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1.1 Context of the Book

This book examines the links between gender and mi-
gration and their implications for social justice think-
ing, both at the experiential and normative levels. It
offers insights also into the uses of human security
thinking as a framework for attention to social justice
concerns, including in trans-border contexts, and to
their intersectional complexity. The volume presents a
diverse but selective set of empirical, theoretical, and
methodological issues on gender in migration from
migrant-centred and Southern perspectives. Its aim is
to stimulate debate and discussion among migration
scholars and professionals engaged in migration-re-
lated policy and to enable insights and enrich prac-
tices on gender and social justice. 

The point of departure of the book is a recogni-
tion that the practice of governing migration as popu-
lation flows has been closely connected with the rise
of the modern nation-state, with the human sciences,
and with the production of “knowledge about the
population and individuals” (Foucault 2007). Such
practices are to be understood as an interface be-
tween government and society, or what Foucault
called ‘governmentality’ (Truong 2009, 2011). Central
to this interface is the role of dominant forms of
knowledge of society in shaping the regulation of so-
cio-demographic processes, inclusive of gender rela-
tions, lifestyles, and their social forms. These forms of
knowledge have created historically distinct regimes
of discipline over individuals and their subject identi-
ties and self-regulation (Foucault 1995). 

An understanding of the contemporary mode of
governing migration in the depth that it deserves
means tracing the different forms of knowledge and
rationalities used by various actors (states, migrants,
social networks, recruiting agencies). Each of these
forms may be expressed differently, but together they
buttress the relationships between specific interests
and powers that define entitlements, rights, and obli-
gations in migration, as well as the framings of ‘gen-

der’ as a set of values linked to the identity of ‘mi-
grants’ as social subjects. 

Rethinking migration and social justice in the con-
text of globalizing processes requires, firstly, challeng-
ing the dominant forms of knowledge that operate
under the guise of neutrality, and revealing the hierar-
chies of power-to-interpret that undermine principles
for a just world. Secondly, since the notion of belong-
ing that underpins concepts of citizenship and rights
is now polycentric and fluid in social terms, it must be
located in society-centred practices of solidarity that
seek to claim rights by emphasizing the interconnect-
edness and interdependence of rights, rather than de-
fending them only on the basis of conventional hierar-
chies (i.e. civil and political over socio-economic and
cultural) and delinking these legal rights from mi-
grants’ experiences and consciousness. Accordingly,
social-justice-seeking strategies for migrants should di-
rectly challenge hegemonic understandings of human
mobility produced by legal categorizations. Such cate-
gorizations can also be seen as sociopolitical con-
structs to be countered by an ascending approach to
realizing rights. Gender hegemony (either male-cen-
tred or female-centred) must be subject to scrutiny in
order to bring attention to the confluences of social
relationships (gender, class, race, generation) that
shape migrants’ experiences and identities in ways
that set the boundaries of their access to rights. 

Taking off from the ideas of the feminist historian
Joan Scott (1986), this book approaches ‘gender’ si-
multaneously as (1) a constitutive element of social re-
lations built on the perceived differences between the
sexes and (2) a signifier of power in a relationship –
often operating in conjunction with other types of
power relations. This definition enables us to estab-
lish intersections of significant subsets of power rela-
tions that are specific in time and place and their so-
cial formations. Specifically, we note that in a chang-
ing environment of border controls, the institutional
structures of the state, and knowledge about migra-
tion (internal and cross-border) are also changing.
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Rather than seeking wide empirical generalizations
about the impact of migration on women’s rights, this
book essays empathetic and careful listening at many
levels, presenting the research findings in ways that
help bring to light a range of meanings of social jus-
tice. By situating notions of ‘citizenship’ and ‘gender’
in their contexts and problematizing their expression
as a signifier of relational power, the book also takes
on board the diverse ways in which femininities and
masculinities are constructed and how they impact on
the subject positions of migrants.

Distancing itself from the hegemonic treatment of
the North and South as binary opposites of power
and privilege, this book adopts a perspective on struc-
tural inequality and vulnerability as a phenomenon
that cuts across countries, whether defined as belong-
ing to the North or the South. In doing so, the au-
thors open empirical and theoretical space for reflec-
tion on, and by, those groups of migrants (male or fe-
male) situated in vulnerable positions within the hier-
archies of social power. Rather than a fixed state of
being, vulnerability can be understood as a process of
becoming while on the move. As Munck (2008)
pointed out, adopting a Southern vantage point on
migration in contrast to the Northern bias of the
dominant discourses is a necessary step for moving to-
wards a holistic global approach to the interlinked
processes of migration and development, in order to
develop a paradigm through which processes can be
properly contextualized and placed in an adequate
historical perspective. 

This interpretation of the ‘South’ triggered our use
of the United Nations’ framework of Human Security
(Commission on Human Security 2003) as one impor-
tant point of reference for studying social justice in
migration. Security, according to this framework,
means the absence of, or freedom from, any threat to
the core values of human dignity (including in partic-
ular physical survival, well-being, and identity with re-
spect). The framework is based on the norms of hu-
man rights and human development and pays specific
attention to population groups defined as ‘people on
the move’, situated between different jurisdictions
and rendered vulnerable by socially embedded forms
of power operating at both the inter-group level and
the level of states, including inter-state relations and
citizen-state relations. With the exception of the work
convened by the United Nations Educational, Scien-
tific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) (see Bur-
gess 2007; Goucha/Crowley 2008), most work on hu-
man security has not done justice to the relationship
between subjective identity and security as lived. 

Though on various occasions the United Nations
(UN) has emphasized the distinction between the
meanings of ‘state security’ and ‘human security’, in
practice the politics of securitization in different parts
of the world demonstrates that the focus of practices
called ‘security’ has mostly shifted from the security
of those human beings on the move to ‘border secu-
rity’ (Truong 2011). A variety of binary constructs – ‘le-
gal and illegal’, ‘regular and irregular’, ‘victim and
agent’ – have been utilized, and these have fuelled xen-
ophobic sentiments and legitimized ever more strin-
gent practices of control and discipline over migrants,
including extraterritorial forms of control. From the
perspective of the South, the notion of statehood has
generally been subject to the impact of colonization
and an artificial definition of the ‘nation’. For this rea-
son, in many cases the discursive apparatus that regu-
lates migration cannot simply be read off from inter-
national models of codification.1 Identifying the dis-
crepancy between the normative and the experiential
helps to demonstrate the relationships between the
categories of ‘security’, ‘gender’, and ‘migration’.
These are historically constituted by unequal political,
economic, and social structures. New ways of realiz-
ing rights (through qualitative transformations in the
relationships between people as well as with, and be-
tween, states and bureaucracies) are sorely needed. 

This introductory chapter provides an overview of
how different understandings of gender have influ-
enced migration research and considers the values for
policy of their various insights, especially when
viewed from the perspective of migrants’ experiences
of human security. Section 1.2 provides the theoretical
context in which gender research on migration has
emerged and the diverse ways in which the meanings
of ‘gender’ have been applied, as well as the short-
comings and explanatory potentials of these mean-
ings. Gendered forms of engagement with power
should be analysed in contextual terms, contingent on
the discourses and practices of migration and security
in specific places. Finally, section 1.3 presents a de-
tailed overview of the chapters of the book and the
studies it draws together. 

1 Regular versus irregular; legal versus illegal; economic
migrants versus asylum seekers; knowledge workers as
subjects in trade in services versus migrant workers as
subjects of immigration control; human trafficking ver-
sus human smuggling. 
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1.2 Concepts and Objectives

Long dominated by a state-centric approach, models
of analysis of migration have tended to favour the in-
terests of states over people. In recent decades, new
forms of analysis have emerged and new theoretical
and empirical spaces have been opened up to address
the multilayered phenomenon of migration. Along-
side analyses that treat people’s mobility as faceless
and placeless flows, a wide range of perspectives now
exist and these try to identify specific institutional do-
mains where the specific causal relationships underly-
ing certain types of flow and their human conse-
quences may be located and explained. 

Broadly, different conceptualizations of migration
may be differentiated as follows: 1) migration as an in-
tegral aspect of macro-changes (socio-demographic,
economic, cultural, and political) in the longue durée
(Braudel 1972; Castles/Miller 2003; Hatton/William-
son 2006; McKeown 2004; Hoerder 2002); 2) migra-
tion as a time- and space-bound phenomenon pat-
terned by interactions between migration-related
institutions and collective actors (household, labour
markets, recruitment and employment agencies, mi-
grants’ organizations) (Brettell/Hollifield 2000; Faist
2000; Faist/Özveren 2004); 3) migration policy and
practices as bounded by the ethos of nation-states,
public opinion, and the politics of migrants’ rights
and identities (Thränhardt/Bommes 2008). 

Migration research can thus be seen as being sub-
ject to two different ontological standpoints, static
and interactive. The first limits the formation of migra-
tion systems to economic fundamentals (resources,
population, exchange), while the second takes a more
open approach to exploring the interactive dynamics
capable of releasing non-actualized possibilities and
unexercised powers within existing structures, and the
conditions under which these produce legally and so-
cially unanticipated migration systems, such as those
formed by the confluence of human trafficking and
smuggling practices (Kyle/Koslowski 2011; Truong
2008). 

Feminist research on migration has been engaging
with the power of cognition embedded in models of
thinking on ‘gender’, human mobility, and migration.
The key challenge has been to show how these mod-
els actually inform research and shape results, includ-
ing how different understandings of gender influence
the choice of sites of inquiry and methods (Mahler/
Pessar 2006; Silvey 2004a, 2004b). One striking issue
is the emergence of the term ‘feminization of migra-
tion’ and its common usage in the last two decades.

Though popular in usage, so far the term refers
mainly to the increasing statistical share of women in
various migration streams (internal, cross-border,
South-North, and South-South). In other words, the
term conveys a representation of the empirical reality
of migration based on a normative distinction be-
tween male and female migrants. Yet the evidence
shows that the term can be extended to cover also the
discursive codification of gender in (a) migration re-
gimes that bear and/or promote distinct gendered val-
ues, norms, and characteristics, and (b) gendered
forms of subjectivity and agency that emerge from the
enactment of these regimes. Therefore, questioning
why gender relations are constructed in the migration
process as they are, and deciphering the logic of their
operation and transformation, may help open a new
space for conversations on the relationships between
gender and migration and the implications for de-
bates on the rights and human security of migrants.

