
trols and exploitative conditions imposed by the state
and employers and mobilize resources to meet their
reproductive obligations in a hostile and changing
environment. In spite of the attractions of bearing
and raising their children in their home country,
which would in most cases make it more possible to
obtain Burmese nationality for their children and to
utilize family support and networks, as well as the dif-
ficulties discussed above in accessing health services
and childcare in Mae Sot, women migrant workers are
increasingly disinclined to send their children back to
Burma. 

 Migrant women, especially mothers, juggle their
care responsibilities across the border, and between
different women (usually kin) in order to manage
their childcare responsibilities. Their approach to the
education of their children is equally pragmatic,
weighing the pros and cons of the different locations
and opportunities for education in the two countries.
Constrained by their irregular status, their exploitative
work experiences, and the institutional constraints on
their mobility and entitlement, women are demon-
strating remarkable resilience and making decisions
that reflect their own aspirations for the future of

36 “Sonthi orders that foreign workers need to deliver chil-
dren outside the country”, in: Komchat Luk, 15 Novem-
ber 2007.

37 According to, for example, a report in The Economist
on 19 March 2009: “Burmese migrant workers in Thai-
land – Myanmar’s overflow”.
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themselves and their children. They acquire familiarity
with the local area, and in time are less constrained by
the restrictions of employers, authorities, or peer
groups. They make difficult and complicated deci-
sions about their own health issues and the care and
well-being of their children and other family mem-
bers. For these women, the border increasingly
becomes less a division between absolutes – opportu-
nities in Thailand and oppression in Burma – and
more a porous contour across which they constantly
strategize, moving themselves, their money, and their
families to the location which would seem to offer the
best short- or long-term advantages.

4.7 Conclusion 

This case study has argued that even in increasingly
unstable circumstances women migrant workers have
to continue to balance their reproductive responsibili-
ties as mothers and daughters with their ongoing role
as wage workers and economic providers, often man-
aging complex transborder care arrangements. Indus-
trial strategy meanwhile is made on the basis of geo-
political interests or immediate economic crises with
little or no concern about the process that delivers
cheap and productive workers in the bodies of mi-
grant workers crossing the river from Burma. As
women continue to shoulder responsibilities for or-
ganizing the place and manner in which babies are
born and cared for, for the economic and emotional
support of families, and for the daily and future health
and education of their children and other family
members, women’s agency and creativity will be
tested. Whilst all women’s agency is operated within
constraints, in the case of Burmese migrant workers
the constraints are more restrictive than in most other

contexts. But their situation illustrates the ways in
which the globalization of the market is linked with
the international division of productive as well as re-
productive labour, which takes place across the bor-
ders between poor countries in the global South, as
well as between countries of the richer North and the
poorer global South. Importantly, as this case study il-
lustrates, this international division of labour does not
just concern women who migrate to take up jobs as
domestic servants and other care workers; it also con-
cerns the way in which women factory workers man-
age and support the reproduction of their own labour
power and that of their families across the borders be-
tween often hostile and inhospitable states.

Women migrant workers, without support from
the receiving state and even with the harsh treatment
that they experience in childbirth and childcare, have
tried to negotiate the spaces offered by the (limited)
state’s provision of health and maternity care as well
as the lax border controls between Mae Sot and Mya-
waddy to manage their reproductive responsibilities
whilst continuing to do their paid work in garment
and textile factories. This often involves the continu-
ous shifting of children and caretakers back and forth
across the border to manage childcare. This might not
be a positive reproductive bargain over division of re-
sponsibility with the state, but it does necessitate a
certain level of negotiation with the state by circum-
venting the obstacles that they face in terms of their
reproductive activities. And whilst the current interna-
tional celebration of political changes within Burma
might offer improvements in the rights and services
available to Burmese workers, it is unlikely that the
conditions and prospects of migrant workers in Thai-
land will be improved in the foreseeable future. 
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