1.2.1 From International Migration to 
Transnational Mobility 

Migration scholarship has been traditionally influ-
enced by a twofold methodological bias inherited
from positivist sociology and its epistemological ori-
entations. Until recently, this bias treated the nation-
state and the individual as relatively fixed units of
analysis and shaped a large core of theoretical expla-
nations about contemporary patterns of internal and
cross-border movements (Wimmers/Glick-Schiller
2002). The central focus of migration studies has
been the monitoring of stocks and flows of migrants,
later extended to their patterns of remittances and
their capability of assimilation and social integration
in host societies. Refugees have been handled as a
separate category, through different procedures of sta-
tus determination and classification, thus producing
the field of refugee studies as a distinct entity. Migra-
tion research, by and large driven by policy concerns,
is often structured more by ideas concerning what
should be rather than what is actually happening and
emerging. Assumptions that are disconnected from
the social worlds of migration can obscure significant
aspects of ongoing social transformations.

The intensification of various migratory flows
since the 1990s following the fall of the Berlin Wall
and processes of economic liberalization worldwide
has posed huge challenges for policymakers and re-
searchers. In particular, the transformation of the
state from society-led to market-led, coupled with the
rise of social network theories and theories of the in-
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formation-driven post-industrial society, has exposed
the limits of the assumption that the individual and
the nation-state are relatively static entities. 

The ‘transnational’ approach to migration offers
an alternative perspective that sees the rise of non-
state actors in the globalizing processes as a force ca-
pable of curtailing the power of states to assume an
increasing role in shaping cross-border migration; by
implication these non-state actors also become capa-
ble of changing certain features of the societies of or-
igin and destination (Smit/Guarnizo 1999). Social net-
work theories, as applied to the study of non-state
actors, direct analytical attention to interactions be-
tween micro-, meso-, and macro-levels, and view indi-
vidual migrants’ decision-making as inseparable from
influences at many levels (household, informal social
groups, formal organizations and the community, and
sometimes also nation-states). 

Nowadays, the human dimensions omitted by the
classical approach in migration studies are brought to
the fore and integrated with the analysis of transna-
tional migration as an aspect of identity formation
within a plurality of intertwined life-worlds of mi-
grants connecting the area/country of origin and of
destination (Basch/Schiller/Szanton-Blanc 1994). Flows
of values and ideas play a central role in shaping mi-
gration patterns; wage differentials are not the only
determinant. Portes and Sensenbrenner (1993) dem-
onstrated the ‘social embeddedness’ of migration
chains, and directed researchers to explore how mi-
gration is mediated through local structures of power
and networks at both the sending and receiving ends.
The ‘circular and cumulative’ characteristics of these
chains have been noted, especially their certain degree
of dependency on the paths laid down by earlier mi-
grants (Massey/Arango/Hugo/Kouaouci/Pellegrino/
Taylor 2005). Furthermore, interactions between pol-
icy norms and the agency of migrants can change pub-
lic opinion and so influence and alter the practices of
states in migration management (Maas/Truong 2011;
Irudaya Rajan/Varghese 2010).

Turning to the literature that addresses specifically
the links between migration and development, De
Haas (2010) has shown that many of the discursive
shifts in the migration and development debate may
actually be seen as part of more general paradigm
shifts in social and development theory. Furthermore,
in view of the heterogeneous empirical evidence re-
garding the impacts that migration has on develop-
ment, caution should be exercised against ideologi-
cally-driven positions. There is now a certain degree
of consensus about the social and political world of

migration being constituted by power relations that
connect sending and receiving countries and areas.
The detailed explanations of these relationships still
vary according to the relative emphasis placed on dif-
ferent types of power, but generally migration (inter-
nal or cross-border) is becoming accepted as part and
parcel of social transformations occurring on differ-
ent scales. Migration research has now moved beyond
the view of flows between fundamental building
blocks (household, labour market, and nation-states)
to cover also processes involving networks of relation-
ships that are constantly changing, affecting individual
migrants and affected by their actions. This has pro-
vided new empirical and theoretical spaces for gender
analysis in migration research. 

1.2.2 Gender Equality and Women’s Rights in 
Migration: Siting the Power of Denial 

The framing of women’s rights in migration from the
perspective of the South stemmed from the seminal
work of Ester Boserup (1970) on women in processes
of demographic transition and economic develop-
ment. Women appeared in her work both as actors in
migration and as bearers of the consequences of male
migration. Her work played a prominent role in the
UN-led campaigns in the 1970s for women’s rights in
the development process and contributed to the fram-
ing of the policy debate on women’s rights in terms of
access to resources in countries categorized as ‘under-
developed’ (Tinker 2006). 

Migration research since then has included
women as a category, and has generated a rich body
of knowledge that refutes the view of the male mi-
grant as always head of the family and instead regards
women, analytically, as persons in their own right,
whether migrating or staying behind.2 More than
three decades of research on women as subjects of mi-
gration has generated a full critique of migration the-
ories. Feminist research often begins with a perspec-
tive on social lives and uses plural methodologies,
including historical, narrative, and case study ap-
proaches. Even those preoccupied with statistical

2 This has consequences for extant male-centred stand-
ards of measurement of the costs and benefits of migra-
tion (employment defined as paid economic activity;
gains and risks defined in monetary terms; remittances
and their impacts defined in monetary and investment
terms; use of remittances for education, health, and
food categorised as unproductive use; and so forth).
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analysis use these perspectives to challenge dominant
representations. 

Following Boserup, research that initially included
women in dominant models of analysis of migration
took off from the critique of state-generated demo-
graphic and socio-economic indicators that provided
a ‘view from above’ which depicts men as being the
central subjects. Chapter 7 by Mazumdar and Agni-
hotri provides an intensive example of such a critique.
When women were included, their marital status was
the main template used to infer their motivations.3

Scant attention was given to the unequal structures of
power that govern their activities in migration as an
entire process that connects sending and receiving
ends, hence the silence on them as individual subjects
of rights. 

Phizacklea’s edited volume (1983) focused on Eu-
ropean countries and examined the place of migrant
women in the labour market, the gender division of
labour in factories, discrimination against second-gen-
eration migrant women in the workplace, and ‘home
working’ as a pervasive form of employment at piece
rates for migrant women. Studies on political and cul-
tural identity have explored how second- and third-
generation women migrants still faced the boundaries
of ‘belonging’ set by the societies of their residence,
and exposed the links between gender, race, and class
in the social construction of the ‘nation’ as ‘commu-
nity’ (Anthias/Yuval Davis 1992). By exposing the
modern notion of the ‘nation’ as a false construct,
this work laid the ground for exploring the distinctive
social hierarchies (gender, race, class) built into it. In-
tersections of these hierarchies in white societies de-
limit the space for women of colour (who can be seen
as migrants of different generations) to articulate
their experiences of discrimination and non-belong-
ing (Carby 1999; Creenshaw 1991; Collins 1986; 1990).
These studies were among the first to resist the liberal
notions of women’s rights and ‘emancipation’, and
turn instead to issues of cultural representation as an

obstruction in a terrain of struggle for economic, po-
litical, and social rights. 

Turning to the literature that has addressed the
links between migration, gender, and development,
Sassen-Koob (1984a) noted that export-oriented pro-
duction and women’s international migration since
the 1970s have evolved into mechanisms that incorpo-
rate women from the South into wage labour in and
for the North. Women migrants have filled emerging
labour demands in the urban service sector in metro-
politan centres that have acquired a global role (Sas-
sen-Koob 1984b). Research that integrated the house-
hold as an analytical sphere to account for decision-
making and resource distribution has looked at links
between rural-urban migration and poverty. Such stud-
ies demonstrated gender-differentiated motivations
for, and the impacts of, migration, and how class and
gender relations at the household and community lev-
els have structured migratory processes (Phongpaichit
1982; Chant 1998; Wright 1995). Phongpaichit’s work
on the migration of young women from rural Thai-
land to Bangkok to take up employment as masseuses
demonstrated the gendered aspects of urban-rural
linkages. Though she examined migration as an out-
come of individual decisions, she also demonstrated
its link with women’s responsibilities as daughters.
Their remittances not only sustained their rural house-
holds but also sustained cultural practices at the com-
munity level such as maintaining temples and village
ceremonies. From this perspective, women’s migra-
tion may be seen as integral to the intergenerational
process of social and cultural reproduction, and as re-
flecting the relational nature of female agency.

Explaining the differentiated motivation of migra-
tion between men and women requires understanding
the gendering of the household as a site of power
where many activities and interests can be viewed as
cooperative conflict (Sen 1990) and where gender as
cultural hegemony strongly influences behaviours and
defends the legitimacy of gender norms (Kabeer
2000; Silvey 2004a, 2004b). These insights emphasize
the contextual nature of ‘gender’ as power relations
within the household defining the actors’ cultural dis-
positions and their derived bargaining power. The la-
bour market, social networks, and national policy and
legislation also play an important role in making the
motivation to migrate legitimate (Silvey 2007). 

Gender equality strategies in migration that use a
universal category of ‘women’ as subjects of rights
without a complementary perspective on the social
embeddedness of gender relations have encountered
many difficulties related to the power of the state and

3 For example, Thadani and Todaro (1984) introduced a
typology of women migrants that had been missing
from earlier analyses, consisting of: (a) married women
migrating in search of employment; (b) unmarried
women migrating in search of employment; (c) unmar-
ried women migrating for marriage reasons; and (d)
married women engaged in associational migration with
no thought of employment. The conceptualization of
women’s migration remained heavily influenced by
views on the male-dominated heterosexual family as an
institution.
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its ethos on gender, which can operate as a double-
edged sword. On the one hand, this ethos can be
used to define women’s right to migrate for work and
also impose restrictions on their mobility by drawing
on the state’s responsibility to ‘protect’ women, to the
extent of ‘infantilizing’ them (Kapur 2010). On the
other hand, it can promote women’s migration to join
the global labour force, often in unregulated sectors
such as domestic work and entertainment where they
are excluded from civil, social, and political provisions
for protection as workers. 

1.2.3 Gender as a Social Structure and 
Structuring Process

The corpus of knowledge in feminist research that
treats ‘gender’ as a property of the state, the econ-
omy, and social institutions has brought to the fore
the significance of social reproduction, ignored by
mainstream theories. Building on perspectives from
feminist perspectives on political economy, Truong
(1996; 2003; 2006) posits that the emergence of
women’s migration across borders as domestic help-
ers and sexual service providers constitutes a transfer
of reproductive and sexual labour from one social
group and nation to another. Parreñas (2001) has ex-
tended this idea and formulates the concept of the
‘international division of reproductive labour’ to cover
the transfer of care duties between three groups of
women: female employers in the receiving countries,
migrant workers, and women in the countries of ori-
gin who care for those who stay behind. This form of
analysis has exposed the chains of negative externali-
ties by which an enhancement of care provision
through labour import in some countries can lead to
the denial of the entitlement to care of others who
have stayed behind. 

Contemporary migration chains in this ‘intimate’
side of the economy operate within a two-tiered sys-
tem. Tier (1) consists of the care sector in which the
chains have been formed by a combination of macro-
and institutional factors. These include the care defi-
cit in major industrialized countries caused by ageing
populations, structural reforms affecting the quality
and coverage of care, and the growth of women’s par-
ticipation in the labour force without a corresponding
rise in the range and intensity of men’s ‘domestic’ par-
ticipation. Tier (2) consists of the commercial sex sec-
tor, which has evolved with a different set of dynam-
ics. These came about through the growth of tourism
driven by the desire for foreign exchange earnings,
combined with the political will to allow commercial

sexual services to become the auxiliary of tourism
(Truong 1990; Moon 1997).

By treating movements in the care and sex sectors
as integral to broader transformations in sending and
receiving societies, a new area has opened up for the-
oretical reflection on the gender hegemony (in favour
of men) in legal and policy frameworks that obliterate
the reproductive side of societies and economies
through the exclusion of domestic work and commer-
cial sexual services as categories in the classification
of occupations (Ehrenreich/Hochschild 2002; Yeates
2010). This obliteration has produced ambiguous pol-
icy and social environments that have enabled the for-
mation of distinct networks and pathways of move-
ments of women across borders in search of
employment in the care or sex sectors (Tyner 2004,
Oishi 2005). 

Migration chains in the care and commercial sex-
ual services sectors show how a gender division of la-
bour is an institution vested with power, and how we
must treat gender as a resilient social structure. This
power comes from the recursive and reiterative prac-
tices of individuals and groups who adhere to the no-
tion of an asymmetrical gender order as ‘natural’, and
from the neglect of the reproductive side of the econ-
omy. The following chapters in this book will illus-
trate this in detail – for example in the studies by Ku-
sakabe and Pearson (chapter 4); Duong, Truong, and
Khuat (chapter 5); Haile and Siegmann (chapter 6);
Serrano Oswald (chapter 9); Truong, Marin, and Que-
sada-Bondad (chapter 12). This neglect of social re-
production produces a hegemonic understanding of
the law, of public morality about care as a moral duty,
and of sex as intimacy, which refuses to recognize that
the liberalization of economies and broadening mar-
ket relations can free up a social and moral space for
care and sexual services to become incorporated into
(semi-industrial) labour relations. 

Growing links between different national systems
of social reproduction, now spanning most countries
and regions, are being formed, and point to the for-
mation of a new class of women based on their gen-
der identity (female), their work (domestic helper,
commercial sexual provider, foreign bride), and their
unrecognized status in migration law (Truong 1996;
Chin 1998; Kojima 2001; Cheah 2009; Agustin 2003).
The socio-legal space through which these migratory
movements take place is ambiguous and therefore
abuse is frequent and often without redress. The pol-
itics behind discursive constructions of gender, and of
skills, work, and legislation regarding rights and enti-
tlements, have become important areas of theorizing
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and empirical research regarding women’s agency in
migration.

By integrating macro-, meso-, and micro-perspec-
tives, gender research on migration has produced new
perspectives on (1) how migration systems evolve
from gendered interactions between regulation and
the actions of all those involved: migrants, employers,
social networks, civic organizations, and law enforce-
ment agents; (2) how the intersecting inequalities
which shape the security-seeking actions of particular
groups of migrants pose new challenges to justice-
seeking actions. We will see this in detail in the chap-
ters that follow. Gender is now approached as a ma-
trix of power relationships operating at multiple lev-
els: 1) as a resilient structure expressed through the
various social and cultural meanings of being male
and female that are embedded in the ethos of the
state; 2) as a set of relationships that have organized
the social and cultural reproduction of society; and 3)
as the formation of identities and the definition of
subject positions in a given social order.

A key point of contention is whether the contem-
porary, economics-dominated framing of migration,
and the diffusion of related practices of management,
contain emancipatory potentials for marginalized mi-
grants, or whether these have become another appa-
ratus of power that has created new categories of gen-
dered mobile subjects whose identities remain distant
from the human rights framework based on citizen-
ship as the main criterion of belonging. This has led
to the exploration of the social construction of femi-
ninities and masculinities in migration. A small body
of literature has now emerged on how transnational
migration also impacts on masculine identities,
norms, and conventions, and how men negotiate and
reconstruct their identities as they encounter different
gender regimes, rationalize their experience of racial
discrimination, and find new lines of inter-group dif-
ferentiation (Datta/McIlwaine/Herbert/Evans/May/
Wills 2008). Several chapters in this volume engage
with those themes, including the studies by Haile and
Siegmann (chapter 6), Sinatti (chapter 11), and Huijs-
mans (chapter 20).

The use of ‘gender’ as a heuristic device in several
disciplinary interfaces (political economy, law, sociol-
ogy, and anthropology) in migration studies suggests
that satisfactory treatments of the relationship be-
tween gender and human rights require insights and
angles of multiple kinds. Aspirations for a gender-
equal world cannot avoid employing epistemic vigi-
lance to discern where and which thinking about ‘gen-
der’ is valid and how unjustifiable biases may be cor-

rected. Beyond individual social attributes, the strug-
gles for gender equality have different expressions,
contingent on geography, history, and culture.

1.2.4 From Citizenship and Legal Liminality to 
Acknowledging Multiple Scales of Social 
Justice

A legacy of the Enlightenment in European history
and philosophy, the concept of citizenship embodies
the epistemological orientation discussed earlier: a
focus on individuals within national boundaries and
on defining the terms and conditions and benefits of
membership in such a political community. Although
membership of such a community on the basis of the
idealized and seldom realized liberal notions of equal
individual rights rarely guarantees social justice as
lived, this formal membership remains an indispensa-
ble basis in the struggle for achieving rights for both
internal and international migrants – men, women,
and children. 

Until very recently, the relationship between citi-
zenship and migration has been debated mainly from
the perspectives of receiving countries, using a variety
of approaches to address the rights of ‘strangers’ in a
framework of concentric circles of belonging. In the
inner core, rights obtained either via jus soli (through
territory) or jus sanguinis (through blood) define the
ground for nationality. In the additional layers, the
other legal principles that define criteria of belonging
– for immigrants, foreign residents, or temporary visi-
tors – vary according to particular histories, demo-
graphic concerns, and the particular concerns of mi-
gration policy at a given point in time, creating a hier-
archy of statuses, as pointed out earlier in this
introduction. 

Debates on migration and citizenship in the
United States of America (USA) and the European
Union (EU) boomed during the 1990s. Many contri-
butions were from the perspective of cosmopolitan-
ism, understood as a cognitive process essential in the
recognition of ‘strangers’ and for overcoming the bi-
nary distinction between ‘self’ and ‘others’. Bloem-
raad, Korteweg, and Yurdakul (2008) discern three
main areas in the debates. These include: 1) the legal
foundations of citizenship and how particular concep-
tions of national belonging or institutional configura-
tions can be linked to conceptions of citizenship as le-
gal status or right; 2) how group rights and multicul-
turalism may or may not be realized, from the point of
view of the normative political theory of citizenship,
taking into account how the assimilation and integra-
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tion of immigrants and their descendants into receiv-
ing societies may also transform these societies cultur-
ally and socially; 3) equality of participation in a host
country’s economy, society, and political system. 

From a socio-legal perspective, work on liminal le-
gality in respect of migrants with an uncertain legal
status (Menjivar 2006; Coutin 2002) is more ethno-
graphically informed and provides a more grounded,
albeit sombre picture. Centred on segmented integra-
tion, this body of work focuses on migrants whose so-
cial lives are situated in a zone of legal ambiguity and
their ways of struggling for residency under tighter im-
migration policies based on an anti-immigration
stance. Coutin (2011) especially highlights the trends
in the USA towards a conflation of immigration and
criminalization as a result of a process of securitiza-
tion of the homeland following the attack of 11 Sep-
tember 2001. This perspective is applied and explored
in Part V of the book.

Both bodies of literature show the need to ap-
proach the migrant populations as heterogeneous and
amongst whom citizenship as entitlement to legal pro-
tection does not necessarily carry the same meanings
and implications. Furthermore, this debate lacks a
transnational perspective on citizenship that connects
all moments of the migration process and the institu-
tional accountabilities of the parties involved (send-
ing, transit, and receiving states; third parties; and the
migrants themselves). Chapter 2 by Irianto and
Truong will offer such a perspective. Just as migration
policy tries to control inflows, migrants themselves in-
creasingly rely on third parties to adjust their trajecto-
ries from the ideal to the viable, and in so doing they
enable the migration business to take root and ex-
pand, giving rise to multidirectional flows rather than
the traditional bidirectional flows. Migrants’ needs
and aspirations are often adjusted to family circum-
stances as well as to legal and economic possibilities.
The categories for the classification of migrants by
‘place of origin’ and ‘place of destination’ and as ‘per-
manent’, ‘temporary’, or ‘return’ migrants can nowa-
days be seen as policy constructs that have been out-
dated by the changing character of migration. 

In a transnational context, liminal legality is also a
reality for migrants whose struggle may not be about
settlement but rather about legalizing their presence
as a temporary or transient migrant in a long-term mi-
gration project. It is important to bring forward a per-
spective (such as that presented in the Irianto and
Truong chapter) that connects forms of arbitrary
treatment at different points in the migration process
to provide a fuller picture of dysfunctions in particular

migration systems operating within a national jurisdic-
tion or across two or more jurisdictions. These forms
may be locally rooted in the absence of protection
measures or arise from the dysfunctional character of
existing measures. 

A perspective on transnational justice that adds in-
sights into how global connections can demand addi-
tional responsibilities for social justice may help to
keep states and relevant actors in check rather than al-
lowing them to use discretionary powers to deflect
their responsibilities.4 Such a perspective may help to
develop notions of responsibility for social justice in
an inductive way and contribute to an approach to re-
alizing rights for migrants closer to their lived realities.
The exercise of citizenship and entitlements in the
transnational migration process is socially embedded
at each phase; departure, work placement, and return.
For the universal language of citizenship to become
meaningful to migrants for whom existing systems of
protection fail, preconceived ideas about their social
positions must be challenged. 

Nancy Fraser’s (2009a) proposal for a reflexive
and dialogical approach to social justice offers some
interesting ideas for the field of migration. In her
view, globalization has dramatically changed the ter-
rain of social justice, clearly revealing the limitations
of a statist model. Both the ‘who’ of justice as well as
‘how’ the ‘who’ should be determined are objects of
struggle (Fraser 2009b: 283). Two existing stances on
justice obligations are predicated on the notion of be-
longing, defined either by a political relationship (to
the nation and/or state) or by an abstract notion of
moral personhood (the humanity principle). These
are not sufficient to address the requirements of what
she calls transnational justice derived from cross-bor-
der social relations of interdependence. As acknowl-
edged in chapter 15 by Mora and Handmaker, the
Westphalian stance carries the danger of discrimina-
tory nationalisms, which can become aggressive, and
of obscuring economic inequalities, hierarchies of sta-
tus, and asymmetry of political power within a terri-
tory. The humanity stance offers a one-size-fits-all
frame that does not fully take into account actual or
historical social relations, and can foreclose the possi-
bility that different issues require different frames or

4 For example, Young (2006) provides a model of politi-
cal responsibility based on global connections, such as
in the claims of the anti-sweatshop movement, or
indeed, any claims of responsibility that members of a
society might be said to have towards harm and injus-
tices to distant strangers. 
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scales of justice (Fraser 2009b: 290). A third approach
to obligation to justice is what she calls the all-affected
principle, which views the ‘who’ of justice as neither
always national nor always global, and presents tran-
snational injustice as contextually expressed. 

What makes a group of people fellow subjects of justice
is their objective co-imbrication in a web of causal rela-
tionships. Whoever is causally affected by a given action
nexus has standing as a subject of justice in relation to
it. Thus, the ‘who’ of justice is a function of the scale of
social interaction. As the latter varies from case to case,
so does the former….Unable to identify morally relevant
social relations, it [the all-affected principle] treats every
causal connection as equally significant (Fraser 2009b:
291–292). 

Fraser’s solution is to address misframing as a problé-
matique, by introducing the all-subjected principle, ac-
cording to which “all those who are jointly subject to
a given governance structure, which sets the ground
rules that govern their interaction, have moral stand-
ing as subjects of justice in relation to it”. To her, the
structure of governance as a broad expression can en-
compass relations to powers of various types (states,
inter-state, and non-state agencies that generate en-
forceable rules that structure important swathes of so-
cial interaction). The all-subjected principle affords a
critical standard for assessing the (in)justice of frames;
an issue is justly framed if, and only if, everyone sub-
jected to the governance structures that regulate a
given swathe of social interaction is accorded equal
consideration (Fraser 2009: 293). 

Applied to migration, the all-subjected principle is
relevant in that it makes possible a critique of mis-
framing migration caused by the epistemological bi-
ases that reproduce hierarchies of status and asymme-
try of political power (e.g. knowledge migrants,
labour migrants, asylum seekers, trafficked persons).
Misframing can lead, and has led, to distinctive forms
of economic and cultural injustice (as in the treatment
of migrant domestic workers) and/or denial of equal
standing within democratic deliberation (as in the
case of asylum seekers and trafficked persons). In this
respect the Global Forum on International Migration
and Development and the associated events (Roldan/
Gasper 2011) and the World Social Forum which has
taken up the theme of migration offer nascent politi-
cal spaces for migrant organizations and socially en-
gaged scholars to interact with each other to address
meta-political injustice and its practical implications. 

Bridging the discrepancy between the normative
and the lived realities can help to reveal how the mis-
framing of categories of ‘security’, ‘gender’, and ‘mi-
gration’ obscures the role of unequal political, eco-

nomic, and social structures in determining migratory
processes historically. It will help also in imagining
new ways of realizing rights through qualitative trans-
formations in significant social relationships under-
pinning these processes. This implies a new ethical re-
sponsibility among researchers and policymakers for
sustained engagement in reciprocal and self-reflexive
learning that values flexibility, diversity, and knowl-
edge sharing in order to provide sharper analyses of
the political practices and norms applied to social jus-
tice in migration. Co-responsibility and mutual respect
are indispensable for innovations in thinking to re-
solve the tension between a notion of citizenship that
is bounded by the nation-state as a determinant of le-
gal and social belonging and the ongoing forces that
are redefining territorial, cultural, political, social, and
economic boundaries and, consequently, undermin-
ing traditional norms of belonging. 

1.2.5 From Human Security as Protection of 
People on the Move to Critical Studies of 
Borders and Belonging

Human security analysis is a framework brought into
prominence by the United Nations Development Pro-
gramme (UNDP)’s Human Development Report of
1994 (Gasper 2005, 2010). It involves a pervasive con-
cern for human vulnerability derived from all sources,
including organized political violence, generalized
deprivation caused by structural inequality, natural dis-
asters, disease, and environmental degradation
(Brauch/Scheffran 2012). This concern matches and
extends the two pillars of the UN Charter, the foun-
dations of human rights instruments, “freedom from
want” and “freedom from fear”. Many disagreements
are related to the stance on humanity at the meta-po-
litical level which can be used as the one-size-fits-all
frame discussed in the previous section. Moreover, as
Fukuda-Parr and Messineo (2012) point out, its open-
endedness has made the concept vulnerable to politi-
cal dynamics and to use for purposes unrelated to the
original concern. These may include exaggerating
new post-Cold-War security threats; locating these
threats in the developing world; and facilitating short-
term policy-making in the absence of clear strategic
foreign policy visions (Chandler 2008: 248). 

In so far as migration is concerned, going by the
reports made accessible by the human security gate-
way,5 policy intervention over “protection of people
on the move” appears to be primarily directed at

5 See at: <http://www.humansecuritygateway.com/>.

http://www.humansecuritygateway.com/
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forms of movement caused by organized political vio-
lence (freedom from fear) and environmental stress.
Much less attention is given by governments to those
movements that are related to economic instability
(freedom from want), though the unfolding economic
crisis that is sweeping across the globe may well turn
the tide towards even more stringent border control.
Even for the responsibility to protect (RToP) individu-
als from large-scale and systematic violations of their
human rights by states, in practice only nationals of
those states are protected, whereas non-nationals who
may be foreign workers tend to be left to fend for
themselves or to be cared for by their own govern-
ments (see chapter 13 by DeVargas/Donzelli).

Furthermore, the term human security can be, and
has been by some, retracted to the comfort zone of
collective security, as in the case of the European Un-
ion, which has defined terrorism, proliferation of
weapons of mass destruction, regional conflicts, state
failure, and organized crime as the key threats to hu-
man security in Europe (Kaldor 2007). The impact of
such a vision on migration is the securitization of bor-
ders that creates what Van Houtum (2010) calls “the
global apartheid of the EU’s external border regime”. 

Debating social justice in migration requires
awareness of the history shaping present circum-
stances and a perspective on human security that
makes sense of migrants’ own conceptions of ‘secu-
rity’ and the relational aspects of their agency, as has
been shown by Mushakoji (2011), Burgess (2007), and
some of the national Human Development Reports
(Jolly/Basu 2007). Integrating these aspects into criti-
cal analyses of the norms and politics of policy is an
important task ahead. Being contingent on the opera-
tion of various power relations, the relationship be-
tween identity and security is subject to dynamics that
can produce hybridized experiences of insecurity, as
shown by the case of Libya (see DeVargas/Donzelli
chapter 13, as well as chapter 4 by Kusakabe/Pearson
and chapter 10 by Rojas). 

For policymakers, this poses a major problem of
assigning weight to and setting priorities for which
content of identity is to be secured (with reference to
gender, age, ethnicity, religious identity). For example,
programmes for safe migration of young women tend
to prioritize the prevention of human trafficking for
sex work to protect a specific group of the population
considered to be at risk, but are silent on the key as-
pects of gender relations in the everyday life of people
who depend on migration as an opportunity for earn-
ing income. It is important to engage with the various
representations of ‘people on the move’ which depict

them as social problems and displace their position as
subjects of rights. Showing how such representations
can serve to deflect political responsibility at various
levels necessitates interrogating the categories used in
defining the subjects of human security by using mi-
grants’ experiences of insecurity as an indicator of the
reality as lived, against which conventional hypotheses
can be tested and new questions can be asked.

The coding of identities of ‘people on the move’
into standardized bureaucratic categories delimits the
fields of their action and also those of border control-
lers as well as those of civic advocates for human
rights. Spaces of legal ambiguity that have emerged
from these forms of administrative coding of migrants
have significant consequences for migrant workers,
people fleeing from conflict situations, and people
subject to human trafficking networks, in terms of
their ability to make choices in the present and of
their life chances in the future. Ensuring greater trans-
parency in negotiating and honouring formal interna-
tional commitments requires interrogating the catego-
ries used in defining the subjects of human security
and understanding the power relations implicated in
the applications of such categories through the per-
spectives of the migrants themselves. That is what this
book attempts to do.

1.3 Overview of the Chapters 

The chapters are grouped into five parts after this in-
troduction and overview. They cover five continents,
and address both intra-national and especially interna-
tional migration, as well as both ‘South-to-North’ and
‘South-to-South’ migration. They illustrate the often
shared issues across these categories and how such
categorizations have become in many respects too
crude. 

1.3.1 Social Reproduction, Gender, and 
Migration: Local-Global Interactions

Part II opens with a chapter by Irianto and Truong
(chapter 2), which sets the stage for critical reflections
on social reproduction, gender and migration. It sur-
veys the migration chains: from villages and townships
all over the Indonesian archipelago, through various
intermediate phases, locations, and agencies, in both
Indonesia and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) – the
weakly regulated private recruitment agencies, brokers
and subcontractors at various levels in Indonesia, and
the employment agencies and Government offices in
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the Emirates – through to homes in the UAE where
Indonesian women domestic workers sustain the
households and seek to save in order to support their
own households seven to eight thousand kilometres
away. Table 2.2 gives a valuable summary overview of
the chain and the key aspects of structural depen-
dency. Drawing on field research in Java and Abu
Dhabi, as well as documentary research, Irianto and
Truong report on every level of the chain, and the
problems, misinformation, deceptions, and injustices
that are common at each level. Some of the cases re-
ported convey the appalling vulnerability of workers
with no status in labour law and no powerful defend-
ers. While including detailed treatment of common
problems of employment in the UAE – paralleling the
discussions in chapter 16 by Vlieger on Saudi Arabia
and the UAE and by Truong, Marin, and Quesada
(chapter 12) on Qatar – Irianto and Truong note that
perhaps eighty per cent of the problems arise from
shortcomings within Indonesia, and call for deficien-
cies there (in legislation, regulations and their enforce-
ment, and in education, training, and supervision) to
be addressed. Reflecting on this leads one back to
their discussion of the ways in which domestic work
and women workers are conventionally viewed, or ig-
nored – framed or left out of the frame. Indonesian la-
bour legislation itself, like the legislation in the UAE,
does not recognize the category of domestic work.

Domestic worker migrants are very largely
women, including in the case of Indonesia where they
form by far the largest part of an emigrant labour
force which, by 2010, was sending remittances equal
to eleven per cent of the country’s gross domestic
product. Rich countries increasingly depend for their
social and family reproduction on migrant women’s
labour for a range of demanding or ‘menial’ tasks that
their own populations are less willing to undertake:
cleaning, cooking, childcare, and care of the sick and
of the old. The large movement of women in rich and
middle-income countries into paid employment, while
the numbers of old people steeply rise, is based to a
large extent on the ability to hire poorer women (and
men) to undertake these tasks, whether women from
their own country or – increasingly – women from
poor countries who are drawn to richer locations by
the low level of opportunities in their home places,
the high expectations placed on them for support for
family members, the hopes raised by successful exam-
ples, and the promises circulated by migration indus-
try brokers. The social reproduction of rich countries
(and rich people in middle- and low-income coun-
tries), in all the cycles of daily living and generational

rise and fall, physical and emotional maintenance, is
highly dependent on ‘domestic workers’ who are
largely not recognized and protected as ‘workers’, and
whose own physical and emotional maintenance is
stressed and often violated. Illustrations of this recur
in the later chapters by Tandian and Bergh (chapter
3), Truong, Marin, and Quesada (chapter 12), Vlieger
(chapter 16), and Sandoval (chapter 19).

Highlighted by Irianto and Truong, the status of
‘domestic work’ as employment was finally acknowl-
edged internationally in 2011, with the signing of the
ILO Convention Concerning Decent Work for Do-
mestic Workers. This ‘breaks the silence’ about do-
mestic work, previously hidden behind use of euphe-
misms like ‘guest’ to excuse the absence of rights en-
forceable in law. The chapter engages with ‘breaking
the chain of social injustice’ by re-crafting the links
along the labour-supply chain (elaborating laws,
spreading information to ensure laws are respected,
and so on), rather than breaking the labour-supply
chain itself. 

Chapter 3 by Tandian and Bergh also extensively
discusses domestic work, for that proved to be the
main destination for the women workers brought to
Spain for seasonal agricultural labour by a scheme in-
itiated by the Spanish government and administered
in cooperation with the Senegalese government. The
scheme, intended to promote regulated seasonal tem-
porary migration, facilitated the opposite: long-term
‘irregular’ in-migration, into personal care services
and domestic work. Faced with a wide discrepancy
between promised and actual living and working con-
ditions, which in many other situations migrants have
no alternative but to accept, in this case the migrants
did have alternatives: many of them were well-edu-
cated, not merely the bearers of ‘pairs of harvesting
hands’, and had networks in Spain or nearby (often, a
husband or other close relative) and possibly in Sen-
egal too (including potential access to persuadable or
bribable public officials connected to the allocation
of places in temporary migration schemes). Based on
a set of 525 interviews with women migrants in Spain,
the chapter also draws key insights from thirty-three
supplementary in-depth qualitative interviews which
allow it to explore more profoundly the women’s
lives, with attention not just to economic variables but
to their whole economic and social situation in terms
of their full range of rights as seen through their own
eyes. While domestic work is a relatively easy entry
sector, many interviews recount the advantage that
some employers take of their ‘irregular’ employees,
and how migrants may thus after a while move on
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again to less oppressive and humiliating work, if and
when they see a possibility. Related to this they may
seek to regularize their status. Undocumented mi-
grants can fortunately already register with a munici-
pality for access to health care and to schooling for
children. But their options have become less and less
favourable under the economic crisis in Spain. Over-
all, this sort of outcome of immigration appears un-
satisfactory to both the Spanish state and to very
many migrants. Tandian and Bergh comment on ways
in which mutually more attractive arrangements might
be established: Spain needs migrants’ work contribu-
tions, while most Senegalese migrants may well aspire
to dividing their time between Senegal and Spain,
eventually returning permanently to Senegal; but the
migrants will require more secure and respectful,
rights-based, options for their employment in Spain
than the sort of scheme that was examined in this
chapter. 

Chapter 2 by Irianto and Truong described the
complex machinery of the multi-location migration
system, and yet how much of it centres on the most
intimate types of work, in homes; and those themes
were echoed in chapter 3 by Tandian and Bergh. In
contrast, Chapter 4 by Kusakabe and Pearson focuses
on different types of work, in factories, and on inti-
mate relations outside the workplace, in the homes of
the women factory workers where they act as young
mothers, and in their connections with their families
in places of origin, in which they are daughters and
providers. Kusakabe and Pearson’s research concerns
one of the larger cross-border migratory movements
in the world: the possibly two million Burmese mi-
grants in Thailand. They look at the export-oriented
garment and textile factories concentrated in a
number of cities just within Thailand along the border
with Burma (Myanmar), which rely on the cheap la-
bour of mostly young Burmese women; in particular
the export factories located in Mae Sot. How have
the (typically ‘illegal’ or ‘registered irregular’ or some-
times now registered as temporary) women factory
workers combined their multiple responsibilities as
workers, wives, mothers, household managers, daugh-
ters and economic supporters of their families who re-
main in (or exit from) crisis-ridden Burma? They are
paid far below the official minimum wage, work ex-
traordinarily long hours, and receive little or no sup-
port for the upbringing and education of their chil-
dren from the Thai state, the Burmese state, or their
employers. Instead they must rely on their own addi-
tional efforts and their networks of family and fellow
migrants. Access to Thai schools, for example, re-

quires a household registration, which is essentially in-
accessible for these immigrants. Kusakabe and
Pearson describe the struggles by and ingenuity of the
women and their families, nuclear and wider, to main-
tain themselves on a daily basis and support the new-
born, the young, the old, and the sick or disabled.
Childcare is often sustained through frequent shifts of
children or caretakers to and fro across the border.
The chapter vividly conveys the contradiction be-
tween the Thai economy’s hunger for cheap depend-
ent Burmese labour and Thai society’s predominant
comprehensive hostility to the labourers and their
families. Results from its ramifying investigation are
reported in fuller detail in a book (Pearson/Kusakabe
2012). 

Duong, Truong, and Khuat’s chapter 5 continues
the analysis of social reproduction, again with refer-
ence to both daily and generational processes. The
emerging crisis of the East Asian family model has led
to significant flows of both domestic workers and
brides from South-East Asia to Japan, South Korea,
Taiwan, and now also China, to compensate for a
shortage of women in those countries, increasing lon-
gevity and female employment, and a growing unwill-
ingness amongst some East Asian women to marry
some categories of East Asian men and to follow the
model’s expectations, such as to care for a husband’s
parents. Foreign brides may be a solution for working-
class families who cannot afford the full-time hire of a
foreign domestic worker and who continue to adhere
to traditional gender norms. (So, for example, the re-
cruited brides must proceed through the charade of a
virginity check, which serves to assert masculine privi-
lege and gender hierarchy rather than to actually
check anything.) The chapter reports on a study of
the movement of Vietnamese women to South Korea
and Taiwan via commercially arranged marriages, and
examines the contexts, pressures and motivations on
both sides, and the brides’ varied subsequent life
paths. Research was undertaken in sending areas in
rural Vietnam and in cities in Taiwan and Korea,
amongst potential, actual and ex-brides, husbands,
and others involved. The chapter employs Pearson
(1997)’s concept of ‘the reproductive bargain’: the
partly (re)negotiable arrangements that divide respon-
sibilities for daily, generational, and social reproduc-
tion between different members of the household,
and between households and the state and other
agents. The cases studied here make it clear how the
bargains today frequently span countries, and not just
at the moment of marriage. The Vietnamese brides
abroad are expected to function as the multi-duty pro-
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viders required in the Confucian family model but
also, from their own side, as economic providers for
their families of origin. If one or both of these aspects
is not fulfilled the marriage becomes at risk of termi-
nation. But in any event, concludes the chapter, tran-
snational marriages may only slightly postpone a crisis
of social reproduction that is emerging in East Asia.

The final study in this part, by Haile and Sieg-
mann (chapter 6), also concerns out-migration from
South-East Asia that serves to fill gaps in domestic la-
bour in rich countries. Like the Tandian and Bergh
chapter 3 it examines migrants’ work situation in the
rich country, here with specific reference to Filipino
and Filipina domestic workers who have irregular sta-
tus in the Netherlands. Based on a far smaller-scale re-
search project than the preceding studies, its distinc-
tiveness lies in its main focus: men who are employed
as domestic workers, an occupation that is seen as
‘women’s work’ but which is the avenue most open to
them. It complements a series of later chapters (by Si-
natti [chapter 11], Donzelli and DeVargas [chapter 13],
and Huijsmans [chapter 20]) which likewise look at
male migrants and ideas about masculinity, including
about what is fitting work and suitable behaviour for
men; and other chapters which explore predominant
ideas about appropriate gender identities, such as the
piece by Serrano Oswald (chapter 9). Like that chap-
ter it applies ideas from Nancy Fraser (2000, 2007)
about social recognition and distributive justice. The
male domestic workers interviewed by Haile and Sieg-
mann did not transcend beliefs that domestic work is
feminine and of low status, but reconciled themselves
to it as a route to fulfilling their manly role of material
provisioning for family in the Philippines. Yet domes-
tic work’s multiple skills and essential role in social re-
production justify its own recognition as honourable
and important, in addition to deserving inclusion in
the regimes for worker protection. 

1.3.2 Women and Internal Migration: 
Visibility, Rights, and Livelihood Security

The first three chapters in Part III are each the prod-
uct of very large, though sharply contrasting, research
projects that address different aspects of how migra-
tion within subcontinental-scale countries involves
and affects women. The paper by Mazumdar and Ag-
nihotri (chapter 7) covers women’s work-related mi-
gration in the whole of India, and shows how it has
grown enormously but has been conventionally mis-
conceptualized and greatly under-recorded, including
in the major government statistical publications. The

paper by Zhu and Lin (chapter 8) looks at the current
state of migration to the coastal province of Fujian in
China, and to its capital city Fuzhou in particular; a
part of the biggest migration in human history, to cit-
ies in the coastal regions of China during the past gen-
eration. It gives special attention to policy choices.
The paper by Serrano Oswald (chapter 9), on a local-
ity in Mexico, looks at the other side of massive out-
migration: lives in the areas from which people have
migrated but to which many wish to and do return,
eventually or periodically. The three papers thus give
special attention to, respectively: conceptualization,
policy, and lived experiences; and each illustrates a
special methodological depth of a distinctive type. In
all the cases we see, first, how the very term ‘migra-
tion’, if it conveys an expectation of a once-for-all
movement, fails to do justice to much of reality; and,
second, that the greatest pressures arising from the
multi-location lives which many families adopt, given
their limited opportunities and their personal and cul-
tural commitments, fall upon the shoulders of women.

Mazumdar and Agnihotri’s chapter 7 addresses
the enormous topic of women’s employment-related
migration in all of India, a country of over 1.2 billion
inhabitants. It is based on a correspondingly huge
multi-year study that involved surveys in numerous
parts of the country, both in places of origin and des-
tination, complemented by other discussions and
long-term literature review and critique. Even though
women are officially recorded as the large majority of
Indians who change their usual place of residence,
due to their movement after marriage – and the re-
corded proportion of rural women who migrate for
marriage has almost doubled since the early 1990s –
women’s migration has received little attention in re-
search and policy on migration, since these moves are
not seen as employment-related. Further, the criterion
of change of usual place of residence leaves out the
huge numbers of short-term migrants, which have
grown enormously since the 1990s and now contain a
high proportion of women, as a result of the agrarian
crisis in much of India and the marked decline in se-
cure employment of women in most sectors in the era
of market-led growth. “Armies of women [are] migrat-
ing in search of [seasonal] work”, reported one ob-
server cited in the chapter. But, due to a view of ‘real’
migration as meaning permanent transfer from rural
to urban areas, short-term migrants only entered offi-
cial figures as recently as 2007–2008. Even then, those
whose migratory cycles exceed six months are ex-
cluded; and the employment-related component in
movements that are also for marriage is overlooked.
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Even so, the chapter takes such a component as sec-
ondary in importance and confines itself to the huge
enough canvas of women’s migration for the primary
reason of paid employment. It aims to identify ways
to better understand, support, and improve such em-
ployment. 

By investigating what are the different modes of
migration (including many that diverge from the ster-
eotype picture – circulatory; short-term seasonal; irreg-
ular short-term; medium-term; daily or weekly long-
distance commuters, including urban to rural; and mi-
gration for unpaid family care) and the different types
of employment, the chapter gives a far deeper, richer
picture than do the official statistics and associated
analyses. It demonstrates, for example, the concentra-
tion of migrant women workers from the scheduled
castes and tribes into the most marginal, poorly-remu-
nerated, and physically arduous employment, espe-
cially in short-term and circulatory migration and par-
ticularly for work in agriculture and brickmaking. In
general, the current patterns of female migration do
not display a major shift of migrants into new types of
employment that are more ‘advanced’. Instead, the
relatively fast-growing and higher-status urban service
occupations are largely the preserve of urban upper-
caste women; the women from outside the cities who
enter such occupations are themselves in general of
upper caste. Overall the study shows the desperate
pressures on many poor women as the rural economy
increasingly marginalizes some groups, groups who
also have the least access to the relatively few formal
sector jobs generated in the urban economy. 

Zhu and Lin’s chapter 8 on rural-to-urban migra-
tion in the economic boom province of Fujian in
China presents a contrasting case, though again of a
combination of economic structural transformation
and yet continuity. The chapter preludes its empirical
reportage with a detailed explanation of the welfare
regime for migrants – the rights and actual access they
have to housing, health and education services, insur-
ance, and pensions. The Hukou household registra-
tion system has been the legal basis for social entitle-
ments. The system has recently begun to evolve but
large gaps remain. Social insurance has remained very
largely place-bound: people who move on to another
location cannot take all, or sometimes any, of the ac-
cumulated rights with them; hence most migrants
choose not to participate in these insurance schemes
or to withdraw from them. Drawing on a pair of large
surveys, the chapter then maps the situation of mi-
grants, in many dimensions. As in India, a large pro-
portion of migrants are found not to be one-way trav-

ellers, but to follow a circulatory pattern. Although in
contrast to India women migrants are much more
concentrated in manufacturing, sales, and service in-
dustries, they suffer from concentration in unstable,
high-intensity, temporary, and relatively low-skilled
types of work and enjoy very little formal welfare pro-
tection or upward occupational mobility. On the con-
trary, while popular with employers when young,
women migrant workers ‘are not wanted when they
are over forty’.

Zhu and Lin return then to the policy issues aris-
ing from, and develop proposals to respond to, the
tensions between, first, the enormous scale of migra-
tion, second, the restriction of socio-economic rights
to people registered as belonging to an area, and
third, the choice by very large numbers of people to
spread their lives, loyalties, and resources across more
than one location by circulating between their places
of origin and destination and/or eventually returning
permanently to the area of origin. Problems generated
by the second factor, institutionalized in the hukou
system, have been considerably reduced by recent pol-
icy changes that aim to extend the hukou-based, resi-
dence-based welfare system to cover in-migrants. But
problems remain, including those due to the third fac-
tor: the choice by many migrants to maintain land, se-
curity, and family connections in their area of origin
(not necessarily their exact birthplace) and/or some
third location, both as insurance – given the limits and
unreliability of demand for their labour in the cities
where they are presently located – and out of family
and regional loyalty. In addition to their parents and
other relatives, often the migrants’ children remain in
the area of origin because of employment instability
and the extra costs of urban residence. What is logi-
cally required to match the real nature of migration –
as not a once-for-all transfer but a fluctuating, risky,
partial, long-term experimental process – is a national-
scale welfare regime rather than a place-based one.
Rather than integration of migrants into urban areas,
integration of the national society as a whole is re-
quired, to construct a welfare regime which has the
same span as the economic system that it seeks to
make whole. One can add that, eventually, the same
logic may have to be acknowledged for the world as a
whole.

After the colossal scale of the issues treated in the
chapters on India and China, the next two chapters,
both on Mexico, look at individual women’s lives,
though still with strong attention to bigger structures
and processes. Serrano Oswald’s chapter 9 focuses on
the significance of migration for women who stay
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rather than for those who move. Migration studies
that focus only on trajectories of departure and remit-
tance do not capture many of the human implications
and interconnections. She shows how large-scale mi-
gration to other parts of Mexico and especially to the
USA brings major changes in a community of origin,
especially for women, for they receive new and ex-
panded duties; but that this occurs within an evolving
continuity of tradition, male dominance, and female
subordination. Based on years of research into an in-
digenous Zapotec locality in Oaxaca state in southern
Mexico, her study looks at transformations and conti-
nuities in the local economy and society. Most mi-
grants remain culturally rooted in their community of
origin and intensely connected to it, maintaining fre-
quent communication and revisiting regularly, often as
the prelude to eventual return. 

This pattern operates with particular intensity in
the locality observed by Serrano Oswald because of
the strength of indigenous identity and organization
and the opportunities provided by tourism and the re-
lated growth of woodcarving, which have made sea-
sonal international migration-and-return very com-
mon. The pattern has a special impact on women,
who are expected to remain behind (or return and set-
tle after they have children) and to maintain the com-
munity, the children, the culture, the elderly, the
homes, the cherished agricultural base, and the local
physical and organizational infrastructure, as well as
to support the comings and goings of the migrants
and the additional demands of the new economic ac-
tivities, and often to bear a new child after a return
visit home by their husband. The impact on the chil-
dren of such migration is also intense, with an absent
father and a severely loaded mother. Local women to-
day work on average twenty to twenty-five hours extra
per week when compared to their male counterparts,
and the discrepancy is higher for women whose hus-
band is away. Yet migrant men retain de jure authority
and exercise it de facto, directly or through their
blood relations. The role assigned to wives is as sub-
ordinates and as mothers, for whom all sacrifices for
their family are mandatory. 

In exploring this sort of social terrain, Serrano Os-
wald demonstrates the relevance of a combination of:
first, critical ethnography, that allows local people to
express and present themselves within long-term stud-
ies that provide space for the researcher to become
aware of ‘silences, omissions, and processes of invisi-
bility’; second, social representation theory, which ex-
amines the systems of ideas used to define, character-
ize, and legitimate roles; and third, Nancy Fraser’s

theory of social justice, which distinguishes three as-
pects or types of justice, involving redistribution, rec-
ognition, and representation. Fraser (2009) argues the
need for each of economic justice, political voice, and
cultural respect, for each person and group; and in
her own work has placed these issues in a global
rather than solely national context (see Fernandez
2011).

The remaining chapter in part IV, by Rojas-Wies-
ner and DeVargas (chapter 10), parallels the explora-
tion of lived experiences of particular women seen in
Serrano’s chapter, and prefigures Section V’s investiga-
tions of legal liminality. Rojas-Wiesner and DeVargas’
study of long-term immigrants from Guatemala in
south-eastern Mexico combines narratives gathered
from in-depth interviews with a structural analysis. It
shows the central importance of access to recognition
and rights as a citizen, to be able to protest when one
is a victim of injustice and excluded from basic serv-
ices. In contrast, women of immigrant origin feel
forced into invisibility, to avoid discrimination due to
their origin or risk of being reported to the authori-
ties and perhaps deported. This fear applies especially
where networks and organizations that might protect
them are too remote, geographically or socially. In-
creasingly restrictive immigration policies in the name
of ‘national security’ keep migrant women powerless
and vulnerable. 

1.3.3 Intersectionality in Migration and the 
Complexity of Gender

The chapters in part IV articulate and apply the theme
of intersectionality – the crucial significance of the
combinations and interactions of factors that consti-
tute a person’s situation, including gender, economic
class, ability, race and ethnicity, sexual orientation, re-
ligious and political affiliation, and more. Chapter 11
by Sinatti looks at transnational families, “families
who maintain close relations and a sense of unity
across geographic distances”, as illustrated also in sev-
eral other chapters. The definition has equal relevance
to families spread across subcontinental-scale coun-
tries like India, China, and Mexico. Migration from
Senegal is central to its society – a tenth of the popu-
lation are outside at any one time – and its economy.
The migrants are to a large extent young unmarried
men, who carry high family expectations on their
shoulders in addition to their individual dreams. Sin-
atti looks at the evolution of their ideas of gender
roles, notably their constructions of masculinity, dur-
ing the stressful years abroad, years in which they are
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separated from the comfortably familiar but may ac-
quire great importance and higher status in their fam-
ily as a provider of vital resources, while at the same
time seeking to accumulate the resources to establish
their own independent household. Typically the un-
married men eventually acquire a wife (or wives) dur-
ing a trip (or trips) back to Senegal and subsequently
live separated abroad while they seek to save for prop-
erty at home. Sinatti’s research on Senegalese mi-
grants, in Italy and also when they are back in Sen-
egal, reveals that while migration is seen as a path to
increased status at home, including status as a serious
man, it carries the price of years of low-status living
abroad, without societal respect there, obliged to
cook for oneself, and separated from the daily exer-
cise of authority at home in Senegal and at risk of be-
ing treated only as the supplier of money. Some ab-
sent fathers maintain their family presence through
carefully selected gifts. This is an example of how
their role as man and father, which their emigration
sought to ensure, is led to become something other
than it would be if they were living at home.

The human right to health applies to migrants, to
women, and not least to migrant women. In particu-
lar, migrant women have sexual and reproductive
health (SRH) needs which are largely ignored by mi-
gration regimes, which frequently treat women as sex-
less units of labour to be used maximally and then dis-
carded. Chapter 12, on “Intersectionality, Structural
Vulnerability, and Access to Sexual and Reproductive
Health Services” by Truong, Marin, and Quesada-
Bondad, shows the centrality of the issue of migrant
workers’ sexual and reproductive health. The Filipina
women migrant domestic workers who were inter-
viewed were largely in their child-bearing years, and
most continued to have children during the cycle of
their overseas employment. Older women too have
SRH needs. The chapter thus transcends an abstrac-
tion that is convenient in the migration industry – an
assumption that women workers are the equivalent of
a washing machine or an electric iron, sexless produc-
tion inputs, or that they must be rendered ‘safe’
through pregnancy prevention. 

A holistic approach to the lives of real persons
with real bodily and affective needs, in situations con-
stituted by the intersection of multiple factors – cul-
tural, psychological, biological, legal, financial – brings
out migrants’ human right to SRH, the constraints of-
ten encountered, and the need for cooperation be-
tween researchers and policymakers in the fields of
health, migration, and gender. Foreign women do-
mestics working in distant countries are physically

and culturally isolated, typically not legally recognized
as workers, and often culturally disempowered in
such a way that they believe that sexual needs and
many reproductive health issues are matters of shame
that cannot be discussed. Truong et al. provide case
studies of and from three of the financially richest
countries in the world: Qatar, Singapore, and Hong
Kong (Special Administrative Region of China). The
chapter illustrates what is the truly shameful behav-
iour, that of employers who take advantage of vulner-
able women to the maximum extent possible – work-
ing them without limit and in some cases abusing
them physically, mentally, and/or sexually. The chap-
ter also illustrates elements of good practice. Some
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) try to build
these workers’ awareness, skills, self-image, and self-
confidence, to provide the bases for effective agency.
Domestic workers’ legal status in Hong Kong in-
cludes obligatory employment protection and health
insurance, in contrast to the de facto situation in even
Singapore, where only in 2012 did migrant domestic
workers receive the legal right to a rest day. In Qatar
– the first- or second-ranked country in the world in
many listings of real gross domestic product per cap-
ita – a 1963 Sponsorship Law still ties migrant workers
to a single employer. Foreign workers are denied the
legal protection given to Qatari workers and even
their limited rights under the 1963 law are to a large
extent not enforced, reflecting their marginal situa-
tion. In all three countries the health of the migrant
domestic workers is largely dependent on the quality
of their relationship with their employers. Financial
wealth here appears something rather separate from
human wealth.

The intersections examined in chapter 13 by De
Vargas and Donzelli are those that structured the lives
of foreign black sub-Saharan African male migrant
workers in Libya during the war in 2011, and enabled
the resulting extremes of insecurity, including armed
attacks, that they faced as a group having multiple vul-
nerabilities. What the chapter distinctively adds is to
show the importance of how these migrants were rep-
resented (and sometimes ignored) by the foreign me-
dia. This contributed to the allocation of attention
and the processes of opinion formation amongst in-
fluential foreign publics and decision-makers, and in
turn to the actions and inactions of the dominant for-
eign powers and the deaths of many migrants. Com-
mon in the representations of the diverse groups of
black African male workers was that they were sup-
posedly threats to some other actors, with an implica-
tion that their own protection and security had no pri-
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ority. In the background, argue DeVargas and
Donzelli, amongst other notions (such as of pro-
Gaddafi black African mercenaries, an idea promoted
by the anti-Gaddafi rebels) was often a Eurocentric
presumption that the African workers in Libya were
eventually headed for Europe and needed to be de-
terred, dispersed, and sent back southwards. 

The chapter’s analysis of a selection of reports
during 2011 in The New York Times, The Guardian,
and Al Jazeera finds a shared and consistent set of
themes: a picture of the events as a democratic revo-
lution that advanced human rights; a mitigation of the
violence against black Africans as being a product of
a racist inheritance from the Gaddafi era and Gadd-
afi’s perverse resistance, and as an unsurprising risk to
be faced by rash illegal immigrants; and representa-
tions of masculinities that matched Connell (2005)’s
categories: the hegemonic masterful controlled mas-
culinity of the intervening Western powers; the imper-
fect complicit approximation by the anti-Gaddafi
forces; and the inferior irrational and brutish mascu-
linities of the Gaddafi regime and its desperate black
African dependents. The chapter adds ideas on how
to try to counter myth-making and marginalization, in-
cluding by assertion of the right of those in insecure
situations to specify what security signifies for them
and what steps would improve their conditions.

The section concludes with a case study by Bop
and Truong (chapter 14) of a particularly striking set
of intersections. It concerns the migratory blind beg-
gars, victims of river blindness, who move between
Mali and Senegal, and the non-blind girls or young
women who function as their guides or eyes. Rather
than as individual migration, this form of migration is
best understood through the lens of communities af-
fected by an insidious illness, with sensitivity to the
embeddedness of gender relations in the coping re-
sponses. The blind male migrants must deal with mul-
tiple conditions of disability to continue their role as
the family providers. They are joined by non-blind
boys and girls, but generally rely on the guidance of
the girls and young women since boys mostly beg for
themselves. A variety of social arrangements for guid-
ing are in practice, including a modification of ‘child
fostering’ as a tradition, biological kinship and mar-
riage, and employment. Intersections between disabil-
ity, gender, class, and age obliterate the visibility of the
girl guides in the eyes of policymakers. Mutual depend-
ency based on gender and age can be interwoven into
layers of culturally defined intergenerational obliga-
tions, for which social justice strategies that are built

only on the idea of the individual rights of women or
children may not necessarily be appropriate. 

The legal framework of human rights is under-
standably criticized as being too soft in its implemen-
tation and too individualistic in its orientation, ap-
proaching social justice and the advancement of
minorities in terms of, for example, ‘affirmative ac-
tion’ initiatives rather than by addressing the struc-
tural barriers faced by migrants. At the other extreme,
efforts by states to administer migration policy re-
gimes in a legal-technocratic manner have proved to
be highly unsuccessful, as well as having negative con-
sequences for migrants in terms of social justice.
Whether framed by migrant advocates or government
officials, narrow legalistic understandings of migrants’
rights do not adequately address the social justice con-
cerns of migrants. For example, relations of power as
well as macro-economic policies tend to be much
more significant for ensuring migrants’ human secu-
rity than the existence or non-existence of rights in
law. 

1.3.4 Liminal Legality, Citizenship, and 
Migrant Rights Mobilization

The chapters in part V explore the circumstances in
which rights are denied to migrants by way of policy
regimes and enforcement measures, illustrating what
Menjivar (2006) has identified as a situation of liminal
legality and which Coutin (2002) has described as le-
gal non-existence. Chapter 15 by Mora and Hand-
maker on Peruvian migrants in Chile suggests that the
main factors that structure the potential for advocacy,
both by and on behalf of migrants, seem to be the
presence of a vibrant civil society and the presence of
democratic institutions that can serve as a reliable
channel for rights claims. While acknowledging the
potential for civic advocacy to protect migrants’
rights, Mora and Handmaker elaborate the structural
and institutional barriers faced by the Peruvian mi-
grants, pointing out the consequences for the mi-
grants and the specific challenges to be taken up by
Chilean advocates. They argue that migrants and Chil-
ean migrant advocacy organizations could make more
productive use of Chilean state institutions than they
have until now.

While migrant advocacy might hold much poten-
tial in Chile, the possibilities of invoking state institu-
tions is substantially less possible in countries that
highly restrict freedom of association, such as certain
countries in the Gulf region, according to Vlieger in
chapter 16. In a more extreme set of examples, she il-
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lustrates the appalling treatment of many women mi-
grant domestic workers in Saudi Arabia and the
United Arab Emirates, where the numerous protec-
tion efforts of migrant advocacy organizations, and in
some cases by the states from which migrants have
come, have proved highly insufficient. In addition to
a range of restrictive laws, she vividly illustrates a
range of social, structural, and institutional ‘dysfunc-
tions’ faced by migrants working in the domestic serv-
ice sector in both the United Arab Emirates and Saudi
Arabia. Vlieger goes on to explain the various legal ob-
ligations owed by these states according to interna-
tional law. In the light of the record of such wide-
spread impunity, she concludes, rather depressingly,
that there is, in fact, very little prospect for human
rights to serve as a protective framework at all in ei-
ther of these countries.

Similar difficulties in advocating for migrants’
rights through state institutions exist in Thailand, as
Petchot (chapter 17) observes in her chapter on Bur-
mese children born in Thailand, but who lack citizen-
ship and rights. Placing an emphasis on the duties of
the receiving state, as Vlieger has done, she demon-
strates that migrants pursue active transnational lives,
with little if any official intervention, although the
possibilities for migrants relying on state institutions
to protect their human rights are far more limited
than in Chile, but substantially easier than in Saudi
Arabia. As in Chile, there appears to be at least some
potential in Thailand for advocating social justice and
human rights on behalf of migrants through appealing
to law, media, and other social or state institutions.
Petchot elaborates this further with reference to the
specific institutional challenges that migrant children
face in obtaining education in Thailand. Accordingly,
she addresses the grey area between labour laws and
migration laws in Thailand, and the consequences
this has for migrant children’s education. In doing so,
Petchot reveals the structural opportunities for ex-
panding migrants’ rights in Thailand by exploiting the
tensions between the labour laws and immigration
laws.

The approaches adopted by the contributors in
this section differ, although they cover similar case
studies. For example, Vlieger and Petchot place
greater emphasis on the receiving state and its institu-
tions and less emphasis on the migrant herself. By
contrast, Irianto and Truong, in chapter 2 at the out-
set of the book, adopt a more transnational perspec-
tive, accepting the inadequacies of the receiving
state’s institutions, but exploring the responsibility of
the sending state, in this case Indonesia, as well as the

scope for migrants wishing to exercise their agency
and claim social justice, either on their own or
through intermediary organizations.

Reflecting on these studies, Menjivar and Cou-
tin’s chapter 18 underlines the value of a socio-legal
perspective and more particularly its potential to eval-
uate the limits of complex legal regimes to protect mi-
grants or to serve as a reliable basis for policy imple-
mentation. As they make clear, in the absence of
rights-based policies for the protection of migrants at
the national level, migrants experience a situation of
‘legal non-existence’, or liminal legality, where the
mere possession of legal status is of limited value, if at
all. Liminal legality, they argue, is produced by na-
tional laws in receiving states that with increasing fre-
quency grant new migrants nothing more than tempo-
rary statuses that limit their social rights and access to
justice (e.g. ‘registered irregulars’), thus enabling
states to appear to satisfy both demands for rights and
calls for restriction. Liminal legality is also produced
through clashes between different legal orders or dif-
ferent agencies. It gives employers and the state itself
greater power in relation to migrants while still using
their labour when wished. In the precarious legal and
social context experienced by migrants, the potential
for violating their rights is high. Where states tend to
resist the recognition, let alone realization of rights to
migrants, the legal consciousness of stakeholders con-
cerned with migration and its management becomes
very important. Moreover, the consciousness that mi-
grants have of their rights, that NGOs have of the pos-
sibilities for realizing those rights, and that govern-
ment officials have in relation to state obligations
towards migrants, plays a decisive role in mediating
the liminal legal status of migrants. 

In all of the preceding three case studies (Mora/
Handmaker [chapter 15]; Vlieger [chapter 16]; Petchot
[chapter 17]), the socio-institutional factors make it ex-
tremely difficult for migrants to make a social justice
claim, despite their ‘entitlement’ to a range of na-
tional, regional, and international rights. Even worse,
conflating migration and crime, or crimmigration,
can translate into highly restrictive policy and/or en-
forcement regimes (Welch 2012; Stumpf 2006), in-
cluding ethnic profiling by the police (Leun/Woude
2011). Systematic violation of migrants’ rights can
even be regarded as a form of structural violence, as
opposed to ‘direct violence’, with the violence calcu-
lated in terms of the ‘number of (life) years lost’ (Gal-
tung/Höivik 1979: 73). This could be a direct or indi-
rect consequence of migration policies and/or
enforcement measures, or other factors leading to mi-
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grants’ social exclusion, especially where the possibili-
ties for redress through public or official institutions
are highly restricted. In short, both the tendency of
states to resist rights, and of migrants and migrant ad-
vocacy organizations to resist oppressive state poli-
cies, can be measured. Barbara Oomen argues that
“[i]n an empirical sense, this resistance can be under-
stood as closely related to the constitutional pluralism
that characterizes today’s world”. Looking beyond a
strictly legal interpretation of this concept, as the au-
thors in this section do, Oomen recognises that, from
an anthropological perspective, interactions between
these different normative orders often take place in a
situation of “unequal power relations”, where one sys-
tem can “subvert, resist and evade the dominant legal
order” (Oomen 2011: 21).

The policy implication is that stakeholders in-
volved in migrant advocacy – whether NGOs, state in-
stitutions, or international organizations – need to
adopt a more nuanced and critical understanding of
the dynamics of transnational migration and the real-
ities of migrant life. Realizing social justice and mi-
grant rights claims requires much more than a purely
legalistic approach and must be intertwined with
other, more grounded and migrant-centred strategies.

1.3.5 Migration Regimes, Gender Norms, and 
Public Action

Chapter 19 by Huijsmans in part VI is the last in the
series of papers which pay particular attention to male
migrants as gendered subjects. He does this within a
perspective on the policy regime that governs migra-
tion from Laos to Thailand and in this respect the
chapter figures also as the Janus partner to chapter 2
by Irianto and Truong. Haile and Siegmann (chapter
6) looked at male migrant workers with irregular sta-
tus in domestic work; Sinatti (chapter 11) discussed
the role of notions of masculinity and how these are
affected by the experience of international migration;
DeVargas and Donzelli (chapter 13) considered the sit-
uation of African male migrants trapped in an armed
conflict and stereotyped in ways that maximized their
vulnerability; Bop and Truong (chapter 14) examined
the multiple conditions of disability experienced by
male beggars and their dependence on the support of
young women and children; and here Huijsmans ar-
gues that the lack of attention to male migrant vulner-
ability in migration policy reflects hegemonic notions
of masculinity which present hardship as something
that real men must experience and overcome. His
chapter looks at the rite of passage for young Lao

men of spending some years away in Thailand, and
examines how dominant gender notions mould the
migration experiences of both men and women. In re-
visiting both the themes of migration regime and mas-
culinity the paper highlights the link between two key
elements in this book’s analysis; the systemic subordi-
nation of women in migration regimes may only be
overcome when the contributory ideas about not only
femininity but also about masculinity are surfaced and
reconsidered. 

Although around sixty per cent of migrants from
Laos (the Lao People’s Democratic Republic) to Thai-
land have been women, a new migration policy re-
gime formalizes the labour supply chain to Thailand
by the insertion of authorized labour bureaus and is
bringing an increase in the share of men. Migrants are
supposed to enter only via the services of an author-
ized bureau. The new system is declared necessary in
order to make migrants safer. But since undocu-
mented migration remains predominant, due to the
costs and inflexibility of the new formal system, and
has become unsafe, migrant vulnerability has actually
increased. The new bureaus are largely private migra-
tion-employment agencies that impose high charges
and leave migrants uninformed and misinformed. Al-
though their advance information is mostly mislead-
ing the bureaus do nothing when appealed to later by
workers who are in difficulties. The high charges
render most workers who use them indebted and
hence insecure but tied to the agency and the assigned
job. The system also has gender implications. First,
prospective migrants using this channel are more de-
pendent on parental approval and support in order to
pay the charges, and so traditional gender notions of-
ten re-enter. The idea that women are more vulnera-
ble, whereas men need a period abroad in order to
grow as men, comes into play to reduce the share of
women in migration. Second, domestic work is not
recognized by the Lao state as an approved reason for
migration; this serves as a way of asserting its honour
in relation to its dominating neighbour Thailand.
Women’s migration into domestic work in Thailand
continues as by far the largest migrant flow from
Laos, given the limited domestic opportunities, but
the women are forced to work irregularly in the eyes
of the Lao state. Safety is not increased, while migra-
tion brokers reap gains. Policy functions as public the-
atre that fulfils objectives other than the ones de-
clared.

The sequence of case studies concludes with a
wide-ranging reflection by Sandoval (chapter 20) on
the roles of migration research, researchers, and pol-
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icy campaigners, with reference to the case of Costa
Rica. About ten per cent of Costa Rica’s residents are
immigrants; people from neighbouring Nicaragua
comprise nearly seven per cent, a figure that is now
growing only slowly. Nicaraguans play essential roles
in the national economy but are widely stereotyped as
a fast-growing horde of criminals and welfare-depend-
ents, and this hostility is exacerbated now by a border
dispute. Consistent with Michael Burawoy’s call for
“public sociology” (Burawoy 2005, 2007), Sandoval
considers ways in which social scientists have contrib-
uted and could further contribute in this situation. So
far these have ranged from seeking to clarify the real
levels of immigrant population and its growth,
through to involvement in taking up to the Supreme
Court in 2011 a writ of unconstitutionality against the
State for new anti-immigrant legislation. Sandoval ar-
gues that international funders who fondly sponsor
migration research, often on themes that have already
been well studied, should spend rather more on sup-
porting the necessary follow-up work of long-term
policy advocacy and public education. 

Much of the contribution by social scientists to
public debate has pointed out how immigrants per-
form tasks that the local population no longer wishes
to, notably heavy manual work in key export agricul-
ture sectors and as domestic workers. Large numbers
of Costa Rican women have joined paid employment
because they can hire Nicaraguans to care for their
children, homes, and older generations. But Sandoval
finds Costa Rican society is not ready to acknowledge
this fundamental interdependence; Nicaraguans are
instead commonly represented as scroungers and
‘Threatening Others’. Consequently, the next major
type of social scientist involvement has been to try to
counter unfounded stereotypes and their formation,
for example the false claim that deterioration of pub-
lic services under neo-liberalism is because of high de-
mands placed on them by immigrants. In reality, pre-
dominantly working-age migrants require relatively
little health care, for example. 

A further type of involvement responds to the im-
plicit overwhelming reliance on the nation-state as the
basis for self-identification and collective identifica-
tion in public debate. It tries to build on values of hos-
pitality and solidarity, including on ‘a social fabric of
cosmopolitanism from below [that exists] around the
eating establishments, clinics, or schools’ in the bina-
tional communities where poorer Costa Ricans and
Nicaraguan migrants co-reside. To articulate and con-
vey this experience requires use of the methods of
ethnography (as illustrated here in the chapters by

Tandian and Bergh [chapter 3] or Serrano [chapter 9],
and the formats of popular culture, including music,
film, videos, and novels. It requires also bridging the
gap between abstracted policy advocates and analysts
on the one hand, whose work remains in a vacuum
when disconnected from popular discourses, and the
community activists and practitioners on the other,
who can connect well to these. A final, related, type
of involvement has been trying to help migrant
groups in their own organizations, participation, and
self-projection, to help them make use of public
spaces and connect to broader political actions and
advocacy work. 

Sandoval concludes how all of this implies the
need for forms of social science training and organiza-
tion that respect each of: skills in description and
analysis, skills in critique and attempted change, and
skills in listening and cooperation within coalitions of
varied types of researcher and activist. His sentiments
well reflect the spirit of this book as a whole.

The book's final chapter, by Gasper and Truong,
steps back from the case studies, to draw out some of
the underlying issues of social and political philoso-
phy and political economy, including in regard to
basic conceptions about migration, women, men and
their roles. It also extends Sandoval’s themes to a
broader stage. The hundreds of millions of women
nowadays who engage in migratory movement do so
in settings that are structured by market forces, sys-
tems of nation-state authority and identity, and sys-
tems of gender identities and gender power relations.
Market capitalist systems generate mobility; nation-
state systems limit the rights and entitlements of
migrants; and these systems combine in hybrid migra-
tion regimes to use and exploit migrant labour. A
human rights and human security perspective adopts,
in contrast, a global framework for according sympa-
thetic attention and respect to all persons, as well as
for understanding interconnections worldwide, includ-
ing global-local and local-local. The book's set of stud-
ies contributes, we hope, to understanding and
responding to the reality that the 'people on the
move' are now often primarily women, who are typi-
cally subject to migration regimes that, in the terms
we used earlier, bear and promote distinct gendered
values, norms and characteristics. While women fre-
quently already serve as social and economic ‘shock
absorbers’, migrant women can be exposed to partic-
ular and particularly intense patterns of exploitation,
at the intersection of multiple systems of power.
Awareness of this remains insufficiently developed in
work on migration and even in much work on human
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rights and human security, approaches which are often
not explicitly or sufficiently gendered. The chapter
considers ways to integrate insights from thinking
about human rights, human security, feminist theory
and migration studies, for studying the relationships
between gender and migration, giving attention to
relations of gender subordination but also to how the
relationships are highly varied and may change. It
reviews forms of ‘invisibility’ and misframing used in

gendered migration regimes and directions for
attempting to counter them. The chapter concludes
with some indications for further work, including on
South-South migration, the on-going transformations
in the nature of borders, and portability of social pro-
tection, with attention in all these cases to differential
impacts on various categories of women, men, chil-
dren, and families.
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